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CHAPTER ONE










THE steps echoed along the dimly lit corridor, the sound loud in the oppressive silence hanging between the naked stone walls like a heavy mist.


Alex clenched her jaw and pretended to be walking all by herself instead of being frog-marched down the corridor by four fully armed palace guards forming a tight knot around her. It wasn’t exactly an easy thing to do when your elbows kept brushing against the tarnished black armor of the men on either side of you and you could feel the breath of the one behind you on your neck.


She might have considered running had it not been for the drawn spellgun of the guard at the rear and its capacity to stun the hell out of her before she’d taken two steps. And then, of course, there were the tempering rings which they had placed upon her wrists when hauling her from her suite and which usually contained enough narcotics to put a charging boar to instant sleep.


No, the only thing she would achieve by running would be getting tasered, pummeled, and then being dragged on like a limp rag.


Alex’s jaw clenched harder. No sir! She had always sworn to herself that she would walk up to her doom with her head held high, and she had no plan to swerve from that now.


The corridor split before them and they took the right fork, the echo of their steps getting lost in the distance. They were somewhere deep below the Royal Palace of Crona, inside a complicated maze of uniform corridors whose heavily warded doors guarded the Jester only knew what.


Man-sized stone statues watched them from solemn faces as they passed, their pale eyes following them with a mixture of scorn and pity. Alex’s hackles rose in response. Her hands felt clammy and her heart was pounding in her chest like a giant funeral bell.


Another sharp turn and they finally stopped by a reinforced steel door. It was inlaid with several activated arcane glyphs suffusing the corridor with an eerie white-blue glow. Even out here, Alex could feel the heavy press of potent magic tingling over her sensitive skin. Her stomach flipped. Inside the darkness of her core, the spider hissed and bared its teeth. 


The guard in front of Alex placed his palm against a bright blue panel, keying the magic ward with a spark of his magic. The door opened.


Magic spilled out of the room in an invisible wave, almost making Alex sneeze. Her heart was hammering so furiously by now, it was a surprise that her breastbone didn’t just split open.


Stepping aside, the guard held the door open for her. “In here, please.”


Please, my ass! Alex took a deep breath and entered.


The door immediately closed behind her and locked with a faint metal click.


Great! Trapped! How about something new for a change?


The room before Alex was about as oppressive as any interrogation chamber in a good detective story, though perhaps not as seedy. The entire place, from floor to ceiling, was covered in glowing magic wards sneaking along the walls like shimmering silver cobwebs. They pulsed in a soft rhythm and sealed the room from any interference from the outside world. 


More armed guards occupied the corners of the room, completely motionless, much like the stone statues out in the corridor. However, Alex saw no pity or scorn on their faces. In fact, she saw no expression at all. It made her vaguely wonder if they received a poker face training during their military education.


Above them, Echeranion Spheres hovered below the ceiling, spinning madly in place. Energy threads quivered around their small metal bodies, recording a three-dimensional rendition of the room and everything happening inside it. 


A too bright overhead lamp spotlighted a black metal table with a chair on either side, making the rest of the room appear gloomier than it really was.


Alex swallowed as she took it all in. Was this depressing room where she would die?


The soft rustle of paper caught her attention. A man was standing in the shadows behind the desk, halfway averted from the door, studying the contents of a slim leather file. Instead of the tarnished black body armor of the palace guard, he wore a long, fine, black coat and a black silk tie with a silver clasp—a stylized cross made up of a branch and a sword. He had to be around forty, with thick black hair and a precise beard framing his chiseled jaw.


When he turned, Alex’s gaze was immediately drawn by the small black triangle tattooed below his left eye. An Empath. Ah shit!


Taking notice of her, the man indicated the chair on her side of the table. “Please, sit.”


Alex sat.


The Empath slowly lowered himself into the other chair and rested his elbows on the table, watching her over his folded hands. Alex felt a gentle trickle of magic licking her skin, and she couldn’t help shuddering.


Empaths were extremely good at reading a person’s emotional status—a bit like what she did with her shaper senses—and they were almost as good at detecting lies as Augurs were. The perfect interrogators.


Whatever it was the man was receiving from her, it put a slight frown on his face. Well, he had to be feeling the quiet terror and desperation churning inside her. Why it would surprise him, though, she had no clue.


The Empath cleared his throat. “Would you care for something to drink?”


Alex’s gaze swiveled to a small round table at the back of the room, supporting a carafe and several glasses. Likely something to loosen her tongue. Yeah, I don’t think so! She would be damned if she made this any easier for them than she had to.


“No, thank you.” There. Polite. And that despite the situation. Heloise would have been so proud of her. Then again, maybe not. She hadn’t added ‘sir’.


The interrogator braided his long fingers together as he studied her, his frown deepening.


Alex lowered her eyes, trying against her better knowledge to evade his scrutiny. The tempering rings on her wrists rattled against the tabletop, making her flinch.


“My name is Chief Interrogator Davignon,” the Empath said at length. “Commissari Majorae of the central guardaí Department.” One of the guardaí’s top dogs. Well, wasn’t she honored?


“I apologize for the rather rough treatment, my lady, but considering the circumstances, I am sure you understand that we must take certain … precautions.”


Oh yes, she understood. She understood very well. So well, in fact, that—


Wait a minute! Lady? Had he just called her ‘my lady’? What was he playing at?


Alex shot him a furtive glance. Was he messing with her?


His face showed no sign of mockery, nor did she feel any through her sensory threads.


What in the name of—?


Then something clicked inside her head and her entire body went still as a new thought invaded her mind.


What if she had been wrong? What if she wasn’t the reason for all this kickup?


The moment Governor Robert Ferhus had bitten the dust in the middle of the Great Hall, the mass of civilized lords and ladies inside the palace had transformed into a raging mob in five seconds flat, screaming bloody murder and causing a heel-and-boot-stampede of the finest kind and quality. Before everything could spiral out of control, however, the palace guard had shown up in full force and, with frightening professionalism, had dispersed the crowd and herded them all back to their assigned suites, locking them in both physically and magically.


And that’s where Alex had spent the last twenty-four hours, all by her lonesome, waiting and waiting and fucking waiting.


Twice they had brought her a tray with food, but each time the servant had left again before she even had the time to open her mouth.


So she had kept waiting, counting the nerve-wracking minutes that seemed to stretch like viscous honey, pacing until she’d trudged a permanent path into the lush, pearl-gray carpet. She had let the past events run through her mind again and again and again, conceiving more and more harebrained scenarios, in most of which her true nature was revealed, and she ended up dead as mutton—shot, flash-fried, hanged, or killed in another quite as gruesome way.


Twenty-four hours was a long time to be alone with nothing but your thoughts, and every passing minute only spurred her morbid creativity.


Of course, Alex had tried to contact Darken through the door that connected their rooms, but she soon had to realize that whatever magic shields they had put around the suites made any kind of room-to-room communication impossible. Those shields also stretched across the windows at the backside of the rooms. Despite that, Alex had caught herself contemplating doing another little climbing stunt to Darken’s neighboring window, just as she’d climbed to the Sauniers’ suite, but even if she could physically penetrate the shield without harming herself and alerting the guards—which she somehow doubted—the palace security was on full alert and restlessly patrolling the grounds below. It was too big a risk and would most likely result in her instant exposure. Something she’d still hoped to avoid at that point.


But when they had finally stormed her room with four armed guards, wordlessly handcuffing her and dragging her from her suite, Alex had assumed that during their investigation of the events, they must have figured out who—and more specifically what—she was, and that they were about to put her through the mill. After all, why else would they treat her like some highly dangerous criminal? It hadn’t occurred to her once that this might actually be standard procedure. Now, however…


Drawing a quiet breath, Alex gently unfurled her spider threads a little wider, taking a taste of the guards scattered around the interrogation room. They were tense alright, but none of them felt particularly agitated. There was no feeling of disgust, or wariness, or even fear, the feelings she associated with people who had found out what she hid beneath her human shell. Everything felt like … routine.


With some effort, Alex swallowed the snarky reply that had been hovering at the tip of her tongue for the past couple of seconds and instead decided to test the waters.


“Of course, my lord,” she said meekly—or, at least, she hoped it sounded meekly. “I completely understand. It’s just … a lot to digest.”


The Chief Interrogator nodded sympathetically. “I’m sure the whole situation must be very distressing for you, Lady de Nuy.”


Lady de Nuy! Sweet Jester, she was right. They hadn’t caught on—yet.


Mr. Commissari Majorae of the central guardaí Department over there must have felt her ‘distress’ but had attributed it to the wrong reason. Which made sense, all things considered. Apparently, for him, she was still Alexandre de Nuy, sweet little debutante from boondocks-Bouldershore. Innocence written in big letters. Surely the cold-blooded murder of the governor must have knocked the wind out of her, unsavvy little country flower that she was.


Well, it had knocked the wind out of her. Just not for the reasons that he thought.


Anyway, now she had an angle to play this and with a little luck, she might yet get out of this room with her head still attached to her shoulders.


Alex allowed her voice to audibly shake as she spoke. “A man is dead, my lord. ‘Distress’ is hardly covering it.”


She flashed him another glance from below her lashes. Laid on too thickly?


The Empath just nodded again. “Perfectly understandable, lady. But that is also why an ounce of prevention is due at the moment.”


Alex decided to push her luck. “Am I—” She swallowed. “Am I under suspicion?”


That actually caused the interrogator to smile. “Not more than anybody else in the palace, lady.” He hesitated for a second as if deciding something. “Though, if it relieves you, after what my colleagues from the Department and I have ascertained so far, I have no inkling to believe that you are involved in the assassination of the deceased governor. However”—he put his hands together—“I must ask you certain questions.”


A little bit of the tension that had clamped Alex’s body in a steel-vise since the guards had shown up on her doorstep drained out of her. She attempted a brave little smile.


“I am fully at your disposal, my lord.”


After informing her of her rights and of the dire consequences of lying to a guardaí officer—Alex kept her smile firmly in place, immensely glad that shapers didn’t easily sweat—he started out by asking her a couple of questions about her relationship with the Dubois family and how it had come to be that she had been at the Summerball in the first place. Alex was pretty sure that these ‘easy’ questions were aimed at making her feel a little more comfortable and she fed him the entire Alexandre-de-Nuy story as she’d practiced it during her preparation for the ball—poor, orphaned country girl lucky enough to be acquainted with one of the highest royal families—acting as though she had nothing to hide, when really, hiding was all she did in life.


The interrogator busily made notes in his folder. Alex would have surrendered her left arm to get a glimpse at them. They would decide if she made it out of this room alive. She was fully aware that she was walking a dangerous tightrope: one stumble and she would plunge to her inevitable death. She almost thought she could hear the Jester cackling gleefully in the back of her mind.


“How well did you know the governor?” Davignon eventually asked, finally cutting to the chase.


“Not well,” Alex told him truthfully. “I met him for the first time during the Summerball. Lord Dubois-Léclaire introduced us shortly after my arrival on the first day. I … he seemed like a nice man.” She sighed. “We only spoke for a few minutes. It was, in fact, the only time I ever talked to the governor at all.”


Davignon made a few more notes while nodding to himself. It was the kind of behavior that made Alex want to rip the paper out of his hands and skewer him with his pencil. The spider bristled inside her, noting her agitation, and Alex pushed it even deeper into her core, aiming for a bland expression.


The Empath leaned back in his chair, once more folding his hands. He really had impeccably polished nails. “Please, tell me what you were doing at the time of the murder.”


Alex scrunched up her face as though she were trying very hard to recollect the events.


“I had been taking a walk through the palace gardens, I think. I was still feeling a little queasy from the night before—upset stomach.” She grimaced and let out an embarrassed little laugh, the way she imagined an aristo girl would do in her situation. “The air helped and I was just coming back and had entered the Great Hall. It was filling up with people at the time. I remember it was already quite crowded. I saw Josepha, Lord Dubois-Léclaire’s daughter, and I asked her where her father was.” Alex hesitated. “The seating plan for the banquet was about to be announced and I … well”—she bit her lip and lowered her voice a little—“I wanted to speak with him. Lord Roukewood had asked me the previous night if I would sit with him during the big banquet, and I thought I should tell his lordship in person before he saw us together, because, well, it is no secret that they are opponents and, in hindsight, I felt rather bad for not declining the offer. I thought Lord Dubois-Léclaire might be a bit put out…” 


In Alex’s experience, admitting to something that put you in a bad light was always likely to score points for credibility with state officials. It seemed to work on Davignon, too. At least, after adding a few more scribbles to his folder, the Empath put down his pen and smiled at her.


“Well, your account of events seems in accord with several other witness statements we have received so far.” He paused. “Lord Makesh Sylvaigne specifically pointed out that he saw you talking to the young Lady Dubois-Léclaire in the Great Hall. You don’t happen to recall seeing him as well, do you?”


At this, Alex had to work hard to keep her face—and her emotions—under control. Her half-brother had spoken to the interrogator about her? She didn’t remember seeing him in the Great Hall, but that was neither here nor there. There had been so many people and she had been quite intent on reaching Stephane.


Alex had the sudden feeling that Davignon was watching her very intently. Waiting for some kind of reaction, perhaps?


Her chest tightened. Had Makesh acted suspiciously when talking about her? Maybe even lied for her sake? Oh, she could imagine his emotions being in an uproar when he’d thought about his dear little shaper sister being inside the Royal Palace. And knowing her secret… 


Drawing on a lifetime of practice in which she’d trained herself to keep her emotions—and thus the spider inside her—in check, Alex squashed the anxiety that was about to bubble up and returned the Empath’s gaze with a sweet-blank expression. “No, I don’t think so, my lord. But as I said, there were so many people there…” She shrugged.


After a long minute, the man smiled again, apparently satisfied, and then asked her to kindly name all the people whom she did remember having seen in the garden and in the Great Hall.


Not allowing herself to feel relieved yet, Alex complied to the best of her memory. He accompanied her listing with tiny grunts, making a few more notes in his folder.


When she was done, he paused for another second, the pencil balanced on his fingertips. “Is there anything else you wish to tell me? Anything that might be of relevance to this investigation? Even a tiny detail might be useful.”


Alex’s memory thrust the garden maze before her, and she heard again the voice of Governor Ferhus, mere minutes before he had been stuck like a pig, speaking to another man—the man she hadn’t been able to identify yet.


She remembered the strain in the governor’s voice, the twinge of fear when he had mentioned Stephane. He had been afraid of something coming to light. Had he also been afraid for his life?


The anonymous man’s voice flooded Alex’s mind. This isn’t the time for rash actions, Robert. You’re in this as well. Don’t forget that. We’re all in this together. A subtle threat, perhaps? And then, when Ferhus, slightly heated, reminded him of the people who had already died: And how many more, do you think, will die if all this comes to light?


Had the unknown man meant to imply that Ferhus’ life was in danger, too? Had she perhaps even heard the murderer speaking? And could she have, somehow, prevented the governor’s death from happening if only she had acted a little quicker?


Futile thoughts. The governor was dead and nothing she said now would revive him. It might only end with her joining him in the Jester’s realm.


Pushing the memory from her mind, Alex looked up at the interrogator, her face completely even, except for a slight hint of sadness.


“I’m sorry, my lord. I don’t remember anything else.”
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AFTER a few more formalities, Alex was finally released from the interrogation room and guided back to her suite where she was supposed to wait until the interrogations were completed. Now that she knew they weren’t onto her, the guards didn’t seem quite as threatening as on the way down, in fact, more like an escort rather than a death squad. Alex still couldn’t bring herself to relax even one bit.


When they reached her suite, one of the guards relieved her of the tempering rings and opened the door for her.


She stepped inside.


The moment the door closed behind her and the wards snapped up once more, Alex’s legs turned to cotton.


She took a few wobbly steps and collapsed to the floor at the foot of the bed. Her heart was beating so violently, she thought it was about to explode.


They didn’t know! They didn’t suspect anything about her being a shaper.


Alex grasped one of the bedposts and pressed her forehead against the smooth, red-veined tulipwood, relief flooding her limbs like warm jelly.


Her cover was still intact.


It took another moment for the implications to penetrate her skull.


It meant she was still Alexandre de Nuy, guest of the Dubois family and innocent country rose dipping her toes into the muddy waters of the royal elite. It also meant that whoever had tried to abduct Max and Josy and framed her for murder was still within reach of her claws.


Alex raised her head, her features frosting over with icy determination.


The ball might be over—one round was lost. But the game? The game was still on!










CHAPTER TWO










“WHISKEY, anyone?”


Alex glanced over to where Stephane was standing in front of an elegant glass cabinet well-stocked with an assortment of crystal decanters in various filling stages.


With a short nod, she plunked down on one of the cream-colored suede couches. “Suppose it can’t make the headache I already got any worse.”


On a normal day, she would keep her hands off any high-proof alcoholic beverages—due to her delicate shaper senses they all tended to taste like gasoline and had about the same effect on her body—but right now she wouldn’t turn down anything that might help ease the nerve-wracking tension that had claimed her body like some feral dog which had gotten its teeth into a very succulent piece of meat and simply wouldn’t let go.


After more than two days of round-the-clock confinement, the noble guests of Crona Palace had finally been released from their investigative custody and allowed to return to their homes.


Oh, it had been rather obvious that the guardaí officials were more than unhappy to let the lot of them go, but they couldn’t very well keep the crème de la crème of the royal elite under lock and key any longer. The situation was already unprecedented as it was.


However, they had made it very clear that, as long as the murder inquiry wasn’t completed, everybody had to be available for further questioning at any given time and each attendee had to indicate their current place of residence.


To avoid the impending catastrophe—as Alex had nothing to show for but a fake address of an old Dubois property in Bouldershore that wouldn’t bear much scrutiny—Stephane and Edalyne had vouched for Alex and informed the interrogators that ‘Lady de Nuy’ would be staying with them for the rest of the summer so that they could keep on supporting her in fostering ties with the elite and finding a good match.


As soon as they were dismissed, Alex and the Dubois had boarded the family coach, taken it to the closest official portal ground and made the shift to the Province of Lancaester, where they had set out for the Dubois-Léclaires’ townhouse in Ciradell. Well, all of them except for poor Tyler. Darken and Stephane’s younger brother, as well as a couple of other guests, had been taken to Crona’s community hospital on the previous day with serious symptoms of food poisoning.


“I’m telling you, it was the steamed mussels,” Alex had heard an old lady mutter to her friend as the news made the rounds. “Did you see those shriveled little pollywogs?”


This alone would have constituted a full-fledged scandal in any other year, but somehow the story paled in comparison to the governor’s murder, and people didn’t really get worked up about it. Only Josy felt quite miserable for not having detected the signs when her uncle had seen her about his queasy stomach on the morning of the murder.


The Dubois’ townhouse was situated at the edge of a cultivated park in a quiet neighborhood dotted with luxury villas, a sleek, beautiful building of pearlescent white stone, broken by countless huge windows that flooded the place with light—all vibrant modernity polished off with a shimmer of classical elegance.


They had barely entered the house when Heloise wordlessly retired to her guest room. The old family matriarch seemed honestly rattled by the death of Governor Ferhus, whom she had known for most of her life and had considered a friend. She hadn’t even made a single derogative comment about Alex on the entire ride home, which was saying something. It was the first real emotional reaction of the bitchy old lady Alex had witnessed since they had met. It made her almost seem human. Almost.


The rest of them had filed into a vast open living room oozing modern luxury: a seamless white marble floor mottled with gold and sheathed in beige silk rugs; high walls covered in pale satin wallpapers; and modern lamps dripping from the ceiling in bunches of frosted glass pearls crusted with silver like a shower of frozen rain.


A mahogany wet bar at the far left side of the room emanated a pale blue glow. The couches and armchairs were facing an enormous black-and-white fireplace with a wide glass front. Above the couch, a giant painting stretched across the wall, showing a glittering white beach rolling into a crystal blue ocean.


Under any other circumstance, Alex would have done a backflip in the face of all these riches. Except right now, she simply felt too numbed by the past events to do more than take notice of them. She promised herself to be suitably impressed after a good night’s sleep, though.


Running her fingers over the soft texture of the couch beneath her, Alex peered at the faces of the other people in the room. With Tyler and Heloise gone, it left her with Darken—who literally looked as if he were waiting for an excuse to kill somebody, which, in his case, wasn’t just idle wordplay—Stephane, his wife Edalyne, and Josy. And, of course, Max, who had arrived at the townhouse about two hours before them with the butler Hector and a small army of guards, and who was now running around them like an overexcited puppy and asking questions none of them was of a mind to answer at the moment.


“He really dropped off the landing? I mean, all by himself?” Max gushed. “Nobody pushed him or anything?” A thoughtful expression furrowed the kid’s brow. “Did his skull crack when he hit the floor?”


“Oh, I wish you would stop talking about it!” Josy pressed her lips together and hugged herself. She looked quite sick, her oval face a pallid smudge between the wild wave of her brown curls.


Her brother shot her an indignant look.


“You were there,” he pointed out, crossing his arms over his small chest, the tone of his voice leaving no doubt about the fact that he still thought that it had been completely unfair. “So you saw everything. While I missed aaall the excitement. Just like always!”


“Seeing a man die is hardly something to be called exciting,” his mother chided sharply as she settled herself on the edge of the other couch and accepted a glass of whiskey from her husband. She was almost as pale as her daughter. “And it is certainly not something one should desire to witness.”


Max opened his mouth to protest, but when Darken gently shook his head, he thought better of it and instead flopped down on a big, gray silk pillow, a sullen expression on his face.


A glass appeared in front of Alex’s face. She blinked and realized that Stephane had rounded the couch and was standing beside her, holding the glass out to her. She hadn’t even sensed his approach. Sweet Jester, she was worn out.


With a muttered thanks, she took the glass from him, trying not to wrinkle her nose at the biting fumes. Inside her, the spider shook itself with disgust.


Ignoring her gut reaction, Alex forced herself to take a small sip of whiskey and grimaced. Yep. Just like gasoline.


Not that she had any intention to mention that; the whiskey had probably aged for several decades inside gold barrels and was worth thousands of dollars.


For the umpteenth time in the past weeks, Alex was left to ponder the surreality of her situation: she, the lowborn mongrel, gutter trash by virtue of her birth, being in this super-posh place that only a month ago would have been entirely out of bounds for her—she vividly remembered telling Max and Josy about it in her apartment in the Trash Bin. Yet now she was sitting here, in this overly fancy living room, on this overly fancy designer couch in the very center of the trueborn elite and was being served the noblest of spirits by none other than Stephane Dubois-Léclaire, the senator of Lancaester by trade and designated governor of the Southern Provinces of Arcadia.


Sometimes, the Jester really had a morbid sense of humor.


In moments like this, Alex still vaguely expected to wake up in the Jester’s Inn any second—dozed off from overwork—with her cheek stuck to the scarred, alcohol-soaked counter and to the sight of the fretful face of her boss, Mr. Mahoney, and a right royal dressing-down.


Everything that had happened—from the kids popping up in the dive bar, to meeting Darken and their wild chase across half the country, followed by her presence at the Summerball right up to this very moment—it would all be nothing but a wild, crazy dream, fading quickly as she went about her day being the one serving cheap booze in chipped glasses to the dregs of society.


Sometimes, Alex almost wished for it to happen. The Jester knew her life had been troublesome, but compared to her current problems, all her former worries suddenly seemed so … small.


But then… Her eyes involuntarily swiveled to Darken, whom Stephane was handing another whiskey glass. He sprawled in one of the armchairs, the sleeves of his black shirt rolled up to reveal his tan, muscular forearms and the intricate pattern of his gold-and-black tattoos; rakishly handsome and utterly irresistible.


Alex tried to picture a world in which they hadn’t met, and her chest became so tight, she could barely breathe.


The man was wreaking havoc on her mind, occupying her thoughts, although he had no right to, and making it hard to concentrate on anything else. He was driving her completely crazy. When he called her ‘little spider’, she wanted to kick him so hard that his balls popped out of his ears, but when he had spun her across that chandelier-illuminated dance floor at the Royal Palace, she had been flying, and cloud nine had been so far below she couldn’t even see it.


She’d never been one to indulge much in romantic fantasies and she’d certainly never imagined her life with a man in it—had never wanted a man by her side, at least not since that asshole Tristan Grimes—but if that man was Darken…


Like it or not, Darken Dubois-Léclaire with his infuriatingly smug smiles and demon eyes made her head spin. When he touched her, she knew with absolute certainty that she was safe, that no evil in the world would be able to get to her. And just to imagine never to feel that touch again…


Another needle of pain pierced her right through the chest. It felt as if something vital was breaking inside her.


Alex realized that what she’d feared all along had come true, although until today she’d stubbornly refused to accept it. She was in love with Darken.


She couldn’t even say when exactly it happened. All she knew with unshakable clarity was that it had happened.


Well, congrats, Alex! After all these years of holding men at arm’s length, she’d managed to lose her heart on a member of the trueborn elite, and a Forfeit at that. Could she have chosen any worse? There was no hope for them and even if there were, what kind of life was there for an outlawed shaper and a state-bound Servant of Death?


If she had any sense, she would grab her backpack, leave, and simply try to forget about him.


But if she left now, it would be over. Once and for all.


It was probably stupid to hope that they still stood a chance. After all, Darken had had plenty of time to make advances if he’d so wished during these past weeks. But no, they were still in the same stupid place they had been after their night at Blayde’s hotel. To think he could actually fall for a shaper was foolish. No, not just foolish, it was stark raving mad. Yet at the same time, there were these tiny moments, small, heated glances, subtle touches, words, moments when she thought—in which she was almost sure—that he felt the same way she did. And that’s why she couldn’t give up. Not quite yet.


Darken caught her looking at him and tilted his head in quiet curiosity. Heat blossomed in Alex’s cheeks and she quickly lowered her gaze down into her glass.


Bloody body! Just why did it have to betray her whenever he was around! Like fucking clockwork.


She took another swallow of whiskey, hoping that the burn in her stomach would eclipse the burn in the rest of her body. What was she doing here anyway? Harping and whining about her heartache when they had much bigger problems to deal with—like the Master still being at large.


Exhaling, Alex asked the question that the majority of the people in the room were probably thinking but nobody wanted to voice.


“Now what?”


No need to say that their great plan had been ruined. According to Stephane’s sources, the raid of the Bluetail Grand Theatre had gone down just as planned, thanks to his law buddies who’d done his biddings to a T. The problem was that when it happened, they had all been locked up in their suites in the Royal Palace with no chance to see the reactions of their suspects. All their careful preparation—for nothing!


Well, not quite nothing. At least they knew for sure that the Sauniers weren’t behind the abduction attempt, but that still left Devilier and Roukewood, both of whom had returned behind the protective walls of their estates by now where it would be that much harder to get to them. Especially now that every security guard in the country was on high alert due to the murder at the palace.


That murder—and everything Alex had overheard in the maze—was also the best lead they had at the moment, so Alex focused her attention on it.


“How likely is it that they will find Lord Ferhus’ murderer anytime soon?”


“Oh, I’m sure it’s only a short matter of time now until they have the culprit,” Edalyne said, fiddling with her glass and glancing around as if she were waiting for everybody to loudly agree with her. “After all, it’s a priority case and the entire head of the guardaí Department is working on it.”


“I wouldn’t be so sure of that.” Darken’s deep voice was soft, with just the merest hint of scorn.


“What makes you say that?” Stephane asked with a frown as he closed the cabinet.


Darken gently swirled the whiskey in his glass, causing the tattoos on his arms to perform a beautiful, glowing dance. “They haven’t announced any suspects yet. Most likely because they have none. In a case of this magnitude they would do it just to reassure the enraged public.” He shrugged. “If they haven’t found anything yet, I doubt they will find anything in the future. With every passing day the traces are cooling down, and the chances of a significant discovery are only getting slimmer and slimmer. Now that they have dissolved the ball, I’d say that they are tending to zero.”


“How can they not have a suspect?” Max cut in with an incredulous shake of his silky brown cap of hair, quite eager to approach the ‘bad’ topic from another, more acceptable angle. “I mean, it happened inside the palace. Boydon says they have some kind of super security system in place.”


Darken snorted softly. “From what I could pick up during my witness interview”—he pronounced the word with mocking crispness—“their super security system seems not to have worked all that well.” His chiseled face was set into that cold, indifferent trueborn mask that seemed to be carved from stone, not betraying any emotion, but Alex could feel the bitterness exuding from him through her sensory threads. Bitterness tinted with a hint of burning anger, like a small flame, glowing in the center of his core, waiting for a spark to explode into an inferno. “Otherwise, I’m sure they wouldn’t have seen the need to conduct such … lengthy … interrogations.”


Alex bit the inside of her lip. During the coach ride home—after carefully checking if the magic-fueled vehicle had been planted with bugs or any other magical observation equipment—they had shared everything they remembered about their interrogations.


Since Tyler wasn’t there, they had been able to speak freely. Of course, Alex had also told the others what she had found out while spying on Elizabeth Saunier—although she made it sound as if she’d scrammed once Lizzy and Lord Olbec had gotten hot and heavy—and what she had overheard in the maze afterwards.


Turned out that while she had been sneaking along the garden hedges to listen to Ferhus and his nameless companion, Darken had been searching the palace for her. He had only returned to the Great Hall a short time before the dramatic appearance of Lord Ferhus, and the guardaí had jumped upon his lack of alibi like vultures on carrion. In the absence of a real suspect, apparently being what he was made him the suspect number one in this case, and they had interrogated him for more than twelve hours straight in the hopes that he would crack and simply confess the deed. No doubt they would have loved to simply blame this on him—the Forfeit, the Servant of Death. Clean and easy, right? Who cared about motives and stuff like that when you had a born killer at hand?


Alex understood Darken’s bitterness. She understood it very well. It was a mirror of her own feelings. Shapers, too, were always the go-to scapegoat if one was needed.


Max’s eyes grew huge on his face. “Did they torture you, Uncle Darken?”


“Maxwell!” Edalyne exclaimed. She and Josy both looked shocked by the idea.


“No, kiddo,” Darken reassured his nephew mildly, although the smile on his face held a hint of a shadow. “Torture was banned from the interrogation practice of the guardaí more than a hundred years ago.”


Yet it had never been banned from the practice of the Forfeit was what he didn’t say, though Alex was almost sure she was the only one in the room who heard these unspoken words.


Darken reached out and ruffled his nephew’s already mussed hair. “None of us were tortured.”


“Well, speak for yourself,” Alex muttered.


One of Darken’s eyebrows rose in her direction. “Oh? You were tortured, milady?”


“Sure felt like torture to me.” Alex took another sip of whiskey and shuddered. “When they fetched me and brought me down into the catacombs, I thought this was it. I was convinced they knew everything.” The mere memory filled her with bone-chilling dread. “I almost spilled the beans before I realized that they didn’t have a clue about me being a shaper at all.”


“And what form of torture would that have been, pray tell?” Darken’s deep voice tinged with dry amusement.


Alex bared her teeth at him. “It’s called mental torture.”


“Is that so?”


Alex flipped her shoulders. “Look it up, it’s in the dictionary.”


“I suppose. Right between humbug and exaggeration?”


Alex gave Darken her sweetest smile. “How would I know? That’s your specialty, not mine.”


Max snickered. Beside him, Josy made a sound that might have been a hiccup but really resembled suppressed chuckling.


Even Stephane’s face seemed to have trouble staying straight. “Well, that’s one of the guardaí’s preferred tactics,” he finally said diplomatically, clearly trying to draw everyone’s attention back to the topic at hand. “Leading you to believe that they already know everything. Can’t say I can blame them, either.” He rubbed his chin where dark gold stubble was starting to grow. “If they really have no lead—”


“Someone must have seen something, though,” Max insisted stubbornly.


Darken leaned back in his chair, his muscles subtly moving under his clothing, like a panther stretching in seeming calm while silently sharpening its claws for the kill. “Oh, dozens of people saw the governor coming into the Great Hall from the gardens and go upstairs. The next time he was seen, he was bleeding his life out on the landing. But in between…” He splayed his fingers.


“And I was probably the last person who saw—or better heard—him before that,” Alex mumbled into her glass. She exhaled slowly and put the glass on the couch table. “Should I have reported what I heard in the maze?”


“Jester forbid, no!” Stephane vigorously shook his head.


Darken glanced at his brother. “I concur. Since they don’t seem to have anything else to go on, that would have made you a focal point in this investigation. We cannot have that, for obvious reasons.”


A subtle weight eased inside Alex’s stomach. She hadn’t really known the governor and couldn’t pretend to care much about him or his death, but from what she’d heard, he had a family. They would want to know why their husband, father and grandfather had to die. And they would want the culprit punished. Hell, if she were in their shoes, she’d want that, too. Her information might have helped solve the murder, yet providing it would have put her in a precarious position.


Not that they were out of the woods yet. Oh no. As long as the guardaí were groping in the dark, they would pursue any lead, and if, for some reason, they decided to take a deeper look into the affairs of ‘Lady’ Alexandre de Nuy…


Stephane softly cleared his throat and Alex knew what he was about to ask before he did.


“Are you absolutely sure you don’t remember anything else about that other man in the maze, Alex?”


Alex suppressed a sigh. Same question, same answer.


“I wish I did, sugar. Believe me, I do.” She was aware that they were all hoping for her to have a sudden brainwave. So did she. “I’m positively sure that I heard that voice during the Summerball, but with all the people I met there…” She spread her arms and shrugged, frustrated beyond words that she couldn’t fill that black hole in her memory. It was chewing her ass that she couldn’t. Such an important detail… “If I remember anything else, you’ll be the first to know.”


A knock sounded from the door. A second later, Hector poked his balding head into the room.


“Milords. Ladies.” The stoic old butler formally bowed his head. “There is a communication incoming on the private vis-aural emitter line. A Master Diose.” A tiny pause. “Gran Diose.”


“Master Gran Diose?” Stephane repeated with an appalled frown.


A tormented sigh came, unexpectedly, from Darken. All eyes turned toward him.


“It’s Belaris.”


Stephane’s bushy blond eyebrows crept upward. “How do you know?”


“Trust me, brother. I know,” Darken said drily and shook his head with a mournful expression. “I’m not sure if this is his idea of humor or his idea of acting inconspicuously. Both would be troubling at best. Anyway”—he nodded at Hector—“please, put him through. I’ll take the communication in the conference room.”


Darken uncoiled himself from his chair with predatory grace and rose to his feet, motioning with his head for Alex to accompany him.


She needed no second invitation.


Stephane also got up. As did Josy. And, having seen her do it, Max.


“Oh no, you two. Absolutely not!”


Edalyne had gotten to her feet as well, hands poised on her hips, a stern look on her face.


Both kids stopped in their tracks, blinking at her like two startled baby owls.


“There is no need for either of you to be part of that conversation. In fact, it is already quite late. Time for bed, I think…”


“Bed?” Josy stared at her mother with a mixture of shock and outrage. “It is barely past eight. I never go to bed at such an early time.”


“Be that as it may, there is no reason for you to stay here, either.”


The girl looked stricken. “But—but I know what’s going on, anyway! I was at the ball!”


“It’s not my fault that I wasn’t!” Max piped angrily from the side.


Edalyne hushed him with a sharp glare and focused on her daughter. “Just because you were allowed to go to the ball doesn’t mean that you have to take part in any further investigations. You already did a lot more than was bargained for.”


“Mom! I’m not a child. I’m almost fifteen,” Josy said crossly. “You can’t keep me out of this!”


“Watch me, young lady! It’s about time you remembered the rules in this house.”


“But—but Mom—”


“No ‘but-Mom’s! That’s my final word!”


Josy whirled on the spot.


“Daddy!”


“Oh no! Don’t you look at your father!” Edalyne cut in before her husband had a chance to react. “He won’t tell you anything else. Isn’t that right, darling?” There was enough steel in her voice to supply a small army with weaponry.


Stephane had frozen in place, looking as though he’d found himself caught with one foot in a trap and the other stuck in quicksand. He rubbed the back of his neck, not quite glancing at his daughter.


“Well … uhm … you see, pumpkin … your mother is probably right…”


Josy gasped, giving him the deeply wounded look of a rejected puppy. Her father kept looking everywhere but at her. Smart man.


When she didn’t get the expected reaction, Josy sniffed loudly, spun in place and stalked off, muttering loudly about the injustice of the world and not being a child. The door closed behind her with enough force to make the pictures dance on the walls. Stephane flinched. Edalyne let out a long-suffering sigh. Darken, tactfully, pretended not to have noticed anything.


Since his sister wasn’t allowed to stay either, Max didn’t consider being excluded enough reason for another major tantrum—which probably was the reason for Josy not being allowed to stay. Or, at least, one reason; Edalyne had never been too happy with her daughter being involved in their plans in the first place.


The boy bid them all goodnight and obediently trudged after his mother.


Stephane sighed with the air of a man who had just walked through a heavy storm and barely gotten out with his life. Darken, on the other hand, seemed to have a hard time not to smile.


At that moment, Alex was tremendously glad that she didn’t have children.


She glanced at the two men and arched her eyebrows. “Well? Are we gonna take that call or what?”










CHAPTER THREE










THE paneled conference room was mainly occupied by a long, rectangular table made from a solid piece of dark, glowing wood, surrounded by a dozen comfortable leather chairs. Neatly organized bookshelves lined three walls and an all-glass front facing the garden showed off a softly lit indigo pool in the shelter of beautiful, fan-leaved palms, inviting you to take a sunset swim.


Alex gaped. Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace, these people lived in a fucking resort!


Left of the door, the silver, dinner plate-sized disk of a vis-aural emitter sat on a small, round desk. Its outer ring was stamped with arcane glyphs, some of which were glowing in a repetitive sequence, signaling the incoming call.


After locking the door behind them and attaching a soundproof sigil to it, Darken stepped forward and brushed his thumb across the activator.


Magic sparked, and a three-dimensional image of Belaris’ upper body appeared above the table.


Handsome to the point of breathtaking, his blond hair was gelled into an artful mess just short of unkempt, and his dreamy blue eyes were glowing with a devilish spark in a perfectly shaped face that would give any male model a run for his money. The wicked smile curving his lips promised many things, none of them good or virtuous.


He took the time to nod at Stephane first, “Senator,” then winked at Alex, his voice dropping into a low, seductive purr, “Lady.”


Yes, handsome and equally full of himself.


Belaris’ attention shifted to Darken. “I got your message that you arrived at the family townhouse.” His smile faltered a little. “Is everybody alright?”


Well, of course he would have heard about what had happened at the palace. Alex doubted there was a single soul in the entire Republic who hadn’t.


“Nobody got hurt,” Darken replied. “At least, none of us.” He paused. “Is this a secure line?”


Belaris cocked one eyebrow at him. “You’re talking to me, man. Don’t be insulting.”


The ghost of a smile traveled across Darken’s lips, turning his face as devastating as Belaris’. Sweet Jester! Being in a room together with both men was entirely more than a girl could take. Alex had to concentrate hard on what was being said.


Darken folded his arms over his chest, making his biceps bulge. “So, Master Gran Diose. Really?”


“Liked that one, didn’t you?” Belaris chuckled impishly. “I’ve been waiting to drop this one on you for ages.”


Darken shook his head. “Sometimes I really wonder why I even put up with you.”


“Because you love me, man. And someone needs to make you laugh once in a while or you’ll get the wrong kind of wrinkles.”


“You’re a pain in the neck!”


“Always at your service.” Belaris performed a sweeping bow and winked at his friend. “You’d miss me if I weren’t there. Anyways, I don’t have much time, so I’ll get straight to the point. Your inquiry about that Dorian Phelps.” His bright blue gaze flickered to Stephane. “The guy really tried to poison you, huh? Say what you want, but trying to assassinate someone in the Royal Palace? That takes some balls. Although it seems to have become some sort of trend lately. Still, I cannot help but admire his boldness.”


“I would feel more inclined to admire it through the bars of a cell,” Stephane growled softly.


“Unfortunately, that won’t be possible.”


Stephane frowned. “Why not?”


“He’s dead.”


“Dead?” Alex echoed incredulously.


In an instant, the room became freezingly cold. Darken’s features turned glacial and dangerous, and Alex wouldn’t have been surprised if the windows had frosted over.


“Belaris—”


“Hey! Don’t look at me, man!” Belaris held up his holo-hands, stemming the enraged torrent of words before it could start. “This time, I had nothing to do with it.”


Darken pondered his best friend for a moment, still hovering on the edge.


“Explain.”


The other Forfeit ran a distracted hand through his blond locks. “After I got your message, as soon as I could get out, I went to Phelps’ place. Nice apartment at the outskirts of Crona City. Nothing overly fancy but not too shabby either. Place was a mess, though. Apparently, its owner left in a great hurry. So great, in fact, that he didn’t have the time to pick up a couple of hundred dollar bills that must have slipped his grip on the way out. Seems like little Dorian was trying to bolt.”


A crimson fire filled his eyes, bathing his dashing face in a demonic glow. “As it is, he didn’t get very far. I was just trying to identify his coach signature when I stumbled upon a cop radio transmission, reporting an ‘accident’ about fifteen miles from Phelps’ home, the victim being—”


“Phelps,” Darken guessed.


“Bingo!” Belaris shot his forefinger at him. “When I reached the scene, the local guardaí force was already finishing up with the pleasantries and the salvage crew was about to arrive. They pegged it as a ‘hit-and-run-accident’.”


“But?” Darken asked, picking up on something in Belaris’ tone.


“But I saw the coach, bro, and I tell you that was no accident. I’ve been ordered to arrange too many ‘accidents’ like this not to recognize the telltale signs.”


The causality with which he spoke about his killing missions gave Alex a chill. Beside her, she heard Stephane inhale sharply. Belaris didn’t seem to notice.


“There is only one single section on that entire coast road of about a hundred yards where there is no safety barrier and where a crash will most likely result in death. Phelps’ coach was hit at precisely the right point to make sure he’d swing off the road and down the crag. And from the dents in the side of the coach, he must have pitted himself against the attacker, at least for a short moment.” He leaned forward. “Your guy was most definitely silenced.”


“Why?” Alex asked, feeling confused.


“Who knows?” Belaris shrugged. “Phelps didn’t strike me as a hardboiled hitman, more like a casual criminal. I’d bet my favorite sword he got chosen for this job because of his position in the palace and was offered such a shitload of money he simply couldn’t resist. Maybe when he heard about Ferhus having been murdered, he got worried that his own attempted crime might be uncovered during the investigation, got cold feet, decided to sing out the instigators, and they somehow got wind of it. Or maybe he got a hunch that his ‘employers’ wanted to punish him for his failure or simply get rid of any loose ends.”


The two Forfeits exchanged a long, meaningful glance.


Yeah, never good to leave any loose ends. Alex knew that lesson. She knew it only too well.


“Anyway, unless any of you can communicate through the grave, I’m afraid it will remain a mystery,” Belaris wrapped up poetically. “Fact is, Phelps is dead and feeding the worms.”


“Well, right now, I’m afraid I don’t feel too sorry for the loss.” Stephane’s voice dripped with disgust. “Given that he tried to kill me.”


“Nevertheless, he might have been able to give us valuable information.” Darken slowly walked up and down before the vis-a.


Which was probably the reason why he had been silenced, Alex reflected. Phelps must have known something. And now he was dead. Just like Ferhus.


As if reading her thoughts, Darken held in mid-stride and faced the rest of them. “Why is it that whenever we finally have a lead, our witnesses end up dead?”


“Maybe you are cursed,” Belaris suggested brightly.


Darken shot his friend a withering glance while his fingers absently rubbed the tattoo on the back of his left hand.


“All of us”—he pointed between the two of them—“are cursed from the moment we are born.”


“Well, then perhaps the Jester just doesn’t like your ugly mug?”


Darken made a sound that reminded Alex extremely of a cat that someone had stepped on its tail.


Despite the gravity of the situation, she just couldn’t help it: she chortled.


Darken turned slowly, fixing his burning gaze on her. “You have an opinion?”


Alex tried to stop, but the giggles just kept coming. Had to be nerves. Or the alcohol.


With much difficulty, she managed to arrange her features in an innocent expression. “Me? Oh no, sugar, I wouldn’t presume to understand what’s going on in the Jester’s very own mind.”


Darken’s eyes narrowed. Likely trying to work out whether her comment said anything about what she thought about his mug. Well, keep guessing.


Luckily, Belaris interrupted. “As I said, this Dorian, he seems like a mere henchman to me, but if you’d like me to find out a bit more about him—”


“No.” Darken waved his hand. “I’ve got something else for you … if you are up to it.”


“I’m listening.”


“You’re in the picture regarding the guardaí investigations on Governor Ferhus’ murder, I’m sure?”


Belaris barked a laugh. “Honestly, Dark, I don’t think there is anyone in the entire realm—and probably half of Tharsis, too—who isn’t.”


“Does that mean I am wrong to assume you might have certain … deeper … insights?”


The smile he got in return was the epitome of smugness. “And again you’re being insulting. You know very well that I have my sources. They would be shocked if they knew just how many little mice are reporting back to me right from the top secret centre of the guardaí’s headquarters.” He shrugged. “However, while I can tell you a lot, there’s nothing revealing in this particular matter. Our dear guardaí, our friends and helpers, are very much stumped themselves. Crona Palace is supposed to be the most secure place in the Republic, and someone just walked in with a knife, stabbed one of the royal guests, and then walked away while they were still scratching their asses and wondering why their oh-so uncrackable security system was suffering several glitches that conveniently jammed all the safeguards for almost an hour. It makes them look pretty stupid, and you can imagine how much they like that.”


“So, they really don’t have any lead?” Darken wanted to know.


“Nope.” Belaris grimaced. “Well, except—some of them are still hoping that you might confess…”


Darken’s lips curled. “That’s what I figured.”


Belaris slowly wagged his head. “They don’t like to be the laughing stock of the entire country. If they cannot nail a suspect soon, this is gonna turn into a witch hunt. You know what that means.”


“I know.” 


Alex felt their eyes on her. She shivered as she realized what the comment meant. The more they started turning things over, the likelier it was that they would discover something about her. They just had to run the genetic profile of ‘Lady de Nuy’ against the guardaí crime database, and her goose would be cooked. It didn’t seem like an obvious option to match one of the royal guests against a shaper profile, but people came up with strange ideas when they got desperate.


Darken turned back to Belaris and steepled his hands, resting his forefingers against his chin. “I want you to do an in-depth check on the deceased governor. Find out what you can about him, and why anybody would have an interest in murdering him.”


Curiosity sparked in Belaris’ eyes. “Can do. What am I looking for exactly?”


“Anything.”


Belaris just looked at him.


Darken waved an impatient hand. “Anything that strikes you as odd or that might be connected to his murder.”


“I simply love it when you’re that precise,” Belaris commented drily.


A lazy smile curved Darken’s lips. “I wouldn’t want you to get bored.” The smile faded and his eyes grazed Alex again. “Start by looking for connections to the name Maria.”


“Maria. Right. Maria … who?” When no more input came, Belaris raised his hands as if to stop a non-existent word flow. “No, please, don’t give me any more information, I might actually find something.”


Darken rubbed his temples. “Just do it, Belaris, alright?”


“Alright, alright, fine, man. I’ll do it. But only because you asked so nicely,” Belaris said scathingly.


He opened his mouth to say something else, then his head whipped to the side and back.


“Need to go,” he hissed. “Just don’t expect any miracles. This might actually take a while.”


The projection flickered and Belaris was gone.










CHAPTER FOUR










A WHILE turned out to be more than a week. An entire week of pretended normalcy while the gossip factory in Arcadia was working overtime.


The governor of the Southern Provinces—murdered! And not just that, but inside the Royal Palace of all places, that fortress of security! A breach in the surveillance system nobody could explain! And still no suspects!


It was a scandal of unequaled magnitude. People were whispering of terrorism, of shaper risings, and of a pending new war with Tharsis.


The guardaí had interrogated all of the over eight hundred guests of the Summerball plus the palace staff—some even multiple times—yet as far as the public was aware, they were still no closer to solving this murder than they had been the moment the governor had breathed his last. It was casting a poor light on the Department, and the situation was getting rather tense.


While the trueborn elite kept spinning their tales of hellfire and doom, and Stephane and Edalyne were pouring their efforts into mending Stephane’s banged up image in the election campaign, Alex and Darken were trying to keep as close an eye as possible on their remaining two suspects while they waited for Belaris’ feedback.


It proved about as difficult as expected. Like most of the realm’s high functionaries, both Devilier and Roukewood were limiting their public appearances to an absolute minimum, and whenever they left their mansions, they were surrounded by a battalion of bodyguards.


Their only consolation for the setback with the Bluetail Grand Theatre was that the joint had lost its license and had been closed down. The best they could hope for right now was that the Master would be so furious about the loss of his recruiting office that he got carried away and made a crucial mistake.


Unfortunately, so far neither Roukewood nor Devilier had demonstrated any connection to the theater or had acted in any other way suspiciously. Not that they had expected the Master to suddenly turn careless, but one could always hope.


Both men attended Governor Ferhus’ funeral which was held at the beginning of the week following the Summerball, as did the vast majority of Arcadia’s royal families, including the Dubois and Alex. Even Tyler, who had finally been released from hospital, made an appearance, although he still looked pale and shaky and ready to collapse at any moment.


The funeral ceremony was a long and pompous affair, complete with arduous speeches and ceremonial spellgun shooting. From among the sea of black-clad mourners, Alex noticed the three young girls in black veils at the side of the casket—Ferhus’ granddaughters—weeping silently as Prime Gerald himself honored the deceased governor with grand words for his accomplishments, investing him with the Valorian Cross fourth grade for services to the Republic, one of the highest decorations one could get around here, as Alex was told. As if some stupid piece of metal was any consolation for those kids!


The moment the gravediggers picked up the adorned casket, the youngest of the girls, hardly older than eight, broke into heart-wrenching sobs and threw herself at the nearest heaver, yanking and clawing at his legs, trying to pull him away from the casket. She kept bawling until a man came forward, picked her up and carried her thrashing body away, her eerie screams echoing through the shocked, heavy silence at the graveyard. Alex felt sick and cold and so utterly reminded of herself at her sire’s funeral that she had to return to the coach, unable to join the procession to the governor’s final resting place.


Nobody seemed to notice that something was amiss except for Darken, who gave her a long look when the others finally returned to the coaches and protectively hovered over her during the entire funeral feast, shielding her from anybody who might have wanted to approach her otherwise. 


Alex had no words for her gratitude. She only wished he could have held her, maybe it would have dispelled the lingering chill inside her soul.


After the funeral, life among the elite returned to normal with shocking speed. Sure, people were still eager to loudly exclaim how shaken they were by the events, but the time for quiet grief and piety was over, resulting in a rapid inflow of event announcements and invitations.


It meant that Alex had to show herself in public with the Dubois family again, including another prolonged shopping trip with Edalyne and Josy in Ciradell’s finest boutiques, which made her purchases in the Pacified Zone look like a steal.


Worse, it also meant having to be seen with her dearest benefactor, Heloise, an undertaking which put all of them to an acid test. While they kept up their smiles in public, the tension between the two of them was growing so thick that by the end of the week, it seemed only a matter of time until one of them would murder the other. Alex actually started dreaming of suffocating the old bitch in her sleep.


Needless to say, Alex was beyond relieved when the family finally set out for Helton Manor for the weekend—as the Dubois were known to do on a regular basis—and Heloise, due to several incredibly important appointments, had to stay behind at Ciradell.
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“ANYTHING suspicious yet?”


Alex raised her eyes from the holographic projection she had been watching to find Darken towering in the doorway to the family parlor.


She snorted. “If you consider him going to the bathroom three times during the last two hours ‘suspicious’, then yes, sugar, I think we’ve nailed him.”


Darken chuckled softly as he glided into the room, and Alex reached forward to deactivate the sequence on the Echeranion Sphere, glad for the excuse to take a break from her drudging task. Putting it on the table, she squashed a yawn.


“I get the feeling that dear old Alistair is as bored by the speech as I am.”


For the past two hours, she had been watching a recap of Senator Devilier attending a scientific conference on sustainable economy through a spell bug that Darken had planted at the convention centre after they had found out that Warlington’s senator would be present at the conference.


Through the zoom function of the high-grade military device, Alex had a decent view of Devilier from above and could also hear him breathing, yet if she expected him to spill any state secrets, she had a feeling she would have to wait for a long time.


So far, the most interesting thing the man had done was yawn a couple of times while trying to cover it up with coughing. When he had taken out his communicator, Alex had felt a short spike of excitement, yet all he had done was message his wife, informing her that he would be on time for dinner—seriously, who messaged someone to tell them that they would be on time?—scheduled a tennis match with his friend Lord Grayborn, and finally ordered some flowers for one of his housemaids who’d given birth. No secrecy, no cryptic messages, not even a single joke!


Honestly, the guy was so spot-on, it was sickening. If he really was the Master, Alex doubted that he would be sloppy enough to give himself away while being at a public event. Unless, of course, he went to the bathroom to send his secret messages…


Wow, you’re really getting paranoid, sugar! Alex rubbed her forehead. More likely, he just had an enlarged prostate or something.


Great, and now she was contemplating a man’s urinary habits. Yuck! What’s next? Following him to the bathroom?


Between trying to keep up with their suspects and not freaking out about the murder investigations, Alex had the feeling she was slowly losing her mind.


She pointed her chin at the scroll of gossamer papers Darken had clasped loosely in one hand.


“Any more luck with Roukewood?” At this point, she didn’t even dare hope.


Darken settled in the armchair opposite of her and flipped through the pages.


“He cancelled his weekly barber’s appointment on short notice.” His eyes skimmed over the delicate paper. “Apparently it’s something he never skips…”


A vain streak, Roukie, huh? Well, all people had their oddities. Some liked to have groomed hair … and some liked to employ murderers and kill off their competition.


Darken shrugged his broad shoulders. “Might be something worth keeping an eye on.”


“Sure.” Alex testily flipped a strand of blond hair back behind her ear. “That’s what we figured about everything one of them has or hasn’t done over this past week, and where has it gotten us? Nowhere!” And she wasn’t frustrated by it. Not at all.


“We just have to keep going,” Darken said distractedly, turning another page. “One of these days, the Master will make a mistake and we will be there to catch him when he does.” 


“That, or he’ll catch us spying on him and have us arrested for violation of privacy or something along those lines.” Which would lead straight to her execution.


“Oh, that’s not gonna happen,” Darken said with his gaze still fixed on the papers.


“How can you be so sure?”


Really, how could he be so sure? Just how could he sit there all devil-may-care when they could be busted any day? His calm demeanor was like oil on Alex’s burning frustration.


Darken glanced up, looking actually surprised by her question. “Because I’m doing the spy work, of course.”


Alex blinked. Ohhh! Well, of course! How could she ever have doubted his abilities?


“Please forgive me for not sharing your over-inflated self-confidence.”


“Apology accepted.”


Argh!


“And by the way”—a smug glint lighted the depths of his eyes—“it’s not over-inflated if it is justified.”


Oh please! He really thought he was that good, didn’t he?


Alex leaned forward an inch. “Tell me, do you and your ego sleep well together at night, or does it tend to kick you out of bed?”


“We manage, thank you. Something I’m sure you can’t say about yourself and your stubbornness.”


Bastard!


Alex bared her teeth at him. “Well, if you’re such a genius, then why is it that we are still no closer to the Master than we were a week ago?”


Darken carefully sat the stack of papers down on the table and folded his hands. “To rush things means making mistakes. Mistakes we cannot afford. We’re getting there.”


“What, with this?” Alex stabbed a finger at the Echeranion Sphere, feeling an overpowering urge to hurl it against the wall, or even better, against Darken. Perhaps it would put a dent in his freaking ego. “A fucking waste of time, if you ask me!”


Darken cocked his head to the side, a hint of amusement coloring his deep voice. “Is the tough-as-nails spider claiming defeat?”


“No, of course not!” Alex snapped. “It’s just—” She sighed and threw her hands up in the air. “I don’t know. I thought we would have something by now, you know, some kind of progress.”


The amusement sharpened a smidgen. “And I thought spiders were patient creatures.”


“Well, sugar, I’m not your ordinary spider next door.”


“Oh, I never thought you were, Alex.”


Alex froze. There was something intimate, something almost suggestive in the way he said her name.


Every cell in her body came to attention with a zing, as if she’d touched a power pole. Suddenly, the air in the room tasted heady, like dark wine and honeysuckle and something compellingly masculine that primed all of her instincts.


She stole a glance at Darken. There he sat, loafing in his chair, watching her with that smug, lazy smile. His dark hair was doing its tousled thing, inspiring way too many unchaste thoughts in her head.


The sun angling through the window dripped molten gold into the dark brown shade of his eyes. It reminded her too much of that moment in the roadside diner where they had stopped with the kids on the way to Gomorrha, and where he had teased her ravenous appetite. At least then she could still blame her growing attraction on the backlash of his magic.


He was teasing her again right now. She could see it in his eyes. Trying to get another rise out of her. It was a one thousand percent genuine Darken flytrap, but like an obedient little moth, she was dying to buzz right into his flame.


She had to deflate this balloon before it exploded in her face.


Alex sighed. “Well, they’ll still squash me like an ordinary spider, if they ever find me here.”


“They’d have to go through me first.” All humor had fled Darken’s voice. The words came out in a soft, vicious promise.


Alex’s tiredness was gone in a blink.


He meant it, she realized. If someone were to come in right now and tried to hurt her, he wouldn’t hesitate to defend her. The thought sent a delicious spark of excitement though her, a tingling warmth that flowed from her spine down into the tips of her toes. If he cared for her that much…


Yet at the same time, that treacherous little voice of doubt kept nagging in the back of her mind. Yes, yes, it whispered, he cares for you. Sure he does. But how can he ever ignore what you are? A shaper mongrel without a pedigree, without manners, without a penny to your name. Do you really believe it doesn’t matter to him?


Only one way to find out, really. It was time to stop acting the coward. That had never been her style, anyway.


If one day she was old and gray and bitter and someone came up to her and asked why she had ended up like she had, so miserable and alone, she at least wanted to be able to say that when the man of her dreams walked into her life, she’d done everything in her power to make it happen, but it still hadn’t worked out.


And if it cost her a little bit of pride, so what? Who would know but the two of them?


Alex wetted her bottom lip, keenly aware that Darken’s devil eyes were still fixed upon her. She opened her mouth but nothing came out.


Oh, come on, sugar, get a damn grip!


It was beyond stupid. She, who’d never had any trouble telling a man her opinion—and rather blunt at that—was turning into a clumsy, tongue-tied teenager when Darken was around. Oh, Mitja would have a field day if he could see her.


Just spit it out there, alright!


She forced her lips apart. “Darken, I was—what?” Her eyes narrowed at the sudden change in his expression, a flickering mix of curiosity, surprise and complacency.


“Nothing.”


Nothing my ass! “If it was nothing, you wouldn’t grin like that.”


A slow smile parted his lips. “I just don’t think you’ve ever called me by my first name before.”


Heat flushed Alex’s face. Oh yes. Yes, she had. She remembered very distinctly screaming his name when they had made love at Blayde’s hotel. It didn’t seem like the best moment to mention it though.


“By all means, if you prefer me calling you ‘your royal Truebornness’ or ‘Mr. Smug’, I will oblige.”


Darken pretended to think it over. “No. I actually like it when you say my name, Alex.”


Again that way he said her name, husky, with a hint of suggestiveness, like wrapping her in silk cords. Alex’s pulse fluttered against her will. She sucked in a breath, but the air in the room had grown too thin. As if she were standing on the top of a mountain: one wrong step and she would fall—or she would be able to touch the sky.


No guts, no glory!


“Look, sugar, I was wondering—” She swallowed. Sweet Jester, why did this have to be so difficult?


Darken’s lips curved. “Yes?”


“I—”


A rumpling sound came from the corridor. Their heads swiveled toward the door in unison, and a moment later, Hector wheeled a loaded tea wagon into the room.


For a second, Alex could have gladly killed the old butler.


The tea wagon came to a creaking halt in front of the couch table. 


Darken was suddenly completely engrossed in his papers again, his face halfway hidden behind the gossamer sheets. The man had to have some shaper blood in him, no normal human could move that quickly.


Alex stared straight ahead, her face burning as if she’d sat too close to a fire.


Hector’s gaze swept between them for a long, uncomfortable second, before he bowed slightly.


“Your ginger tea, miss.”


Damn! Alex had completely forgotten that she’d asked the butler for tea the last time he’d checked on her. Oh well, it wasn’t his fault he’d come at such an inconvenient moment.


She forced a smile. “Thank you, Hector.”


The old man smiled back, wrinkles crinkling at the corners of his light gray eyes. “You are very welcome, miss.”


He set the cups and a steaming pot down on the table, adding a big plate of freshly-baked cookies.


Alex’s mouth watered. Mhhhm, double chocolate chip.


Once Hector had realized chocolate chip cookies were her absolute favorite, they were among the daily treats much more often than not. The old man was shockingly observant in that regard; sometimes it was almost a little frightening. Still, Alex had come to enjoy the easy familiarity he treated her with. He was the only servant of the family she felt really comfortable around.


Hector bent down and filled one of the cups with tea. “Rumor has it that Lord Roukewood is planning to host some kind of special event at his estate in the week after next. A confidante of mine, who is also friends with one of the senator’s cooks, told me that they are already making preparations for a big dinner.”


An event, huh? Well, that was neither here nor there. For all they knew, Roukewood could just be hosting a vanilla dinner party. Or the Master could be meeting with his flunkies for a tactical meeting.


“If you wish, I can try to find out more about it,” Hector said, putting the teapot back on its coaster.


Alex wasn’t quite sure when the old man had become part of their investigation team. It had simply happened. Not a bad thing, either, because he had a lot more skills than met the eye. Plus, he had his own share of helpful connections.


“We would highly appreciate it,” Darken said, still holding the papers like some sort of shield.


The butler glanced once more from him to Alex, who tried not to fidget too much in her seat.


He cleared his throat. “If that is everything, I will retire for a while. My joints have been troubling me lately, and I could use some rest.”


True? Or just a subtle message that he wouldn’t disturb them any further? Nothing in his expression suggested a double meaning. Still, Alex wouldn’t put it past the old butler to have read their body language correctly and to have a suspicion about what was going on in this room.


“Of course.” Darken nodded. “I’ll also make sure to ask Josepha if she has some kind remedy for you.”


“That would be most welcome, sir.”


Then again, maybe he hadn’t picked up on … whatever it was that was going on here.


Alex bit the inside of her cheek. Sweet Jester, she should stop trying to read meaning into fucking everything!


Taking hold of the tea wagon’s handle, Hector trundled his way out of the room.


The moment the butler was through the door frame, Darken lowered the papers, surveying her above their edge with an intense, predatory focus. “You were saying…?”


There was a sharp rap of knuckles on wood. “Knock-knock knickety-knock.”


Alex jumped in her seat. Her head whipped around to the door again. Oh, for the love of—!


Leaning against the doorframe, his leather jacket casually slung over one shoulder, stood one of the hottest male specimen Alex had ever encountered in her life. She would even be tempted to say the hottest, if it weren’t for Darken, who simply brought hot to another level.


The smug, self-satisfied grin on Belaris’ sharp-angled face made you wonder if he’d just had sex—which, knowing Belaris, might just have been the case. He looked like a fallen angel—an angel who had somehow ended up wearing skin-tight black denim pants and metal-tipped designer boots.


He also wore a white t-shirt that molded to his ripped stomach, featuring a wide, grinning mouth with pointed teeth above the slogan ‘You can’t kill them all’, with the ‘t’ in ‘can’t’ crossed out by a bloody red ‘X’.


Belaris’ smirk widened as he took in the scene. “I hope I’m interrupting something?”


Alex felt the heat rushing back into her cheeks. Darken on the other hand, always the smooth operator, seemed completely unflustered. Certainly not as if anything interrupt-worthy had been going on in the room.


He rose with liquid grace, slid around the table and the two men clutched each other in a hearty embrace.


“Belaris! I didn’t expect you. What are you doing here?”


“Oh, I was in the area,” Belaris said lightly. “And I thought it would be better not to relay my information through ordinary communication channels.” He meaningfully tapped the side of his nose with one finger.


His gaze went past Darken’s shoulder to Alex, who was still sitting on the couch, trying to get her freaking body under control. He gave her a smoking-hot once-over, taking in her snug, teal-colored blouse and black ankle pants with an appreciative nod.


“And there is the spider! Why, I barely recognized you there, Alex. No wig today? I thought it was rather flattering…”


Alex threw a pillow at him, which he dodged easily. He chuckled. “Still the same snappy little spider, I see. Despite the new clothes.”


Alex gave him a smile of sweetest venom. “You know what they say about fine feathers making fine birds? Well, they never said anything about fine spiders.”


Belaris’ smile was just as wicked. “I was never a big fan of birds, myself. All those feathers and the chirping. Pshaw! I always preferred the critters.” He wiggled his brows. “The more legs the better.”


Alex rolled her eyes at him.


Pretending not to notice her reaction, Belaris approached the table. His face brightened at the sight of the treats. “Does my nose defy me, or do I smell fresh ginger tea? And are those chocolate chip cookies?” His eyes ignited with a greedy light as he watched the plate.


Alex invited him with a sweeping gesture of her hand. “Knock yourself out.”


Belaris flopped down on the couch with all the grace of a potato sack and stuffed his face with about half a dozen cookies before he finally leaned back with a content sigh. “Ahhh, chocolate. One of my favorite sins.” He licked his lips in a manner that made you think of a lot of things, none of them chocolate-related.


“Now, you asked me to do an in-depth check of our good governor—well, ex-governor, I should say, shouldn’t I?—and so that’s what I did.” Belaris took a sip of his tea. “I must say that on first glance, there wasn’t actually anything noteworthy to find. Nothing that would warrant murder, in any case. After all, he was about to go into retirement by the end of the year, and he was rather well-liked—for a politician.” He paused. “No offense to your brother.”


Darken leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. “I don’t suppose you just came here to tell us that you found out nothing.”


“Not the fool he looks, eh?” Belaris murmured confidentially in Alex’s direction.


A soft growl vibrated from Darken’s lips. Belaris blew him a kiss.


Before he could go on, Josy, who had been working on a project for prep school all day, ambled into the room, distractedly sucking on a strand of her hair. “Perhaps it would be a good idea to—”


She broke off at the sight of Belaris lolling on the sofa beside Alex like some breathing piece of artwork of the Jester’s own making. Her round eyes turned as big as saucers, and her mouth fell open.


Belaris didn’t miss a beat. “Hello there, beautiful,” he purred with a wicked smile that would have made a professional blush.


Josy let out a small gasp and turned scarlet, looking down her pink terrycloth onesie—and her expression became horrified.


Alex bit the tip of her tongue to keep from laughing. She patted the couch on her other side. “Wanna have a seat, sugar?”


Josy took a small step back. “I-I … I just realized that I … forgot to put on my—my slippers,” she stammered hastily, glancing down again. “Be right back!”


She was gone so quickly that if she’d been a cartoon figure, she would have left a dust cloud.


Alex chuckled soundlessly.


Darken cleared his throat and pointed his forefinger at his friend. “Careful whom you call beautiful, Belaris. That’s my baby niece you’re making eyes at.”


Belaris stretched out on the coach in a ripple of muscle, like a tiger after a satisfying meal. The explicit lewdness of the movement put the innocent expression on his face to shame. “I’m confused, man. Would you have preferred me calling her ugly? That might have hurt her feelings…”


“Belaris!”


“Didn’t you want to tell us about Ferhus?” Alex cut in. Sweet Jester, and they said women were easily distracted!


“I did.” Belaris’ face became serious again. He looked at Darken. “Did you know that the Ferhus family is highly indebted?”


“I heard some rumors, nothing explicit.” Darken hiked up his shoulders and grimaced. “That wouldn’t be something a member of the elite would like to broadcast. Is it bad?”


“Oh, I’d certainly say so. Apparently, Robert’s son-in-law dabbled in speculative financial investment in the past and proved rather bad at it. And when I say bad, I mean abysmal. From what I saw, you could give the man a horse for free and he’d sell the beast at a loss. He just doesn’t have the touch for it.” Belaris frowned. “Ferhus has been cleaning up after him for the past fifteen years. Now, Robert, he’s one disciplined fellow. I went over all of his accounts with a fine-tooth comb. Repayment schedules, installments—always on time, always in the agreed amount. Everything looked exemplary, except for one thing.”


Belaris snuck another cookie and nibbled at it, clearly aiming at driving up the tension.


“About fourteen years ago, our dear Lord Ferhus set up a trust fund for the benefit of his eldest granddaughter Marjolène, who was barely a year old at the time, which was subsequently expanded to his other granddaughters. It’s a fund that nobody but the girls can access when they reach maturity. Over the years, a nice little sum has accumulated there.”


“What’s the big deal?” Alex asked when he reached for another cookie. So Ferhus had set up a trust fund for his girls. Her own sire had done something comparable for her prior to his death—before Auntie Sheila had stolen the money and shipped her off to fend for herself on the streets. “That way he could keep some money safe for the girls without his son-in-law taking it for his newest crackpot investment idea, right?”


“Where does the money in the fund come from?” Darken interrupted.


Josy chose that moment to return. Interestingly, not only had she put on a pair of elegant black slippers, she had also changed into black tights, a rather short, flared skirt and a burgundy silk blouse that playfully accentuated the modest swell of her breasts. She quietly settled on the end of the couch, one leg over the other, gracefully acting as though nothing had happened.


Belaris took the time to give her another come-hither smile which she returned timidly.


Darken harrumphed.


“The money, yes, yes.” Belaris took up the thread again. “Well, this in itself isn’t so peculiar. At the same time at which he set up the trust fund, Ferhus also bought shares in the GemRock Consortium. The fund is fed by the earnings of his company shares.”


“The GemRock Consortium?” Darken blinked in surprise. “Isn’t that the business started up by Old Prime Willem?”


“Indeed, it is.” Belaris nodded. “After Willem’s untimely death, his son, our revered Prime Gerald, took over the family business, and since the end of the war the jewelry trade has been flourishing, obviously.” He shrugged. “After the Peace Treaty was signed, Arcadia resumed its trade with Tharsis. The jewelry business isn’t the only sector which has been booming since, but it is definitely one that profited the most, which explains why the trust fund has done so well.”


“So Ferhus made a good investment,” Darken resumed. “He jumped in at a time when the company shares were still low because of the war. He made a good gamble and his investment was rewarded. Frankly, I don’t see anything odd about this yet.”


“Oh, that’s because there isn’t,” Belaris told him with infuriating calmness.


“Then what is?” Alex felt her impatience getting the better of her. So far, she had no clue where all of this was supposed to lead. Shareholders, funds, investments—these things meant nothing to her. A coin in her hand, that she understood. It bought her a piece of bread or a jug of milk. But investments and speculation were entirely uncharted waters for her.


“Ah.” Belaris raised a hand as if to say ‘wait for it’. “So far you’re absolutely right, but here comes the interesting part.”


About freaking time.


“On the very day before Governor Ferhus joined the GemRock Consortium and set up his trust fund, he made a payment of a quarter of a million dollars.”


Alex let out a little gasp. A quarter of a million! Just to imagine that much money!


Belaris gave her a knowing look. “Picanto, eh? At that time, the money should have gone straight into debt repayments, but it never landed with any of the creditors.”


“How come nobody ever complained about that?” Alex could hardly imagine nobody noticing a missing quarter of a million. That should have caused a riot among his creditors. Her stupid proprietor in the Bin had threatened to evict her when she was only ten bucks short on her rent!


“That’s because nobody knew.” Belaris fished out two pieces of paper from the inside of his jacket, unfolding them across the table side by side. “The payment doesn’t appear in any of Ferhus’ official documents or in the books at the Department of Taxes.” He pointed to the left paper. “I only found it in one of Ferhus’ personal accounts, in a folder that suggested it to be something else entirely. See? Here and here.” His hand indicated the other paper.


Darken let out a low whistle as he looked at the figures. There was something deeply predatory in the way he leaned toward Belaris.


“Who was the recipient of the payment?”


“Now we’re talking, bro.” Belaris grinned. “The money’s recipient was some run-of-the-mill company I’m sure I would never have heard of hadn’t I stumbled across its name incidentally only a few weeks ago in a different context.” He made a dramatic pause, making sure he had all their attention. “It’s the company behind the Bluetail Grand Theatre.”


Alex became so rigid her body protested. Wait just a minute! “Are we talking about the same Bluetail Grand Theatre? The Master’s crime joint?”


“The very same.” Belaris’ smile held a sleepy, knife-cutting edge. A true Forfeit’s smile. Alex felt the urge to move a little further away from him.


“You said you checked the Bluetail Grand, and it was clean!” Darken’s voice was sharp with disapproval.


“And I did, man,” Belaris growled. “As I said, all the audits were clean as a whistle. The auditor must’ve turned a blind eye to it. Fucking corruption!” A disgusted grimace contorted his dashing features. “As soon as I dug deeper into the rabbit hole, though, more and more dirt accumulated. According to my research, while some of the money paid by Ferhus actually went into new furniture for the theatre, the lion’s share of it went right up through the company line to the very top. And it isn’t the only payment that has gone that route, it seems. Someone’s been naughty, and that someone went through a lot of trouble to conceal the real company interrelations. It took me a while to worm my way through the mesh of holdings and straw men, yet, without boring you with all of the details, I can finally confirm this: the ultimate beneficiary of the money paid to the Bluetail Grand Theatre was none other than a certain Maria P. Carvalis.”


A long silence filled the room.


Alex clicked her tongue. “Well, blow me down.” So there really was a Maria, and apparently she was in this whole shit up to her eyeballs.


Josy stirred. She seemed a little reluctant to speak, but after Darken gave her an encouraging nod, she pushed a lock away from her forehead and said tentatively, “Just so I understand it correctly—a couple of years ago, Lord Ferhus spent a lot of money on the Bluetail Grand Theatre, the place the Master uses to recruit his minions, and where he probably recruited the men who tried to abduct Maxwell and me so Daddy would renounce his candidacy, right?”


Dry amusement filled Darken’s eyes. “Your parents didn’t mean for you to know all this, darling. How come you do?”


“I have ears,” his niece said simply. Then she blushed as she realized she’d just admitted to eavesdropping on their conversations. When nobody called her on it, she went on, “But the money really went to this Maria Carvalis, whom Governor Ferhus mentioned in the maze. The Maria who might be unsafe if we—I mean you—continue investigating.”


Darken inclined his head.


“At the same time, Lord Ferhus set up a trust fund for his granddaughters, which has grown very well since the war. And we suspect all of this to be somehow connected?”


“Oh, it certainly is connected.” Belaris’ mouth was smiling but his eyes were dead serious. “We just don’t know how yet.” All the seductive polish had worn off, and Alex could see the Servant of Death beneath all the winks and chat-up—and he was furious.


“We’ve been on the game too long to still believe in cute little coincidences. That’s some serious money Ferhus invested, so it stands to reason he expected it to pay off. The question is how? This Maria, she is the missing piece in this puzzle that will connect them all.”


Josy nodded. “Understood. So, who is she?”


If possible, Belaris’ gaze turned even darker. “That’s what I haven’t been able to find out yet,” he admitted, sounding none too pleased by the fact. “I tried to get access to the Consortium’s company files as a starting point, but it is the Prime’s business, so it’s all classified documents and restricted files. I’m still working on that.” A muscle ticked in his jaw.


“Isn’t Carvalis a Tharsian name?” Josy wondered.


“It is,” Belaris confirmed. “Or, at least, of Tharsian origin. But that’s neither here nor there. Before the war, there was a lot of cross-border intermingling between Arcadians and Tharsians, so nowadays it’s not uncommon for Arcadians on this side of the border to carry that name. It still doesn’t answer the question how the governor is connected to this Maria, and why he would spend such an obscene amount of money on her.”


“A mistress, perhaps?” Darken mused aloud. “Or an illegitimate child?”


“I don’t believe that.” Alex slowly shook her head. “The other guy in the maze, he said ‘we’re all in this together’. It didn’t sound as if they were talking about a personal affair of the governor. And if this Maria really is the beneficiary behind the Bluetail Grand Theatre, she must be connected to the Master in some way. This has to be something bigger.”


“Well, whatever it is, it is eluding me so far,” Belaris said sourly. “I checked the name against every available trueborn register and database.” And he seemed to take it rather personally that they had failed him. “While there are, of course, some dozen women bearing that name, not a single one of them has any ties whatsoever to the Bluetail Grand Theatre, to the Ferhus family in general, or to the governor personally. Believe me, I was thorough. If there was any connection, I would have found it.”


He hesitated. “Of course, if this Maria is a Tharsian, or if she is a halfborn, then she wouldn’t pop up in any of our registers…”


Darken rose smoothly and walked over to the window, looking into the late golden afternoon. When he turned back to them, his eyes matched the sun in its deep fiery glow.


“Luckily for us, I know a man who happens to know everybody’s darkest secrets.”










CHAPTER FIVE










ONE of Blayde’s bushy black eyebrows rose an inch above his shaded glasses when Darken entered the lobby of his tower hotel.


“Back again so soon, Forfeit?” He put a hand against his wide chest, grinning. “You’re crushing me.”


Not returning his smile, Darken stalked across the lobby’s elegant beige-and-brown marble floor with the cunning grace of a hunting predator and stopped in front of the counter. “I have a question, Blayde, and I won’t leave before I get an answer.”


“And what would that be about?” Blayde asked mildly, still smiling. “That you call on me at such a late hour.”


“Maria P. Carvalis.”


The smile slid from the Custodian’s face like oil from a bubble of water, and for the first time in all the years they had known each other, Darken saw Blayde turn pale behind his black sunglasses.


For a long second, they simply stared at each other, as if time itself was shocked by Darken’s audacious request, then the Custodian abruptly raised his head and bellowed for one of his employees.


A chair scraped over wooden floor in a room behind the counter, followed by the sound of hurried footsteps, and a young man in a receptionist’s uniform poked his startled face out of the back office. Blayde tapped the counter with one finger and left his station behind the reception desk without further explanation.


He turned to Darken. “Let’s go somewhere a little more private, shall we?”


Darken bowed slightly, indicating for him to lead the way.


They rode up one of the many all-glass elevators in silence. Darken stood with his hands folded behind his back, a picture of calm and control, while inwardly he was trying to curb the raging impatience that was burning though him like a wildfire.


He threw a covert glance at Blayde, but the Custodian had long since regained control over his features, his coal-dark face giving away less than a crag of granite.


But there had been a reaction, and that was the point. Blayde’s response to the mention of Maria Carvalis intrigued him. More, it worried him. Whatever it was that made the Custodian of the Pacified Zone flinch, it boded ill. It also meant they were on the right track. A track that might quickly turn into silt.


Darken had the distinct feeling that he was about to face a difficult conversation. Driving the custodian into a corner wasn’t exactly a wise move, but they were finally on to something and they needed answers. Quickly. With every passing day, the threat for his family grew. As it did for Alex.


Darken stifled a sigh.


Ah, Alex. Prickly-sweet Alex. No matter what he did, his thoughts always returned to the spider. She was like a wicked magnet, drawing all his attention.


Alex had wanted to accompany him to the Pacified Zone but, of course, that had been out of the question. According to their own carefully constructed story, the shaper woman who had been with him when he had taken refuge in the Custodian’s territory with his niece and nephew was dead, feeding the crows outside the border alongside the men who had made the second abduction attempt on the children.


Nevertheless, part of him fiercely wished he could have brought her along. Back to the place where she had given herself to him when he needed it most and unwittingly stolen something from him in return. Just the two of them, without people constantly barging in on them. Without a chance to slip away.


He wanted to finally sit her down and find out what was going on behind those icy blue eyes.


Of all the riddles he was trying to solve at the moment, she was by far the most frustrating—and the most delicious.


One moment she seemed as drawn to him as he was to her, yet in the next she would suddenly turn evasive, cold even, or she would throw insults at him and threaten to rip off his head—or something worse.


A tiny grin stole across Darken’s lips. Life with her would never be dull. It would be kiss or kill—only a two-letter difference, but such a tremendously different outcome.


No, it would never be boring between the two of them. But, ah, what a sweet, worthy challenge that would be.


Of course, he wasn’t the only man who enjoyed a good challenge. When Darken had taken Alex to the dance floor at the Summerball, he had known that he was playing a daring game—a dangerous game—but, ah, just to see the look on her face when he had asked her to dance: shock, surprise, outrage—and a flash of something else. Excitement? Desire? A bit of both perhaps?


It was the honey-sweet taste of the forbidden, the knowledge that you shouldn’t pursue this, but at the same time so full of excitement you couldn’t possibly pass up the chance.


When he had snatched her hand and dragged her out onto the dance floor, Darken had told himself he was doing it for the mission, to taunt Roukewood into a suitably possessive reaction. It had been true to some extent, but a piece of his heart was honest enough to admit he had done it mainly for selfish reasons.


He had wanted that dance. He had wanted, in front of all of those witnesses, and even if it was just for the briefest moment, to stake his claim on her. Had wanted everybody in that ballroom, including themselves, to acknowledge that undeniable attraction between them in a socially acceptable way.


Holding her in his arms when they danced had been the sweetest torture. Her feminine scent, the feeling of her increasing heartbeat, the flush of her cheeks, all of it had made him want to kiss her so badly it had almost driven all reason from his mind. When they left the floor, it was all he could do to walk away before his restraints snapped, not sure even the dampening bracelets would be able to stop him if he lost himself. He’d needed to cool off and let things take their course. Alex was right, Darken thought with a wry grimace, men were easy to predict. The look on Roukewood’s face as he had watched the spider in the cloister had been all he needed to see. It was the look of a man who needed to possess something beautiful and unique, to call it his own just to prove to the rest of them that he could.


Letting her go upstairs to meet the bastard had cost Darken every last bit of self-control. All he had wanted to do was to pull her back into the alcove and kiss her senseless. She had been aroused, too. The glazed look in her eyes had spoken louder than any words could have. But Darken hadn’t wanted to seduce her in the heat of the moment, hadn’t wanted to catch her off balance, so that’s why he’d stopped, although it had nearly killed him to let her go. And just imagining that sleek, polished bastard Roukewood ogling her, possibly touching her…


Blade softly cleared his throat, and Darken realized that his magic had leaked into his eyes, suffusing the elevator with a ruby glow. Clenching his fingers, he forced his emotions back into that dark, enclosed space deep inside him and jerked up the protective walls, a cage of will that was beginning to show more and more small cracks. The pressure was riding him again, growing stronger every day. He would need to kill soon. But that was a worry for later. Now he needed to focus. Dealing with the Custodian would demand all his skills if he intended to walk away from this place with the information they needed.


The elevator stopped with a soft bing, and a lilting female voice announced them to be on the fifth floor.


Darken followed Blayde through a glitterati cocktail bar filled with exuberant chatter, laughter and piano live music. Women in expensive cocktail dresses and men in dapper shirts were unsuccessfully pretending to be casual and carefree while they showed off their ritzy lifestyle and looked for someone to hook up for the night, trying to fill the emptiness of their wealthy existences with booze and sex and the promise of something that these things most likely weren’t going to deliver. If money had a smell, this place would have reeked of it.


Blade benevolently nodded at his customers as they made their way past the tightly stuffed tables, dropping a couple of words here, a joke there; an attentive host, interested in the needs and wants of his well-paying patrons.


Darken felt a great relief when they finally left the cocktail bar and stepped out onto the wrap-around balcony bathed in the golden glow of the many magic-fueled torches spread in even spaces along the walls. Out here, the summer evening was mellow and gentle. Twilight cloaked the world beyond the balcony in a mantel of quiet gloom, giving it that particular silence of transition that was reserved for the brief moment when day and night kissed.


It was the same balcony on which they had spoken only a couple of weeks ago, he tense to the point of breaking and yearning for a release that seemed out of reach. Ah, the irony of it. So much had changed since then, but at the same time, nothing had changed at all. He was still the desperate supplicant, Blayde still the mystery-shrouded host whose help he depended on, and he was still aching for the spider with the same fierce desperation as back then.


Blayde didn’t speak outright. Instead, he led them farther away from potential ears and eyes, his thick tangle of black dreadlocks swaying gently in time with his steps.


Darken didn’t push, knowing deep down that, if he did, he wouldn’t get anything out of the Custodian at all.


Eventually, Blayde stopped where the balcony was at its quietest. Here, it overlooked an untroubled silver lake in the park down below around which tiny glowworms in pastel colors blinked in the trees like natural fairy lights, and emperor dragonflies snacked on careless mosquitos floating above the water.


The Custodian turned slowly, his floor-length leather coat swishing softly with the movement. Caught half in light and half in darkness, he took Darken’s measure from behind his concealing sunglasses.


“Maria Carvalis. Where did you hear that name?”


No innuendo this time, huh? Darken swiftly skipped through his available options. Lying, unfortunately, wasn’t one of them. Not here in the Pacified Zone. If he did, he would definitely leave without answers. That was, if he left at all.


Deciding to put all his eggs into one basket, he finally said, “Governor Robert Ferhus mentioned that name shortly before he was murdered.”


Blayde nodded slowly as though Darken had confirmed something that he had guessed all along.


“I had someone look into his affairs,” Darken continued. “Fourteen years ago, the governor made a large payment to the benefit of this Maria Carvalis. A very considerate sum, in fact.” He paused, waiting for a reaction.


Blayde returned his gaze steadily, not giving him the slightest inch. “He did?”


Darken clenched his fists, wanting to crush something. “Yes, he did. And somehow this woman is connected to the abduction attempt on my niece and nephew last month. I want to know how.” He took a step forward. “You recognized the name. Who is she? And don’t lie to me because I’m also quite good at detecting that.”


Taking his time with an answer, Blayde turned his head, looking out over the distant lake below, his dark-skinned fingers absently brushing the railing.


“Do you know how I have managed to keep this place running as long as I have, Darken? How I mange to … co-exist with the realm?”


Darken blinked. What kind of question was that?


When he didn’t reply, Blayde fixed him with his piercing gaze halfway over the rim of his shaded glasses. “Neutrality and discretion, Darken. Neutrality and discretion are the magic words. I do not, on principle, get involved in the matters of the realm’s politics.”


“You?” Darken barked an incredulous laugh. “The master of secrets? The all-knowing eye of the solitary tower?”


“There you have it.” Blayde held up a finger. “I collect information. Collect—but I do not share them, except to protect this place. They are my security, a sword I keep edging diligently, but which I do not use unless absolutely necessary.”


He folded his hands, almost piously so. “I’m afraid I cannot help you, Darken.”


Darken felt a whisper of darkness shudder through him, a sweet black shiver burrowing right under his skin.


“So you tell me you know something but will not help me?”


“What I may or may not know is not the issue here.”


“But of course it is.” Darken’s voice was laced with bitterness and rising anger. “Don’t mince words, Blayde. I’m not one of the fools you deal with day in and day out. Do you really think you can fob me off that easily?”


Blayde just kept looking at him.


“Damn it, Blayde!” Darken slapped the wall without controlling his magic so that a ripple of power raced along the mural and killed the nearest magic torch, sending sparks in all directions. He didn’t care. “This is my family at stake here! The children were almost abducted twice now, and someone tried to poison my brother at the Summerball.”


And that someone had almost managed to kill Alex who, in her utter lack of self-preservation, had drunk the poison that had been meant for his bother. The fear he’d felt when he caught her collapsing body in the box above the ballroom came back to him in a sickening rush. It only fueled his anger, reaching deep into his veins where the blackness pulsed, hungry, waiting.


He glided toward Blayde, his magic slithering out of him, charging over his skin in streaks of black lighting.


“If you know something, you must tell me!”


A phantom wind rippled the surface of the lake below and pulled at the torches on the wall. For a breath, the world seemed to frost over, encasing the Custodian in a glowing silver mist.


Blayde’s deep voice was too soft. “Are you threatening me, Forfeit? In my own territory?”


Thin ice. Very thin ice.


Darken forced his hands to open and let out his breath in a slow hiss, releasing the grip on his death magic with it.


“I’m asking you … as a friend.”


He wasn’t sure exactly how much their sometimes uneasy friendship meant to the Custodian, but it was some kind of friendship, braced by a forced but ravished sincerity. And despite him being what he was, Blayde had always welcomed him in his territory. Had always provided him with the help he needed.


Blayde hesitated and Darken dove into that gap, ruthlessly exploiting his every option. There was too much at stake to be squeamish.


His voice dropped into a deep, silky croon. “You owe me, Blayde. You know you do.”


The children and Alex had been under Blayde’s protection when the false messenger had lured them out of the Pacified Zone right under Blayde’s nose. And if Darken hadn’t appeared in time…


Blayde stiffened, and his dark lips curled. “Yes,” he agreed softly, reluctantly. “Yes, I owe you.”


“Then help me,” Darken implored him, letting the full measure of his desperation show. “Help me and the debt will be paid in full. Who is this Maria? She’s the key to solving this riddle.”


Blayde looked up sharply, one hand still on the railing.


“Did you say ‘riddle’?”


“Riddle. Plot.” Darken brushed the word away with an angry jerk of his hand. “Call it whatever you like.”


But Blayde raised a commanding hand to silence him, his face suddenly distant.


“Riddle,” he whispered, more to himself than to Darken. “Riddle, yes … answer the riddle … the key… the golden key …” He spun abruptly. “The sugar cube is still alive, isn’t she?”


Darken recoiled, completely taken by surprise.


Blayde let out a long, knowing sigh. “But of course … Alexandre de Nuy, yes?” He shook his head in an how-did-I-not-see-that way. “I admit, I’ve been wondering about this new acquaintance of yours, but I didn’t realize…” He pursed his lips. “Brazen, Enforcer. Extremely brazen to bring one of her kind into the Royal Palace. I always knew you had balls, Darken, but this… You’re taking risks, my friend.”


Darken suppressed a growl. He’d come here to get information, not to provide Blayde with new ones.


If it had been anybody else who had found out about Alex being alive, he would be digging a quiet grave right now, but since it was Blayde…


Darken was almost about to deny Alex’s survival, a lie though this might be, when Blayde’s words suddenly struck a sharp chord in his mind. His eyes narrowed. “Wait. Alex is the golden key?”


In the whirl of events following the slaughter at the border of the Pacified Zone and Alex’s healing, he had completely forgotten about the little Augur’s vision in the Academia Scientiae when he had visited Barthi to use the Amplificum. Now her words came rushing back at him in a staggering stream of ominous memories.


A castle built on rotten beams. The golden key will help answer the riddle, but if it is broken, it will forever remain unsolved. Pain.


She had used the word ‘pain’ several times. And tears. Yes.


Tears turning into diamonds sparkling on a woman’s palm. So many cries in the darkness … or maybe … unheard in the darkness?


Then came something about a snake chewing its own tail, and someone who would bleed.


A shiver went through Darken. That had been Alex. Alex, being tortured by the mercenaries outside of the Pacified Zone. Alex, almost dying in his arms. The memory pumped even more ice into his veins as though he had fallen through a crack in the surface of a frozen lake.


The Augur had told him to run, and he had, reaching Alex just in time.


Darken frowned at Blayde, knowing it was futile to ask how the Custodian knew about the vision he had shared with the Augur girl. One way or another, Blayde always knew what happened inside his territory.


The Custodian was still watching him with the most unreadable expression on his face.


“Yes,” he finally confirmed after a long pause. “Alex is the golden key.” After another pause he cited, “The golden key will help solve the riddle, but if it is broken it will forever remain unsolved.”


“But it wasn’t broken,” Darken said with a feeling of fierce triumph.


Alex hadn’t been broken. They had tried and they had tried hard, but he and Josepha had been able to save her.


“She survived,” he repeated firmly. “Which means the riddle can still be solved.”


“Some riddles should remain unsolved.”


Despite the mellow summer evening, Darken felt a chill wind around his spine.


“What is that supposed to mean?”


Blayde nodded toward the lake in the encroaching gloom. “Visions are like the ripples on a pond.”


Great! Another riddle! 


“Now, that clears up everything.”


The Custodian clucked his tongue at Darken’s tart tone of voice. “Visions are manifold,” he said softly. “That is why Augurs usually use at least one interpreter for them, and even then their meaning often remains unclear. What you think you see isn’t always what you really see.” He hesitated. “That a key wasn’t broken doesn’t mean it is unbreakable.”


The little hairs on Darken’s neck rose. The ground beneath his feet which had been stable only a moment ago, suddenly felt fluid. “Did you See something?”


The other man held his gaze, and a ghostly glow ignited behind his glasses. “Your future is hazy, Darken. It’s in flux. A vortex of images that changes with every decision you and those around you make. But one thing is crystal clear: I see death in your future, Darken.”


Darken let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “I am a Forfeit, Blayde! Death is my future. Always has been and always will be.” He slowly shook his head. “You cannot scare me with your platitudes. I have no intention of backing down. With or without your help—I will find out exactly what is being played here if it’s the last thing I do.”


“Those are famous last words, my friend.”


This time it was Darken who put a palm against his chest, giving the other man a crooked grin. “It pains me that you have so little confidence in my abilities.”


Blayde didn’t smile back. “It’s not your abilities I doubt, but … Darken, you have no idea what you’re getting yourself into. The people you’re going up against, they have no mercy.”


“Good,” Darken whispered, letting his coldest Forfeit smile play around his lips. “Because I don’t intend to have mercy on them either.”


Blayde shook his head with an almost pained expression. “There’s no way to talk you out of this, is there?”


Darken didn’t hesitate for a second. “No.”


He would do anything—anything!—to keep those he loved safe, and if that meant washing the streets of this country with blood, then he would do that, too. If that made him a monster, it was a price he was willing to pay.


Blayde sighed. “Very well. For the sake of our old friendship—and because I owe you—I’ll give you this much: You’re asking the wrong question, my friend.”


Darken bared his teeth in a growl. “I’ve really had enough of your riddles, Blayde!”


Blayde frowned a little at his temerity, but still added, “You want to know about Maria Carvalis, Forfeit? Well, then the question is not ‘who’—the question is ‘where’.”










CHAPTER SIX










AFTER Darken had left, the Custodian of the Pacified Zone remained on the balcony for a long time, staring over the lake in the misty gloom below. In the darkness, it lay calm and placid as if hewn from volcanic glass, reflecting the silver orb of the full moon like a giant mirror.


Behind his shaded glasses, Blayde’s eyes caught its light and sent it back into the sky where it fused with the stars that were beginning to appear one by one, burning tiny glowing holes into the indigo curtain of the night.


At night, the world seemed both small and endless, full of mysteries and secrets and a thousand things most people could neither see nor imagine. At night, his little territory seemed to stretch far beyond the hills of Nivatt, and the boundary between his realm and the rest of Arcadia barely seemed to exist. Yet visible or not, it was always there, always reminding him of the fragile truce he’d called so many years ago.


He didn’t interfere with the world outside his boundary. It was the one rule he never broke. By keeping out of Arcadia’s affairs he ensured that, in turn, the ruling forces of the Republic left his little enclave alone.


A fragile truce, indeed.


He promised people a safe haven beyond the reach of Arcadia’s laws and rules, and this was how he kept that promise. He didn’t interfere.


It didn’t mean that he wasn’t aware of what was happening outside of his territory. The realm was a place full of lies and secrets, the first of which he despised, and the latter of which he collected the same way others collected valuable little figurines, storing them in hidden safes to be dusted off and exhibited if the occasion called for it.


So many secrets. Some small, some wondrous, and some terrible. Like the one that shrouded Maria P. Carvalis.


Blayde wearily dragged a hand through his tangled dreads. Of all the secrets Darken could have come to him for answers, it had to be this one.


He felt a slight pang of regret. Darken’s investigations would provoke a storm that would shake the Republic to its very foundations.


The Custodian sighed and turned away from the night and its unanswered questions. Perhaps it was about time that this particular secret was revealed—but at what cost?


Slowly, he strode along the balcony railing, one hand on the metal, until he reached the place where Darken had crunched dents into it the last time he had visited this place. Blayde’s fingers traced the bumps in the metal, testimony of a destructive power that was seeking a safe outlet.


He had no love for Arcadia—they had put a bridle on him and then were surprised when he refused to jump through the hoops they held up for him. He didn’t give a damn if the Republic survived the brewing storm or not. But Darken…


There weren’t many people he called friends. As the Custodian, he stood beside the people he sheltered, not among them. Respected but feared, venerated but avoided. His special gift and his augmentations made him different, and most people painstakingly kept their distance from him, too afraid of what he might glimpse in their souls if they let him too close.


Darken, due to his deadly magic heritage, knew very well how it felt to be used, knew what it was like to be looked upon wearily simply because of what he was, what it was like to stand alone amidst a crowd. The Forfeit didn’t fear him, even pitted himself against him, and their sometimes heated discussions added spice to an often lonely existence.


Blayde frowned into the darkness. There were many who had criticized him for allowing Darken Forfeit to walk freely inside his territory, but he had vigorously silenced them. The Pacified Zone was a sanctuary for those in need of it, and Darken—Darken needed it more than most. A man who hadn’t been favored by fate and whose life was seared with losses and rejections. There was only so much loss a man could take, and now Darken stood on the brink of loosing everything dear to him.


Gripping the balcony railing with both hands, Blayde tilted his head back and let his Sight slip in once more, allowing himself to become a vessel for the ever-changing currents of possibilities.


His eyes ignited behind his glasses like two fallen stars, irresistibly bright, turning him into a beacon, both in the darkness of the night and in the darkness of his mind.


He fought against the staggering influx of images that flooded him like a crushing river which could rip the mind of an inexperienced Augur apart. After a moment, the pressure eased. Driven by his focus, he glided through the glittering universe of memories and possibilities, ploughing through the currents of ‘maybe’ the way an experienced swimmer mastered a rough tide, searching among the endless possibilities for the one future he was interested in. Darken’s future.


When he found it, he recoiled. The vision hadn’t changed—and if it had, then only for the worse.


Blayde saw them all, zillions of different possibilities like single glowing threads that wove together and eventually thickened into two parallel paths. Two possible futures. Inside the vision he saw them like snapshots of what could be yet might never come to pass. In both futures, Darken stood inside the same room, pitch black except for a spotlighted table. In both, an intricate wooden puzzle box with a keyhole waited on the tabletop, still closed but beckoning to be opened. In both, Darken was holding out his hand. Yet in the first, there was a golden key on his outstretched palm, while in the other … in the other he was holding the twisted pieces of a broken key.


And that second image was getting stronger, whereas the first one was fading—still possible, but much less so. It was already weaker than the last time Blayde had taken a glimpse. The decisions Darken and the people around him were making were inevitably leading him toward that second path, and if nothing changed, the threads would narrow until it was the only path left for him to tread. The first future would simply vanish, like a photograph that had been dropped on the surface of a lake, slowly soaking in the waters of ‘improbable’ and gently sinking down into its murky depths, to be forever forgotten. 


For now, both futures were still possible, but it was only a matter of time until one would cease to exist.


Reluctantly, Blayde let go of his Sight and returned to a world which seemed cramped and crushingly defined compared to the vastness of the boundless possibilities he experienced in his mind.


With another soft sigh, he dropped his hands from the railing and made his way back into the hotel to check on his guests.


He didn’t interfere with the world outside his territory. It was his rule.


But it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on Darken. And on the spider. After all, it was what he did best.










CHAPTER SEVEN










IT was long past midnight when Darken arrived back at Helton Manor. Darkness sheltered the stately mansion in its nightly cradle, obscuring the pine and myrtle trees that stood sentry around it.


The moment Darken disembarked from the coach, a nimble shape slid out of the shadows on the stoop, draping itself against the wooden railing.


Moonlight spilled over Belaris’ blond hair, adorning his head with an angelic golden halo, but his smile—his smile was of the devil.


“Darken.” A queer glitter filled his dreamy blue eyes. “I followed your pal’s cryptic advice and ran another check on Maria P. Carvalis right after you hung up. And you won’t believe what I found out…”



[image: ]


THE urgent chime of his vis-aural emitter tore the nightly silence apart and startled the Master out of his sleep. Drowsily, he grasped the device stationed on his bed stand. A quick glance at the horanium iactari resting upon a brass holder beside it told him it was a quarter past two in the night.


The Master scowled. This had better be important.


He activated the emitter with a spark of his magic. “Yes?”


“The files were breached!” a breathless voice gasped into the line.


“Excuse me? Who is this?”


“This is Bents, sir,” the voice gushed. “Officer Bents.” A trickle of hesitation. “You … uhm … you told me to immediately notify you if someone managed to access the Maria Carvalis files.”


With a vicious curse, the Master sat upright, immediately wide awake.


“Someone opened the Maria files?” Impossible!


“Yes, sir,” Bents confirmed, having no regard for his sanity. “About two hours ago.”


And the bastard only called him now?


“How could that happen?” Those damn files should have been inaccessible.


“Uhm…” More hesitation seeped through the line. “We’re not entirely sure yet, sir. It can’t have been one of the primary access codes though—that would have left an entry in the access logs. But we haven’t been able to trace the intrusion back to its source yet. It’s a delicate process, you see, that—” 


“I’m not interested in your excuses!” the Master interrupted brusquely. “Tell me what you do know. Tell me everything.”


Ten minutes later, the Master disengaged the call and feverishly dialed another sequence. The moment a gruff, sleepy voice answered, he snapped, “What we feared has happened. This is a Code Red. Initiate emergency protocol Sun Down immediately.”










CHAPTER EIGHT










“RELAX, Alexandre.”


Alex cast Josy a withering glance, but before she could utter the pithy retort that was forming on her tongue, the beast below her decided it was a good time to increase its pace, and she needed all her breath just to stay on top of it.


Alex clutched the saddle. Inside her, the spider hissed and dug its claws into the inside of her skin. Josy’s lips pressed together in a poor attempt to hold in a giggle.


Little minx!


As soon as she got her hands free, Alex promised herself, she would throttle the girl. And after that she would throttle the stable lads, too, while she was already at it. The bastards had claimed that Moonsilver, the creamy-white mare they had assigned to her, was one of the most docile horse in the stables. Docile, my ass! As soon as the beast got within ten yards of Alex, it had started rolling its eyes, tossing its head and sidling about, turning into a freaking bundle of nerves.


Of course, it wasn’t so much the stable lads’ fault that the horse was acting batshit insane in her presence but, damn it, right now Alex really wanted to blame someone for her situation—someone who wasn’t herself.


She should have expected this. When she still lived at her sire’s house as a kid, she had always enjoyed watching the horses in the paddocks, but most of them had bolted whenever she got close to them. One time, she had snuck into the stables to sneak a peek at a newborn foal, and her presence had sent the horses into a panicked frenzy as if a wild puma had slunk into the barn, causing several of the horse boxes to be demolished, one of the draft horses to go limp, and a groom to be brought to the hospital with a broken shin and a dislocated shoulder. After that, Alex had developed a certain … wariness of horses. Thankfully, her sire had been kind enough not to insist that she attend her brothers’ riding lessons. It went without saying that her riding skills were at the lower end of the scale. That they were currently riding sidesaddle wasn’t exactly making things any easier.


Josy cast her a look of harried amusement. “If you get any tenser, you’ll tear a muscle. Just lean back a little more,” she instructed patiently. “Straighten your spine—uhm, but not like a broomstick—drop your shoulders and gently press your legs against the rump. The rest is a breeze. Riding really isn’t that difficult.”


“Easy for you to say,” Alex grumbled under her breath. “You received lessons.” And, knowing Edalyne and Stephane Dubois-Léclaire, probably from the best tutors in Arcadia money could buy.


In fact, the girl looked so comfortable on her brown and white pinto mare, she could as well have been sitting on a couch, reading a good book. It wasn't fair. She made it look like the easiest thing in the world. Something, Alex noticed, that held true for most of the girls and women who were riding alongside them on the marked bridle path. Trueborn royals! The lot simply had too much money and too much free time on their hands!


Underneath the cobalt-blue summer sky, the dirt path wove its way through a light forest, past beeches and oak trees in their lush emerald summer dress, and tall birches whose thin, white trunks gleamed with silver in the bright sunlight filtering through the canopy. The air was spiced with the smell of wildflowers and herbs, and carried the trilling chorus of a myriad of different birds. Looking around, Alex felt a bit as if she was riding through an enchanted grove from an old fairytale.


Josy leaned forward and patted her mare’s neck, muttering quiet endearments to her. In her wide sapphire riding skirts and matching button-up jacket, she could have been taken right out of one of those ancient paintings of royal horseback rides from a century past. Her chocolate-brown hair had been carefully braided away from her porcelain face but left open to flow behind her on the light breeze like a flag of honor. A small black hat perched on top of her head at a jaunty angle.


Alex had laughed at the costume when she’d seen it in the closet, but it didn’t look quite as ridiculous now that Josy was wearing it. Perhaps because she was ‘owning’ it, as Heloise liked to call it.


Alex, on the other hand, felt distinctly uncomfortable in her black, split vintage riding skirts and ivory pearl-button blouse. True, in her current company, she would have looked way more out of place in jeans and a t-shirt, but she would have felt a lot more at ease. Left with little choice, Alex had grudgingly donned the skirt, but she had drawn the line at the hat—she wasn’t a bloody circus horse!


A group of chatting girls in colorful riding attire rode past them at a trot, startling up a flight of little robins in the trees to their right. Alex’s head whipped around. In reaction to her sudden movement, Moonsilver jumped sideways, almost sending Alex flying after the birds. Cursing viciously under her breath, Alex fought to regain control over the mare, and by the time she had succeeded they were both sweating and out of breath.


Josy shook her head with a pitiful sigh. “It would help if you weren’t so jumpy. They feel your fear, you know.”


Fear, huh? Alex was convinced it wasn’t so much her alleged fear that set the horse on edge, thank you very much, but rather the presence of the predator sitting on its back and breathing down its curved neck. She would have acted quite the same if a wolf had been digging its heels into her flanks. Considering that, the horse was probably still quite well-behaved. Alex might even have felt pity for the beast if she hadn’t suspected it was secretly plotting to break her neck.


Grimacing at the thought, Alex clenched the elegant, gray leather reins a little tighter, just in case.


“Tell me again why I let you talk me into this insanity?”


Josy smiled brightly. “Because it’s fun?”


Fun. Right.


“Try again.”


The girl heaved a theatrical sigh. “Oh, Alexandre, would you please stop whining? I told you, it’s tradition. And a rather beautiful tradition if I might add,” she said pointedly. “Mom and I always join the Summer Solstice Parade. It would have been strange not to take part this year.”


“Well, if your tradition ends up killing me, I’ll be seriously put out!”


The kid had the audacity to laugh. Alex briefly considered pushing her off her horse but decided it was too big a risk—she herself might fall off in the process.


“I could have stayed back,” she muttered.


“Mhhm, you could have.”


Alex shot Josy a suspicious glance. “We could have simply told everyone that my horsemanship wasn’t sound enough to join you.” It would have been nothing but the truth, and it would have spared her a sore ass and a couple of near heart attacks.


“Yes, we could,” Josy agreed amicably. Her face was a picture of perfect innocence, but her honey-brown eyes twinkled with amusement. “But would you really have preferred to stay with Grandmother the whole time?”


Touché. That was exactly the reason why Alex was now sitting on the back of this creature hellbent on killing her. The choice had been easy at the time.


Throwing a look around to make sure nobody was close enough to overhear, Josy nudged her mare closer to Alex—causing Moonsilver to nervously flick her ears—and leaned over, lowering her voice for good measure. “And didn't you say you wanted to see the terrain for yourself?”


Granted, she had said that. Since she would be cutting across a good part of this area later tonight, it had seemed sensible to get an idea of the conditions she would be facing. However, she had expected them to take a little detour with the coach on the way here, not … this!


“When I said that to your uncle,” she hissed, “I certainly didn’t mean—”


“Now, what are you two whispering about?”


Alex and Josy jolted upright in unison upon realizing that Elizabeth Saunier had fallen back from the group of riders in front of them and was watching them with open curiosity. Completely concentrated on survival, Alex hadn’t even felt her approach.


“Nothing!” Josy squeaked with the unmistakable air of someone caught doing something fishy. Alex wanted to slap her palm against her forehead.


Lady Saunier tapped the side of her straight nose with a ringed finger.


“Boys, isn’t it?” She nodded with a rather knowing look. “Ahh, to be young again. The excitement and heartache of first love. Stolen kisses behind hedges and dusty bookshelves…” She chuckled. “Summer stirs the blood, especially on a day like this. Well, there will be plenty of time for the manhunt, once we reach Canterbury Estate, I promise. Do remind me, Alexandre, there are several well-heeled bachelors I’d love to introduce you to.”


Alex tried to smile, although it must have been more of a strained grimace.


A frown puckered Lady Saunier’s forehead. “Are you alright, my dear? You’re looking a bit stiff there.”


“Oh, she doesn’t have much riding experience,” Josy jumped in kindly. “I’m afraid it was my idea to drag her along regardless. It wasn’t very thoughtful of me.”


Elizabeth bent closer to Alex and gave her clenched, knuckle-white hands a motherly pat. “The trick is to relax, dear.”


Alex gnashed her teeth. The next person who told her to relax would receive a taste of her claws.


“Riding is one of the noble sports, Alexandre,” Lady Saunier told her with a wink, smoothing the skirts of her cherry-red riding habit bordered with black. She rode with an almost dismissive elegance on top of her majestic chestnut stallion, a queen of everything she saw. “Good for body and soul. I suggest that you take advantage of the Dubois’ stables for as long as you can. Believe me, there is nothing to get your mind off things like a good long ride…” Her eyes took on a dreamy quality. In Alex’s mind, her stallion turned into Porter Olbec, Elizabeth’s lover boy, and she had to work hard to keep herself from vomiting into the bushes. 


“Oh, but listen to me talking and talking when I should get to the front to make the preparations for the flores praesentinum. We are almost at the meeting point. Toodles, ladies, talk to you later.” Elizabeth waved her gloved hand at them with another sugar-candy smile and urged her stallion into a light canter.


Josy glared after her and pretended to shudder. “That woman is just so put-on.”


Alex could only agree.


At that moment, Edalyne closed up to them. Josy’s mother took one pitiful look at Alex and clucked her tongue. “Alexandre dear, it would really help if you relaxed a bit.”
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TO Alex’s utter relief, Elizabeth’s estimation proved to be true, and they reached the meeting point only a few minutes later. The bridle path narrowed, took a sharp turn and abruptly ended in front of a fifteen feet high wall stretching in both directions slightly curving to the west. It was made up of big, ancient stone blocks that had attracted moss over time but apart from that looked sturdy enough to withhold an attack of a battering ram. Of course, with the tell-tale glow of magic wards sneaking across the wall, one would not need to worry about such primitive forms of assault. With all the magical energy crackling in the air around them, it was a hell of a strong ward, too. 


A rounded archway appeared to be the only entrance far and wide. Silvery spikes had been thrust into the mural at the top and bottom of the archway. Between them stretched a glowing energy field—a portable magic scanner. It wasn’t one of the high-tech thingies they used at Crona Palace, but it would do its job. The one at Stephane’s office in Lancaester had been from the same generation.


The archway was manned by a good dozen guards in black and green tinted body armor equipped with a shocking arsenal of weapons. They looked like they meant business, too. Not one smile broke the scowls on their faces.


“Usually, security isn’t this strict here,” Josy muttered quietly beside Alex, studying the guards anxiously while the riders gathered in front of the entrance. “It’s probably because of what happened at the Summerball.”


Oh, Alex would wager her last panty on that. Ever since the ball, the entire realm had been in a jumpy state, and security had been upped almost everywhere.


Everybody had to dismount and pass through the scanner with their horse one by one. When it was Alex’s turn, she was so busy keeping a prancing Moonsilver from stepping on her toes, she barely had time to get nervous about the scan. And then, if the palace’s scanner hadn’t found her out, it seemed a safe bet this one wouldn’t either.


On the other side of the wall, a wide meadow stretched before her eyes, lush green grass dotted with tiny white, blue and yellow wildflowers. It was sheltered by ancient trees cushioned in moss and silver lichens.


As the women filed in from the north, a matching group of men rode in through a mirroring entrance at the south side of the wall, all polished boots, baloney vintage riding pants and long coats. Some even wore old-fashioned top hats.


Alex thought she caught a glimpse of Stephane and Max, but they were quickly swallowed by the bulk of riders swarming the meadow.


From the inside, Alex could see that the wall arched around in a half circle, connecting the two entrances in the west, while opening to the east where the meadow slanted down until it became a wide trail that turned into some kind of tree-lined alley at the end of which Canterbury Estate was located.


Moonsilver pulled on the rains and Alex quickly gave up on trying to control her, just letting her graze beside Josy’s pinto mare while they waited for everyone to pass through the scanners.


Excited voices rose around them. Alex glanced up in time to see the riders part like a seam to make space for seven young women in flowing white dresses atop of seven snow-white horses. The sheer fabric of their dresses shimmered with every movement, and their heads were crowned with the most artful floral wreaths Alex had ever seen. All the girls were beaming, but the one at the front was positively grinning like a maniac.


“Those are the Flower Maidens,” Josy told Alex as they watched the girls take position in front of the group, lining up toward the alley. “They are the lucky ones who have been chosen from a pool of more than a hundred applicants. It’s a great honor.”


Which probably explained those ear-to-ear grins.


“What’s a Flower Maiden?” Alex asked.


Josy blinked at her, wide-eyed. “Don’t you know the Tales of Litha?”


“Seems I missed that particular lesson in school.” As a matter of fact, she had missed school altogether.


Josy seemed to remember her poor upbringing. “Well, according to ancient folklore, on the day before Midsummer Night, the unwed maidens of each village would wander deep into the woods and collect seven sacred flowers the names of which have been passed down orally from generation to generation to the day. Upon their return, the flowers would be burned by the tribe and their holy ashes would be used to fertilize the ground for the planting of a sacred apple tree.”


“Sacred, huh?”


“Oh yes.” Josy nodded and grinned at Alex’s expression. “The apple tree is a symbol for prosperity, abundance and love. It is said that, as long as the apple tree blooms in a village, it will bring health and happiness to the community.” Her grin widened even more. “And, of course, if an unwed woman dances barefoot around it on Midsummer Eve, the spirits will help her find her true love that night.”


Alex rolled her eyes. Trueborns! They weren’t just squandering and tradition-hungry, but also superstitious to a flaw.


She herself had never had much use for superstitions. When she was a kid, she’d prayed to the Great Mother and any other deity or power she could think of to safe her sire when he was lying on his deathbed, but he had died anyway, mocking all her childish efforts. It made her realize that some things simply couldn’t be changed, and that she was the only one who had control over her fate.


Still, she could appreciate why the members of the trueborn elite would see a silent allure in a romantic old ritual which involved sneaking through the forest on a quest to find happiness and true love.


Today’s version of this ancient ritual was a little less quaint but certainly made up for it with grandeur. As soon as the Flower Maidens were in position, a cart was wheeled forward and each girl received a huge bouquet of flowers which, from the looks of them, had most likely been cultured and pre-arranged by some renowned gardener rather than picked in a forest meadow. She recognized the glowing pink grapes of fireweed, followed by orange poppies, yellow irises, tiny blue forget-me-nots—the symbol of faithfulness and true love—deep blue hyacinths, and, finally, violet harebells. A rainbow of colors, shockingly bright against the purity of the white dresses and horses.


Behind the girls came a group of performers dressed in black bodysuits and cloaks sequined with garish shades of gold and red so that when they moved, flames seemed to ripple up and down their bodies. They were followed by the musicians, an entire orchestra featuring ancient drums and fiddles, lyres and flutes. The musicians were costumed as well, clad in pieces of fabric of all colors between green and brown, silver and gold, adorned with flowers, twigs, leaves, moss, feathers and horns. Their daring make-up transformed them into mythical creatures sprung from deep inside the forest’s heart, terrifying and beautiful. Nature’s spirits made flesh for an otherworldly celebration.


Josy touched Alex’s hand. “Come. We’re last.”


They mounted their horses and rode to the back where the historical riders were gathering. To their side, Alex noted a man on foot carrying a long wooden pole with a widening top adorned with an arcane silver glyph. It looked like a sigil, which meant that it would work some kind of magic when activated. Alex scanned the procession and saw more pole-bearers among them.


Definitely sigils. But what—?


Magic punched Alex in the gut. It flared like an umbrella being snapped open, covering the entire procession, dousing them with a waterfall of magic that wasn’t wet but left a memory of sharp prickles on her skin. Her hackles rose. What in the name of the Great Mother—?


The soft beat of a single drum echoed across the clearing, low and rhythmic. Softly, silently, a silver mist rose from the meadow around them, shivering and dancing between them in wisps of ghostly breath.


Alex caught her breath.


The mist shrouded them, winding around them in a veil of shimmering silver magic.


The drum was joined by another and another until the ground softly vibrated with their sound, like the heartbeat of the world itself. A flute splashed in a mellow sound, ethereal and light, complemented by joyful pipes and fiddles that rose into a full symphony, the song of the forest, saturated with the gush of water, the sweet laughter of flowers, and the smile of the sun. A song of dreams and wishes woven together, murmuring of peace and desire and of a never-ending cycle of life and death.


Goosebumps ran up and down Alex’s arms, leaving every inch of her trembling with an unknown yearning. 


Without any visible signal, the procession started moving forward. Alex didn’t need to do anything but let Moonsilver pick her pace among the other horses. They rode out of the clearing and down the alley, carried by the music, and where their horses’ hooves touched the ground small clouds of gold dust scattered in the air.


The music wound around her, joyful and heartbreaking at the same time, and for a moment Alex felt swept away by it, as if she were part of something bigger, something truly magical.


Josy cast her a sidelong glance. “Are you actually smiling, Alexandre?”


“Just blinded by the sunlight.” Alex raised her hand to shield her eyes for emphasis. “So bright.”


“My mistake,” Josy said, but Alex saw her hide a grin.


After about a mile, the forest gave way and the alley opened toward a beautiful lake sheathed in reeds and weeping willows at the edge of a vast estate. Behind it, well-maintained trails and tiny groves gently rose up to a stately old stone mansion perched on the top of the hill. Built of pale stone, its stained glass windows and the steepled glass roof between two massive stone towers reflected the sun like a giant diamond. The mansion was overgrown with vine, like some dreamy ruin in an enchanted garden.


A crowd of people in summer dresses and suits with lots of children among them had already gathered by the lake to watch the spectacle, forming an aisle along the path that led toward the lake’s shore.


They broke into applause when the silver mist spilled out from between the trees, gushing into the clearing, and their procession emerged from it, breathed into existence by the spirits of the forest and floating on wings of golden fairy dust.


The performers took it as their cue and started spinning and twirling wildly, becoming encased in roaring flames, causing a collateral intake of breath.


The performer at the front reached into a hidden pocket in her cloak and extracted a fistful of glittering dust which she blew at the crowd. In the air, the dust exploded into hundreds of tiny, jewel-colored butterflies that fluttered around before transforming into candy that fell to the ground. Children squealed and cheered and dropped down on their knees to scoop up as many as they could hold, stuffing their faces and yelling, “More, more, more.” The other performers needed no second invitation.


The Flower Maidens at the front were smiling serenely and waving and blowing kisses at the audience.


As they neared the lake, Alex noticed a freshly dug mound of earth between two magnificent apple trees with a hollow at the top of it.


The procession halted.


Alex craned her neck to get a better view of what was happening.


Servants rushed forward to take the reins of the Flower Maidens’ horses, helping them dismount. Single file, the young women solemnly approached the mound of earth to the sound of the music, until they were standing in a circle around the hollow. The first one raised her flowers to the sky in gesture of an offering and then gently placed it in the hole. The others followed her example. Inside the hollow, the circle of flowers formed a rainbow iris that was looking up at the summer sky. 


The drums picked up again, more urgent, pounding wildly, vibrating in the blood. The Flower Maidens linked hands and, on an invisible cue, thrust them into the sky. The drums stopped with a thundering finale, and the mist and the enchanted butterflies exploded into puffs of golden glitter.


The audience went wild, clapping and cheering, and little children raced around, jumping up and down, trying to catch the sparks.


Alex glanced around, half expecting a mythical sea creature to rise from the middle of the lake but instead, the crowd scattered as people made their way up the hill. The riders were turning their horses away.


Alex frowned. “That’s it?”


After the bombastic opening and all the fuss, the finale felt a bit … meh.


Josy blinked. “Oh no, that was just the preparation,” she said quickly. “The actual ritual takes place at sunset.”


Figured. Magic hour or some such. “And what exactly is gonna happen at sunset?”


Josy shook her head and chuckled mischievously. “I won’t spoil the surprise for you, Alexandre.”


Alex rolled her eyes. Well, she supposed a big bonfire would have more effect at dusk.


Josy grinned and nudged her mare forward. “Come, let’s go to the stables.”










CHAPTER NINE










IMMENSELY glad to finally get rid of her horse, Alex dumped the mare on the stable crew, went to her assigned chamber in the mansion, took a quick shower and then paced the room while she waited for Edalyne and Josy to come over and help her prepare for the actual event, all the while promising herself that she would never, never, never mount a horse in her life ever again.


When her two-women help crew was finally satisfied with her looks, they left to get the warpaint on themselves, and Alex reluctantly made her way down through the glass-covered atrium hall connecting the two flanking aisles where the guest rooms were located.


She would have preferred to wait for the others in her room, but since Devilier and Roukewood were supposedly also at the Midsummer Festival, this was a golden opportunity to gather more information—and they had none to waste.


The carved wooden door at the mansion’s backside opened to the park which was said to have the biggest variety of flowers in the entire country. Once a military training base, Canterbury Estate had been turned into a war museum and a historical archive under monumental protection after the war. Except for once a year when it was transformed into a boarding house for the royal guests of the Flora Canis Rae, the annual Midsummer Festival of the Southern Provinces which took place on the day before Midsummer Night. Edalyne had mentioned that the Sauniers and other sponsoring families of the festival paid quite a fortune to the Republic’s Department on Conservation to be allowed to host the event at this location.


Beyond a small terrace decorated with a stone fountain of a halfway submerged maiden spilling water from a clay jug, a couple of ancient stone steps led down to the gardens.


Alex paused on the tread for a second, stunned by the view. Before her stretched a small idyllic paradise. Combed sand paths threaded their way in all directions, circling around little green groves and clusters of brightly colored pavilions with big cooling sigils. Underneath the pavilions, chairs and tables had been erected and people were eating, drinking, and talking. At the far bottom of the hill, the lake where the flower procession had ended, winked at her, a small speck of silver glass among the greens. The only thing that didn’t fit the peaceful picture was the large number of armed guards patrolling the perimeter in small groups.


Alex’s gaze inadvertently rose to the nearly invisible shapes of the small, bluish mountains at the horizon, their violet peaks all but getting lost in the misty distance.


That was where Darken would be waiting for her.


Anxiety unloaded a sharp shot into her veins, and Alex had to keep herself from clutching her skirt.


Since Belaris had had to return to the Order before his absence rose any suspicion, Darken had come up with the utterly ingenious idea that he would visit Maria P. Carvalis all by himself. When he had informed the rest of them of his plan, Alex had given him an—admittedly rather crude—piece of her mind. Words like ‘testosterone-controlled, cock-driven schmuck’ had fallen, and Heloise had had to have a lie-down.


All right, perhaps her choice of words hadn’t been the most … sensitive, but everything she’d said had complete merit. It was an incomparably stupid idea! The Master’s operations were somehow linked to this place, and to assume one could just walk in there without encountering any trouble was beyond naive. If Alex realized that, so must Darken. But no, he had to be chivalrous, trying to keep the rest of them out of harm’s way.


What if something happened to him? Aside from the fact that he might not get the chance to report back to them, Alex simply couldn’t bear the thought that he got hurt just because of a stupid male ego trip.


He needed someone to back him up. Period. And with Belaris gone, she and her shaper abilities were the best suited for the job.


Even Darken hadn’t been able to argue around her logic, but it had still taken quite a while to convince him. Stephane strongly agreeing with her had tipped the scale.


Alex’s feeling of victory had been short-lived, though, and had turned into frustration when they entered into the planning stage. She would have been perfectly happy to just sneak out with Darken in the dead of night in a cloak-and-dagger operation and chance their way through the country. But everybody, including Darken, opposed that plan. Seriously, if Slobber had a voice, Alex suspected the dog would have voted against her, too.


According to Belaris’ intelligence, Maria P. Carvalis was located up in Duncan’s Teeth, a mountain range at the western border to Tharsis. Without using magical transportation, which was out of bounds if they wanted to avoid detection at all cost, it would be a trip of at least three days one way, more if they only travelled at night.


The others weren’t so much worried she and Darken would be spotted—after all they were both masters of moving under the radar—but they were afraid that their combined absence might be noticed by someone.


Since Darken was still the main suspect in Ferhus’ murder case, the guardaí were keeping tabs on him, and regular patrols scoured the neighborhood. Even more worrying though was the fact that they still hadn’t identified the informant who had provided the Master with the information for the abduction attempt on Josepha and Maxwell. If he—or she—got wind that both Alex and Darken had left the house for unknown reasons, he might consider it an interesting tidbit to report back to the Master.


Alex couldn’t deny that the others had a point there. If Lady Alexandre de Nuy was suspected to be collaborating with Darken Dubois-Léclaire in any way, it would provoke questions about her. Questions that might lead to her exposure. Not to mention that their mission would be in great jeopardy.


In the end, it was agreed that they needed an airtight alibi for her, so that even if Darken’s absence was discovered, there would be no way Alex could be associated with it.


The opportunity presented itself sooner than expected in the form of an invitation sent by Elizabeth Saunier. It arrived on the afternoon of the day after Darken had visited Blayde in the Pacified Zone, inviting the Dubois family—and Lady de Nuy—to the Midsummer Festival at Canterbury Estate. As the estate was very close to the Tharsian border, it brought them within thirty-five miles of the location where, according to Belaris’ research, Maria Carvalis was located. No distance for a shaper.


The plan was simple enough. Alex would show her face long enough to make sure a dozen infallible witnesses would be able to confirm that she had been at the festival the entire time. Then, at the right moment, she’d sneak out, hoof it over to the mountains where she’d meet with Darken, and then they would finally shine some light on that mysterious place called Maria P. Carvalis.


Easy peasy, right?


So why did she have this crushing feeling that something would go terribly wrong?


Stay calm, sugar! You managed the Summerball in one piece, so what’s a little garden party?


Swallowing the coppery taste of worry coating her tongue, Alex straightened her shoulders and made her way down the well-trod stone steps to the lawn, screwing on her best elite-lady smile.


She chose a random path and started to search for Stephane and Heloise, reckoning that where they were, Devilier and Roukewood wouldn’t be far away.


Butterflies floated on the gentle summer breeze like bright, delicate petals lured by the mass of flowers, and the air smelled sweet and pollen-laden. The shaper in Alex got slightly dizzy from all the scents, a keyed up beast prowling underneath her human skin.


Many people passed Alex’s way, several of which she’d met at the Summerball or at one of the other events she’d been to with the Dubois since. Alex smiled and nodded at them in passing, yet she didn’t linger to speak, except to ask if anyone happened to have seen Stephane or his mother.


She had a mission, and it didn’t include small talk. Showing her face, yes. Talk, no.


A woman stepped out of a hedge path in front of Alex, and she almost did a double take. The entirety of the woman’s flower patterned dress was studded with small butterflies fluttering their little tissue wings when she moved. They looked so lifelike that for a second, Alex wondered if the woman was wearing a dress made entirely of little corpses.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace!


Josy had warned her that the old festival tradition to hint at the topic of the celebration with your choice of attire had gotten more and more out of hand over the past years.


Well, out of hand was putting it mildly, Alex reflected, as she took a closer look at the royal lords and ladies around her. While most men contented themselves with gussying up their summer suits of beige, blue, pale gray or white with sprays, flowery neck ties or bow ties, the women seemed rather keen on outdoing one another with the extravagance of their attire. True, most of the dresses were pretty, artful even, but some of them were nothing short of embarrassing. 


One woman, for example, wore an emerald catsuit and a big hat shaped like a pink blossom that dripped green leaves down her back. Another wore a bright green corsage and a yellow balloon skirt which made her appear like a giant, fat pineapple. Yet another looked as though she’d rolled around in a flowerbed, decked completely in different kinds of leaves and flowers sticking out at odd angles. Well, obviously wealth and style didn’t always go hand in hand.


Running her fingers over the silky red fabric of her own dress, Alex was deeply relieved that Edalyne and Josy had once more shown excellent taste as well as restraint on the scale of extravagance. Josy had been right when she had assured Alex that the bright red would go great with her pale skin and light blonde hair. The sleeveless bodice of the dress hugged her chest, the slashing ‘V’ of its décolleté low enough to make her feel a little uncomfortable but definitely showing off her curves in the best possible way. She loved how the skirt fell around her legs in gossamer layers of tulip-shaped petals, sightly flaring at the hem. The soft fabric swung with every step she took, and the long slits left a lot of freedom to move. A mere hint of sparkling powder set her complexion aglow, accentuated by her bright red lipstick and a single, matching red flower in her hair just above her left ear. In her beige sandals, she seemed to be walking barefoot, unless you looked very closely. All in all, they had done a hell of a job on her, turning her—very literally—into a beautiful trueborn flower.


Following people’s directions, Alex eventually found both Stephane and his mother underneath an airy gazebo, standing with Alistair Devilier, Stephane’s main opponent in the running election campaign, and his wife Patricia. They were snacking on pastries and seemed to be arguing in a friendly sort of way. No sign of the senator of Tezeth, though, as far as Alex could see. Roukewood seemed to be making himself scarce.


A little behind his father, Max was shifting from one foot to the other, looking bored stiff. Stuffed into a baby blue suit over a white shirt with a violet flower clasped to his breast pocket and his hair slicked back with way too much hair gel, he looked about as happy as a boy who was forced to eat a bowl of overcooked vegetables. He was clearly contemplating if he could get away with splashing red juice from one of the nearby pitchers on his suit jacket to get rid of it, knowing at the same time he wouldn’t.


Alex felt a little sorry for him. At least her dress was floaty.


His grandmother, Alex’s nemesis Heloise Dubois-Marcrant, whose dove-gray gown showed no hint at the flower tradition whatsoever—perhaps due to her name and status she saw no need to accommodate the trend—cast a watching brief over the poor kid.


When she noticed Alex’s approach, the corners of her lips drooped ever so slightly. How one could manage to look both cheerful and disapproving at the same time was beyond Alex.


Since they were in public, Alex gracefully ignored the reaction, pulled out her lady manners and performed a small curtsy.


“Lady Dubois.”


The old lady fleetingly touched her cheek. “Alexandre dear, how was the ride?”


“Quite enjoyable,” Alex lied just out of spite because she knew that the Dubois’ family matriarch disliked horses with a passion, and if she’d had her way, Josy wouldn’t have been allowed to learn riding at all. “I think I’m getting the hang of it. Why, I might even make it a habit of mine.”


Heloise smiled thinly. “Well, even the least gifted of us usually have one or two hidden talents up their sleeves.”


Alex jaw tightened. The bitch! The woman smiled her in the face and insulted her in the same breath!


Heat filled Alex’s cheeks. The spider hissed and pushed upward through her skin, its claws pricking at the tips of her fingers. Oh, she was well aware that the old shrew was only waiting for her to lose her temper so she could prove her point—shapers were unable to control themselves and in the end no better than untamed animals.


Before Alex could take the bait, Stephane skillfully reverted a question of Patricia Devilier to his mother and used it as an excuse to take a step back and slip between them.


Nicely done, Stephane. Nicely done.


“Alexandre.” He kissed her cheek for the audience.


Returning the gesture, Alex whispered in his ear, “Where’s Roukewood?”


“Not here,” he answered in an equally low voice.


“Well, I can see that.”


Stephane raised an eyebrow at her tart tone. “Apparently, he cancelled at the last minute. Some kind of family emergency, or so I heard.”


Family emergency for sure! According to Stephane, the Midsummer Festival was one of the last official chances to chat up undecided voters in an informal atmosphere. Roukewood wouldn’t pass up this chance without a really good reason.


Damn! This practically reeked suspicious. Unfortunately, they didn’t have any way to get to the bottom of his absence, given that they were all here at the big picnic and Darken stuck somewhere in the mountains. Damn, damn, double damn!


Well, nothing they could do about it now.


Letting go of each other, she and Stephane rejoined the conversation. The two senators exchanged a couple more argument points before Devilier finally straightened his lapel.


“Time to do the rounds, I think. An election doesn’t win itself now, does it?”


“You take the words right out of my mouth, Alistair,” Stephane said with a sharp twinkle in his eyes. “There should be enough voters here for the both of us. We shouldn’t get into each other’s hair.”


“As long as you keep your hands of my voters, Stephane.” Devilier shook a warning finger at him.


Stephane flashed a predatory smile. “Only if you do the same.”


A little stiffly, they shook hands and Devilier departed with his wife.


Turning on the spot, Stephane took Max’s shoulder. “Come on, young man. Let your old man show you how the family business is run.”


Max groaned and shot Alex a please-help-me look. She replied with a sympathetic grimace. Not that she was in a much better position. Since Stephane was off wooing voters, it meant that she was on Devilier duty for now. Yay!


She sighed and made to follow the Deviliers.


For what felt like several hours afterwards, though it couldn’t have been even half that long, Alex accompanied Heloise around the perimeter, pretending to listen to the conversations the old lady conducted with several important people, while in reality using her shaper senses to listen to Devilier. They stayed close enough so that she was in shaper hearing range as he droned on about his oh-so awesome election program to person after person after person. She soon knew all the lines by heart. Donation to the Heatherby Child Poverty Center … benefit run … forest conservation program…


Seriously, if the guy did all he claimed he would, he was a fucking saint—with a cherry on top.


If only he possessed an ounce of charisma, Alex suspected he might have out-competed Stephane in the run for the governor post quite a while ago.


Stephane, though popular among large parts of the population, wasn’t exactly universally loved. He was too edgy, and he held too many unconventional opinions. That and his infamous temper made him a red flag for many of the more conservative voters. At the same time, his passion gave him an edge, since Devilier so thoroughly lacked one himself. While Stephane could engage the masses and make them listen to him, most people simply got too tired by Devilier’s nasal monotone to listen to him long enough to hear what he was offering the South. Well, except for a couple of older people who, by the looks of it, had already exceeded their expiration dates themselves. Bad for him, good for Stephane.


When the sun passed its highest point and started angling toward the lake, Edalyne and Josy had finally kissed and greeted their way over to them. Before anyone could decide they still needed her special set of skill, Alex excused herself and headed away from Heloise and her incessantly criticizing mouth as quickly as possible without actually running.


Glad to be alone for a moment, she aimlessly strolled along one of the rambling paths between beautiful cherry trees in full bloom, their blossoms snowing pink petals onto the grass. The sheer mass of different flowers planted along the ways was staggering. Although Alex had always paid close attention when she’d spent time in the garden with her sire as a kid, she didn’t even know the names of half of them.


Several pavilions on a clear stretch of grass sheltered punch fountains and étagères with sweets and baked goods as well as people in flowery attire indulging on all the treats on offer. The Summer Solstice might once have been a celebration of the Great Mother, the creator of all life, Alex reflected, but today it was just another good excuse for the elite to show off their riches, stuff their bellies, and get roaring drunk. Not that it was made particularly difficult for them here. When the third servant approached her with a tray of fruit punch, she all but ripped a glass out of his hand just so they would finally stay off her back.


Tasting the fruit punch, Alex rounded a bend and had to jump back so not to be run over by a group of shrieking kids racing across the path in front of her. Laughter floated behind them. The boy at the front was holding the line of a hover-dragon, which was soaring overhead. It was bigger than any Alex had ever seen. They were a bit like halfborn kites, hover-dragons, but unlike kites, which did nothing but float on the draft, this one was growling and spitting smoke, its eyes two glowing red pits in its reptilian face. It roared and flapped its paper wings, trying to break free, and the kids squealed and several hands grabbed for the line. They sure seemed to be having the time of their lives with the beast. Alex’s lips curved. As a child, she would have killed to have one like that.


Her wanderings brought her to the edge of a big, tree-sheltered meadow. On the grass, groups of children were playing bocce and croquet and other games with hoops, sticks, ribbons and colorful magic bubbles while adults occupied bar tables arranged around the meadow, keeping an eye on their frolicking offspring.


Underneath an old, scarred maple tree not far from where Alex stood, a woman with braided auburn hair in a dress of brown and green slightly reminiscent of bark covered in emerald moss was lecturing a boy who looked like he’d rather be playing around with the other kids instead of listening to her. Behind her, a blond man in a light brown suit with a ponytail fastened at the nape of his neck and a trimmed beard leaned at a bar table and read a book.


Alex’s heart toppled in her chest.


Makesh!


Emotions cascaded though her in a sickening rush. She hadn’t seen her half-brother since the Summerball and hadn’t tried to contact him either.


The words of the chief interrogator still rang loudly and clearly through her mind. Makesh had been one of the witnesses who had confirmed her presence in the Great Hall at the time of the murder, strengthening her alibi and thereby pulling her out of the investigative focus.


But more importantly, he had kept her secret. He hadn’t told them about the shaper woman posing as trueborn royal at the ball, which would most certainly have counted as ‘something odd’ that needed further investigation. If he had busted her, you could bet your ass she would have been executed by now. But he hadn’t. No, he had covered for her, although it must have been difficult to keep a secret from an Empath, and it had probably drawn suspicion onto himself. Was he angry at her? Did he resent her for putting him in that position? If so, she could hardly blame him for it.


Alex’s chest clenched. After the first moment of shock, she had been so happy to see him again at the Summerball, and she wasn’t sure she could handle seeing fury or worse, rejection, in his eyes. As a little spider, she’d fought hard to gain the affection of her brothers, and that little girl was still somewhere deep inside her, watching with wide, anxious eyes.


A tiny little part of her had hoped that now that they had reconnected after all those years they might get to know each other again. Form a new connection. Perhaps she could join his family for dinner one afternoon…


Sweet Jester what was she thinking! Join them for dinner? Sometimes it was too easy to forget that she wasn’t part of the royal elite at all, and that her alliance with the Dubois would end the moment they managed to get the Master convicted for his crimes. And then what would she be? Alexis Harper, the shaper-mongrel. Homeless, penniless, no good. An embarrassment to the name Sylvaigne. A great dinner guest she’d make. She could already picture the conversation. We heard you’re no longer on probation, Alex? Lovely. And how’s that new place of yours coming around? Still swarming with rats? How charming. Darling, can you please pass me the potatoes?


Alex stared at her brother beneath the tree, the spider in her whimpering softly. As much as she wanted to be part of his life, the best thing she could do for him was to vanish without making it any more complicated.


She had just decided to quietly sneak away when Makesh put down the book and raised his head. Their gazes connected.


Damn it!


His eyes grew big at the sight of her, his lips about to form a word—her name. Her real name.


Shit!


Alex only had a second to act. She rushed forward and made a wobbly curtsy, holding her skirts out to the sides.


“Lord Sylvaigne! What a pleasure to meet you again.”


The brown-haired woman who had spoken to the boy a moment ago turned around and studied her.


Makesh caught himself quickly.


“The pleasure is mine, lady.” He bowed his head, then leaned to the side and gently took the hand of the woman. “This is my wife, Isabella Sylvaigne. Darling, this is”—my sister—“Lady Alexandre de Nuy. We literally ran into each other at the Summerball.”


Alex stiffened, almost expecting a spark of recognition in the woman’s eyes. Yet there was none. Her body deflated a bit. She wasn’t quite sure if she felt relieved or disappointed. Apparently Makesh hadn’t told his wife about her. Why? Was he still trying to protect her, or was he ashamed of his misbegotten shaper-sister? Had he ever even mentioned to her that he had a sister at all? Or was she still the dirty secret of the family?


Alex pulled herself together and strode closer. “Oh, your husband is being too kind,” she drawled. “The truth is, I almost ran him over in the cloister.”


Isabella smiled warmly and took Alex’s hands. “I remember seeing you. You were with the Dubois, weren’t you?”


“Yes, milady. Lady Dubois senior has taken it upon herself to introduce me into the fine society. A family favor.”


One of Isabella’s eyebrows arched a little. “I heard she is quite the daunting lady.”


Alex permitted herself a small grin and leaned forward with a confidential note in her voice, “Then you heard nothing but the truth.”


Isabella’s brows pulled together. Her grip on Alex’s hands intensified as she bent closer, peering into her face.


Alarm bells wailed in Alex’s head. She jerked back in surprise, yanking her hands out of the other woman’s grip.


Isabella blinked. “I-I’m so sorry. I just thought”—her eyes flickered toward her husband and back—“the two of you have exactly the same eye color. I mean … it’s such a rare shade of blue…”


Realizing how that sounded, she took a step back and let out an embarrassed little laugh. “I apologize, I’m behaving awkwardly. I didn’t mean to offend.” She touched her fingers to her forehead. “I shouldn’t have drunk so much Jambale, and in the blazing sun, too. It’s never good for me.”


“Don’t worry about it,” Alex said with a forced smile while her heart was bumping wildly against her ribs. After the first rush, the adrenaline left her cold.


Although she was well aware that she was the female spitting image of her sire, she sometimes tended to forget she also bore a strong resemblance to her brothers, Makesh in particular. The years hadn’t changed that. How could she have been so sloppy? She should have left the moment she saw him.


“It’s really just such a special eye color,” Isabella kept on rambling, intent on justifying her odd behavior. “And the two of you do have a certain likeness. Perhaps you share an old ancestral bloodline? Who knows?”


Shared bloodline? Yes. Ancient? Not so much.


“That’s definitely possible,” Makesh cut in, clearly trying to mollify his wife, looking a bit unsettled himself. “These things happen.”


“Who is that, Momma?”


A pair of big, round eyes the color of dark-rimmed toffee peeked out from behind Isabella’s skirt.


The speaker was a little girl, maybe six, in a poofy, knee-long white dress with a pink sash adorned with a fat rose bud. A pink bow sat in her golden curls.


Isabella nudged the little girl forward, resting her hands on her shoulders.


“Norah, this is Lady de Nuy.”


Norah. Makesh’s daughter. My niece. A lump swelled in Alex’s throat. Suddenly there was an invisible ribbon around her chest pressing all the air out of her lungs.


The little girl smiled timidly. “You look beautiful. Like a princess.” A little lisp in her voice made it sound like ‘pwincesss’.


Swallowing her heart, Alex crouched down in front of the kid so that they were at eye level, trying not to show too much of her emotional turmoil. “Nah, sweetie, you’re the one who looks like a princess.”


She knew that she should just leave it at that, but it was killing her to think that the only memory this girl would have of her would be this meaningless encounter. Just another adult quickly forgotten over the next daydream. She wanted her niece to remember her by something.


Aware that it was risky to showcase her strength that way, Alex grabbed one of the gold metal ornaments decorating the tables, quickly twisted it into a circle, and carefully set it atop the girl’s blond locks.


“And now you even have a crown.” She winked.


Norah’s small hands reached up and she gawked at her ‘crown’ in amazement.


“Look, Momma, Momma, now I’m a real princess.”


Isabella stroked the girl’s rosy cheek. “Sure you are, honey.” She smiled at Alex. “You’re kind, milady. There is—Alexander! What did I tell you about running around with a glass in your hand?”


The boy she’d been talking to earlier and who had been dashing past in a group of older kids stopped in his tracks. With his auburn hair he looked a lot more like Isabella than his sister, but there was no doubt he was Makesh’s son. Making a face, he mumbled something under his breath, but hastily put down his glass on one of the tables before chasing after the other boys.


Isabella sighed with a rueful smile. “Children.” She shook her head. “They give you gray hairs, but I wouldn’t want to miss them for the world.” She looked at Alex. “Do you have children, Lady de Nuy?”


The invisible ribbon around Alex’s chest tightened even more. Before she could answer, there was a soft chime, and Alex felt a subtle vibration shiver through her feet.


Makesh dipped his hand into his trouser pocket and extracted a horanium iactari.


“Great Mother, is it time already?” Isabella threw Alex an apologetic look. “I’m afraid we must leave early today. We’re having a big family celebration tonight.”


“Oh?” Alex lifted an eyebrow. “What’s the occasion?”


“Nothing important,” Makesh muttered.


Isabella shook her head. “My husband is always so modest.”


Makesh grimaced. “Isabella.”


“What? It’s something to be proud of. You worked hard for it.” She leaned toward Alex. “He’s been appointed legal clerk at the High Court.”


Now, wasn’t that something. “Congratulations, my lord.” Alex smirked. “Your parents must be very proud.” The latter she couldn’t bite back because she remembered only too well that their sire had always wished for one of his sons to pursue law as a career. As a kid, Makesh had always insisted he would never be that one. Well, some things changed. Others…


Her brother gave her a slightly sheepish grin. “Thank you, my lady.”


Isabella was busy packing books and toys into a large bag. “Madeline messaged me saying she and Kizdan are bringing little Elias tonight,” she said. “I can’t wait to hold him again. Alexander and Norah have been grown for such a long time. My brother-in-law just became father,” she explained to Alex, then touched her husband’s arm. “Makesh darling, can you please go and fetch Alexander? He was here a minute ago, but now he’s off somewhere again. Norah and I will meet you at the coach.”


“Of course, my love.”


There was an awkward moment. Makesh looked as though he wanted to say something else to Alex, but in the end he just nodded his head at her, murmured, “Lady,” and walked past.


Alex looked after him with a thousand words unspoken in her throat, unable to bring any of them over her tongue.


Oblivious, Isabella picked up the bags she’d packed with all their stuff and took her daughter’s hand.


“It was a pleasure meeting you, Lady de Nuy. Say bye, Norah.”


The girl waved her small hand. “Bye.”


“Bye,” Alex whispered, waving back mechanically. Keeping her smile in place took all of her will. They walked away without looking back, Norah hopping from foot to foot, swinging her ‘crown’ at her side. The metal caught the sunlight, a golden star flashing underneath the canopy. All of a sudden, it felt like a pitiful gift. Completely inadequate. A twisted piece of metal that would probably end up in the trash bin at home first thing.


Alex watched their backs until they vanished from view. Off to meet with their family. Her family. The family that would never know about her. The family she would never belong to. Despite being surrounded by dozens of talking, laughing people, Alex suddenly felt so alone in the world, she wanted to scream.


Oh, it was a tempting thought. Isabella seemed nice. And she thought Alex was kind. No, she thought ‘Alexandre de Nuy’ was kind. Alex doubted she would be too happy letting ‘Alexis the shaper’ play with her children in the yard.


Alex saw it all unfold in front of her inner eye: the confession; Makesh and Isabella yelling at each other; Isabella beside herself with rage and screaming at him, why had he never told her? What had he been thinking bringing a shaper mongrel into their respectable home? And the children hiding behind a table, following the clash with big eyes and, when Alex approached them, running from her like spooked horses.


The disgrace. The gossip. If the family relation became public, her brother might even lose his new position at the High Court. She would bring them nothing but trouble. And who was she anyway, to disrupt their perfect little family life?


Alex sucked in a deep breath to dispel the pained dizziness flooding her head. It didn’t matter. Right now, she had a giant price tag on her head, and if she didn’t find a way to remove it, she would be sold to the butcher, and all of these thoughts would be futile, anyway.


Discreetly watering the bushes with her punch, Alex left her glass on a deserted table for a servant to clear away and swiftly left the meadow behind.


Her feet carried her away from the mass of people, from the sound of their laughter and joy, until she found herself in a quiet apple orchard with long rows of trees feathered in white and pale pink flowers. Alex wandered among the wispy trees, the shattering beauty around her completely at odds with the dull, crushing pain inside her, mocking her with the promise of life and growth when her hands were holding nothing but broken shards.


When she lived in the Trash Bin and worked her ass off in the Jester's Inn, she had never fantasized about meeting her brothers again, had never imagined a life in trueborn society. She would never have allowed herself such foolish dreams, knowing these thoughts were the colorful candy in the sweet shops of the cities she would never get to taste. But being here, playing this part, had turned her world upside down and torn cracks into all her defenses. She wasn’t out in the street any longer, taking but a fleeting peek through a window. She was inside that candy shop now, smelling the sugar, tasting the flavor of honey on her lips, and she was as desperate for a real bite as any child which had been denied candy all its life.


But that candy wasn’t for her to eat.


Alex folded herself to the earth at the foot of one of the trees and wrapped her arms around herself, breathing in the sweetest of air, yet feeling like she was slowly suffocating.


She would never be part of her brothers’ families. But what was even worse, was that she had come to believe their own lie: that she had somehow become a part of the Dubois family.


Stupid, sugar, so stupid!


She was part of nothing. She was tolerated, yes, but that was about it. To think that Darken’s family cared about what happened to her if all this was over was the biggest delusion she could fall into. And Darken…


Alex squeezed her eyes shut. His face appeared in her mind, rakish and handsome and so entirely out of reach that conquering the stars seemed a more possible quest. In her dreams, he decided to fall madly in love with her and everything else didn’t matter. Everything simply fell in place, the world forging a path to their happily ever after.


But that’s not how the world worked. Shapers never got the candy.


Tears stung Alex’s eyes, but she wiped them away angrily with the back of her hand.


Look at yourself, she thought, disgusted. Sitting here and crying like a little girl for the unfairness of the world. Rachel would be so proud of you!


Sucking in a shaky breath, Alex pushed herself to her feet and shook out her skirt.


She had a job to finish. The others counted on her, and she wouldn’t let them down, no matter if they truly cared for her or not. Because she cared for them. So she would do what she always did.


Fall down. Stand up. Straighten your crown. Carry on. Alexis Harper, the shaper queen of the garbage dump.










CHAPTER TEN










THE orchard took a while to conquer, and Alex used the walk to regain her composure. When she finally reached its other end, she felt almost in control of herself again.


A dreamy hedge path opened before her and she entered it, following its crooked lead until it spit her out close to the lake at the bottom of the hill. In the bright afternoon sun, its surface was a creamy expanse of gold and pearl.


Close to the shore, a throng of people had gathered around a round-faced woman in a beautiful moss-green dress with sun-red hair arranged in an artful crown around her head. A summer queen holding court.


Curious. Bonny wasn’t exactly a social butterfly. Despite her sunny spirit, her lack of status and money usually made her more of a misfit among the elite, but right now, everybody around was pressing close, straining to hear what she had to say. Curious, indeed.


Alex strolled closer without actually immersing herself in the knot of people. No need. The spider in her could hear just fine from where she stood.


Bonny was talking about some kind of art event. “This year will be particularly spectacular,” she was saying. “Never before have so many patrons provided pieces for the exhibition.” She beamed. “Uncle Ramier has his hands full just with properly placing all of them in the gallery hall…”


“There’s going to be an auction in the afternoon, won’t there?” a girl in a dress of pale blue flowers asked.


Bonny nodded brightly. “Oh yes! A good number of the patrons have offered their art to be sold through the auction. They will receive half of the earnings while the other half will be donated to Juleen’s College of Arcane Arts to be spent on scholarships for children from less privileged families to—”


“Is it true that a real Rhinoux is going to be auctioned off?” a woman in pink interrupted.


Around her, several people gasped.


“Now, you know that I’m not allowed to give you any detailed information on the auction pieces,” Bonny chided playfully, earning a ripple of disappointed murmurs. “But if I were you, I would definitely keep an eye out for it,” she added with a big wink.


Someone squeaked, and a wave of excited whispers travelled through the crowd.


Behind Bonny, Cecile de Moineaut—Alex’s special bestie—rolled her eyes and yanked on the arm of the handsome young man escorting her, dragging the poor guy away like a dog on a leash. The little diva just couldn’t bear it if someone else was hogging the limelight for a while, could she? Not that her dress wasn’t drawing enough attention as it was. A mere whiff of transparent fabric, it was dotted with tiny bunches of flowers that had been sewn on strategically to barely cover her female zones. Alex supposed you could say she technically wasn’t naked—although she wore less than any back-alley slut Alex had ever encountered.


Bonny spotted her through a gap between the people around her and her face brightened.


“Lexy!”


Ditching her surprised audience, she shoved herself through the mob, grabbed Alex’s arm and spun her around, making the delicate petals of her bright red skirt fly.


“Alexandre, just how do you always manage to look so gorgeous? You must give me the name of that tailor of yours one of these days. This dress is exquisite.”


Before Alex had a chance to reply, Bonny took her hand and steered her away from the others, throwing a quick glance over her shoulder and increasing her speed.


“I’m so glad you’re here, Lexy,” she breathed after a moment. “I thought I would never get rid of them.”


Alex chuckled. “Glad to be of help. What was that all about, anyway?”


“Oh, those vultures,” Bonny muttered with a disgusted expression. “Normally they wouldn’t bother to look at me over the tips of their powdered noses, but as soon as they think they can milk you for something, then suddenly you’re everbody’s best friend. Well, that’s the royal elite for you.” She heaved a sigh and led Alex over to a wooden bench. They sat in the shelter of a bunch of fragrant jasmine bushes.


Bonny plucked a white jasmine flower from the greens and turned it over and over in her hands.


“My uncle Ramier has been appointed this year’s organizer of the Kaelta Art Exhibition which takes place next week.” A slight grimace flickered over her features. “I’m supporting him with the preparations, and now they think that if they butter me up, I’ll help them with getting their hands on their desired art works.” She shook her head. “As if I have that kind of influence! And even if I had, it would be completely improper to engage in such conduct.”


She paused and cocked her head, throwing a sidelong glance at Alex. “What about you, Lexy? Would you be interested in visiting the gallery?”


Art, huh? If there was something Alex was even less interested in than fashion and politics, it was probably the arts.


She was about to politely but firmly decline the invitation, but seeing the look of gleeful anticipation on Bonny’s face, she didn’t find it in herself to snub the other girl.


“Oh, well … I mean, sure, why not?”


Imagining spending several hours in a room full of dull paintings and flowery vases … kill me now!


Bonny’s grin almost split her face in two. “If you come, I can give you a guided tour. Uncle Ramier already let me see all the exhibit pieces beforehand, and I had time to do some thorough research on them. You could say I know everything there is to know about them.” She giggled. “Even the auction pieces.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “You won’t tell, will you? But they are right about the Rhinoux, although I have no idea where they got that bit from. Senator Roukewood is donating one of his. Isn’t that awfully generous? His lordship is a real connoisseur of the arts. My uncle says that he visits the exhibition every year and often buys new pictures for the private gallery at his estate.” She squeezed Alex’s arm. “A private gallery, can you imagine? I’d kill to take a peek at it. Rumor has it that his family possesses very ancient artworks. Some pieces are said to be several hundred years old.”


Alex thought about telling Bonny not to expect too much—after all, old Roukie had been absolutely stoked about that blank picture in the castle tower at the Royal Palace—then again, the senator and Bonny seemed to be cut from the same cloth when it came to art.


After a while, they got up and drifted through the park together, the other girl chatting in her usual one-thousand-words-in-three-seconds way, and Alex was glad about it as it spared her the pains of conducting small talk with any of the other guests. Soon, she was updated on all the latest gossip, and the sun was dipping low toward the horizon, wrapped in a bright, colorful cloak of dusk.


They passed a food pavilion where an assortment of delicious-looking cupcakes was arranged under a cooling sigil. Their sweet scent made Alex’s mouth water, and she realized she hadn’t eaten in hours.


She pulled Bonny into the pavilion.


“Wait a moment, will you? I’ve got to try some of these.”


Alex snatched a brown muffin from a plate and took a big bite. The taste exploded in her mouth, dark chocolate melting on her tongue, both sweet and rich, combined with the slight tartness of raspberries.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s fucking grace! It was pure heaven.


Next was a vanilla and strawberry tart, deliciously sweet and so heavy on cream you could all but hear the calories dropping on your hips. Alex sighed with delight. The Great Mother have mercy on her, but she wouldn’t leave before she had tried every single one of these cupcakes.


When she bit into a coffee and almond cupcake, she realized Bonny was ogling her with eyes the size of saucers. She swallowed, wondering if she’d accidentally smeared her entire face with cream.


“What?”


Bonny opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. “Just … where do you leave all that? I mean look at you. You’re super-slim and I … if I ate all that you’d have to heft me up that hill with a crane…”


“Oh, I have a good metabolism.” Alex grinned. All shapers do, she added silently.


“Well, lucky you,” Bonny muttered, wistfully eyeing one of the chocolate cakes.


A drum started to beat in the distance, sending ripples of vibrations through the ground. Alex snapped upright, attempting to palm a knife before she realized she didn’t even have a sleeve where she could have stashed it. Inside her, the spider flashed its teeth, alarmed.


“What’s happening?”


Beside her, Bonny’s eyes sparkled. She clapped her hands. “Oooohhh, it’s time!”


“Time? Time for what?”


“The ritual, of course! Come, Lexy!”


Bonny dragged Alex back to the lake, and they were soon swallowed by a crowd of people streaming in the same direction. Magic torches on elegant silver posts had been lit along the paths, waving like glowing golden ribbons through the violet twilight gloom. The sun was sinking into the lake, hugged by violet and purple clouds, a soft pink blush against the dark outline of the trees at the distant shore.


More torches had been stuck into the earthy shore of the lake, their flames licking at the darkening sky.


As they neared the lake’s bank, Alex could see that six wooden sticks carved with arcane glyphs had been driven into the ground around the earthy mound where the Flower Maidens had placed the ‘sacred’ flowers this morning, each topped with a sparkling amplifier crystal. Huge ones, too. They formed a hexagon around the mound. On the ground, a complicated web of silver thread connected the sticks, a six-pointed star glowing softy in the torchlight, the symbol for the balance of the elements incen, agua, terrum, and aeris—fire, water, earth, and air. Someone was preparing to perform some heavy-duty magic here.


Alex touched Bonny’s shoulder. “What are—?”


“Shhhh!” Bonny put a finger to her lips, but her eyes twinkled. “They are about to begin.”


The calling drums stopped. An expectant hush fell over the crowd.


Alex’s skin prickled with excitement although she had no idea what was about to happen.


A soft silver gong sounded, clear and pure, its high note echoing out under the canopy.


From the shadows between the tree, six hooded figures emerged into the torchlight, the hems of their deep green cloaks embroidered with knotted thread of gold and silver brushing the earth. They floated over the mossy ground, softly and silently like spirits woven from smoke and earth, taking position at each point of the star-shaped sigil, facing the hollow in the mound with hands solemnly folded in front of their chest. The figure closest to the audience turned around. Frail hands reached upward and pulled down the hood. Long, silver hair cascaded down slim shoulders, haloing a face that age had been kind to. Her eyes glimmered with pale green under almost transparent lids powdered with lashes of snow.


The old woman raised her fragile hands to the sides.


“Welcome children.” Her voice carried through the dusk in a melodious sing-song. “Tonight we have come together to celebrate the Summer Solstice, the time when the sun is at its pinnacle, and when the days are longest and the nights are brightest. This festival is a celebration of life, of growth and rebirth. A celebration of the Great Mother herself, the creator of life…”


She went on to praise the achievements of trueborn society to the entranced audience, their incredible ascent from the primitive ancient tribes of the old ages to their glorious current society, stressing the importance to remember the struggles of their ancestors and honor them by keeping up their traditions.


…humbly we give … blah blah blah … offering our very souls in gratitude … blah blah blah…


Alex wondered if they ever listened to themselves, preaching humbleness and gratitude when at the same time engaging in the most excessive acts of overindulgence and extravagance.


The old woman opened her right hand. “Let us complete the cycle, just as our ancestors did before us. Earth to fire. Fire to ashes. Ashes to earth.” A trickle of magic brushed against Alex, shy, almost hesitant, like a feather stroking her neck. A little flame ignited over the old woman’s palm, dancing above her fingers. “To earth we give and of earth we shall receive.”


She veered back to the mound, the flame still flickering in her hand.


The other cloaked figures raised their hands too, flames sparking to life above them, magic accumulating around them like a glowing ribbon.


“Incen!” The old woman cried. The hooded figures thrust their hands forward and in the center of the mound, a column of fire roared upward, flames blazing up at the sky.


Rapt calls of “ooohh” and “aaahh” rippled through the crowd.


Alex prepared herself for a wave of heat to hit them, but there had to be some kind of enchantment around the fire because she felt nothing.


The flames died as suddenly as they had sprung up, leaving behind nothing but a pile of ashes in the round hollow.


People applauded politely. Alex joined them solicitously.


She expected the magic to die, but instead it kept coming. It rose, deep from the earth around them, flowing from the very roots beneath her feet, traveling toward the center of the mound as if sucked in by a great, hungry mouth. It built on and on, squeezing her in its mighty grip, so rich and potent that every hair on her body stood on end. In the visual spectrum of her shaper senses, she could see its glow, thousands of tiny dots of white-blue energy streaming through the ground toward the mound.


Alex dug her fingers into her upper arms to keep from scratching at her skin. The glyphs on the sticks ignited, and the amplifier crystals pulsed brightly, thumping blue hearts that pumped life into the ground. Energy churned the air like an invisible storm, phantom winds tugging on people’s hair and skirts and rustling the leaves and the surface of the lake.


In the eye of the magical storm, the mound of ash trembled, and a tiny sprout pierced the earth.


Alex gasped. She wasn’t the only one.


The sprout shivered and shot upward, winding and thickening as it did.


Mutely, Alex stared as in front of her eyes, its tip split and delicate branches feathered out in all directions, reaching for the sky like arms eager for a hug. The shoot thickened, turning into a solid trunk, soft green skin transforming into rough bark. The stem rolled higher and higher, over the heads of the cloaked figures, developing more branches as it grew. 


Leaves unfurled, first delicate and transparent, they quickly thickened into a bright green foliage, shaping themselves into a verdurous cloak around the tree. Round flower buds appeared in clusters along the tree limbs and popped open in small explosions of white tipped with pale pink. Within minutes, a fully grown apple tree in breathtaking bloom towered before them, its stunning glory brightly illuminated by the torches.


The hooded figures slowly lowered their arms and the magic died away.


Thunderous applause shook the clearing as people cheered and bravoed.


Alex just gaped.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! And the Blind Child’s cursed eyes in the dark!


“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Bonny breathed as the cloaked trueborns solemnly bowed to the audience. “It’s alway so stunning to watch.”


Alex retrieved her jaw from the ground.


“What the hell are those people?” She had never seen anything like it before.


“They are Florakin.”


It was Josy’s voice that answered. The girl had quietly appeared at Alex’s other side. In her delicate layered dress, pattered like the wings of an emperor butterfly, she all but glowed in the encroaching gloom, a magical creature sown from brilliant shades of blue, rimmed with black and dotted with little stars.


“They have a botanical talent. It’s very rare, almost as rare as my healing, and the two talents are closely related. Only where a Healer responds to the call of the human body, the Florakin respond to plant life.”


Josy’s honey-colored eyes were fixed on the tree. “Most of them work for the Department for Sustenance and Sustainability, helping to enrich the fields where our crops grow and the pastures for the livestock. Some work in forest conservation, others are gardeners.”


She cast Alex a little glance from the side. “Grandmother is a Florakin. That is most likely where I got my healing talent from.”


Alex’s eyebrows flew up. Heloise in a garden? It seemed impossible to imagine that this woman could sow anything but discord.


“I didn’t know.” It was the most neutral thing Alex could think of saying.


Josy sighed. “She isn’t using her talent much anymore these days.” A sad expression washed over her features. “We used to garden a lot together when I was little. She was different then, less rigid. I think when Grandfather died, she somehow lost her connection to the land. Now she hardly spends any time in the garden.” Her eyes flickered back to the tree. “When I was very young, she would always take part in this ceremony. Her gift is very strong.”


Alex frowned at the tree. “How do they do it? Even with six strongly gifted people and amplifier crystals—that was a shitload of magic.”


Josy flinched. “Don’t say ‘shitload’,” she muttered. “You might cause someone to have a heart attack. You are right, though. That was … a lot … of magic. Forcing a plant to grow like this would be like coaxing the human body to mend every organ and regrow every single bone in a matter of minutes. It can be done—but it takes its toll. These Florakin”—she nodded at the cloaked figures—“they will have to rest for several days before they can safely use their magic again. But that is not the worst part. There is a reason why nature designed the body to heal itself the way it does, little by little. Forcing the body to mend its tissues too quickly will cause them to be less stable. For example, speed-healed bones often turn out brittle and tend to break easily again. It’s the same with plants. Usually, the Florakin only feed them bits of their energy, supporting and enhancing the plant’s natural growth process, just like I encourage the body’s own healing process and provide it with the energy it needs. But forcing a tree to grow from the seed in a few minutes is unnatural, and therefore the tree’s cellular structure suffers. As a consequence, it will be more prone to scab and canker and other tree sicknesses.”


Josy studied the apple tree towering between its bother and sister trees and the corners of her lips turned down. “Normally, such a tree can live for eighty years or more, but this one will only last for a decade, two at most.”


Alex peered at the tree as well, so striking in its full blooming glory. Magicked up from thin air at the cost of most of its life span, and all for people’s entertainment.


She would never understand these trueborns. Then again, it was easy to judge when you had grown up on the other side of the social chasm and not in a world where wonders like this were everyday business. Hard not to lose perspective then.


The Florakin had left. Instead the musicians had returned—no longer costumed, though—and struck up a cheerful tune of fiddles, pipes and drums, the kind you expected to hear in a tavern.


Bonny seized Alex’s hand. “Let’s go, Lexy!”


Alex didn’t move. “Go where?”


“The tree, silly! That’s always the best part of the ritual.”


She tugged on Alex’s hand, but Alex dug her heels in. “Which part are we talking about?”


Bonny looked at her as if she had lost her mind. “The dance, of course! That’s what it’s all about!” She yanked at her again. “Comeon-comeon-comeon!”


The—?


Josy’s words from earlier reverberated through Alex’s head. And, of course, if an unwed woman dances barefoot around it on Midsummer Night, the spirits will help her find her true love that night.


Sure enough, all around them women—teenage girls most of them, actually—were enthusiastically taking off their shoes and making a beeline for the freshly grown tree.


Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!


Josy, who had already ditched her ballet flats, took Alex’s other hand with a merciless grin on her face that told her she knew exactly what Alex was thinking. “Come on, Alexandre. You’re unwed, too.”


The look in Josy’s eyes promised she wouldn’t get away.


Why me?


Grinding her teeth so hard her jaw muscles started to hurt, Alex kicked off her sandals and let Josy and Bonny drag her through the crowd.


At the tree, several girls had joined hands and were dancing around it in a merry ring to the sound of the music and the clapping and cheering of the bystanders. When one of them left the circle, a new one took her place, never breaking the circle.


Those who left went over to the edge of the lake and sat on one of the many benches scattered there. Alex also registered a growing line of young men with goofy grins on their faces, whom servants were handing wet cloths and small towels from huge baskets. As Alex watched, the guy at the front went over to the first girl at the beach and knelt down in front of her, wiping her feet with the cloth before drying them with the towel and helping her back into her shoes. The next followed.


Ah. Alex suddenly had the feeling that the enthusiasm of most participants was less from taking part in a revered old ritual itself and more from the prospect of getting one’s feet dried and massaged by a handsome young lad—and perhaps a nice little moonshine stroll afterwards?


She idly wondered just how many bonds of marriage foredoomed to failure were entered into because the happy couple had kissed for the first time under the Solstice Moon and thought their love was fated.


Cheered on by the crowd and hustled by Bonny and Josy, Alex bounded into the dancing circle. Hands snatched hers and she flew, her hair a golden cloud around her head, bare feet barely touching the ground. Music and laughter rang in her ears, and everything blurred, the world becoming a spinning whirl of light and dark, a golden circle backlit by the flames of the torches.


Heat flashed through her veins as if she’d chugged an entire round of shots, and when Alex finally let go, she was dizzy and it took her feet a moment to find the ground beneath them.


When she felt safe enough not to topple over, she retrieved her sandals and dutifully took a seat on one of the benches on the shore, batting her lashes at the young man—one Roy Patrique de Phéné—who had the pleasure of being in line to give her feet some well-needed treatment. He tried to engage her in conversation while he wiped and toweled her feet, but Alex was too edgy to listen to his clumsy flirtations, and the moment her feet were dry, she slipped them into her sandals, jumped up and excused herself, leaving the disappointed young man behind.


Not far away, Bonny was lost in a bantering chat with a soft-faced young lord who seemed genuinely interested in her. Hopefully, he wasn’t just eager for her knowledge of the art auction. Maybe the ancient ritual would bring Bonny some luck, the Great Mother knew the girl could use it.


Alex sneaked off quietly before she could be forced to take part in any other nonsense.


The park lay dark and quiet. Evening flowers were opening their blossoms to the deep purple sky, perfuming the mellow evening air with their heavy sweet scents.


The magic torches splashed dots of flickering light onto the grass, illuminating patches of little white daisies perfect for a game of ‘he loves me, he loves me not’.


Alex rolled her eyes. Spare me! She marched along one of the paths leading away from the lake. She was still contemplating where to hide best when a glimpse over her shoulder showed her that Max and Josy were approaching her from the direction of the lake at a quick pace.


Great!


Alex sighed and waited for them.


Max waved his hand. “Alex!”


Josy elbowed him in the side with a warning glance. “Alexandre,” she said pointedly.


Max rolled his eyes and said in a very nasal tone of voice, “Alexaaaandre.”


Alex swallowed a grin and raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t the two of you supposed to always stay in vision range of your parents at ‘every single minute’ of this event?”


As far as Alex remembered that had been the operative term for the two of them to be allowed to take part in the festival. If it had been up to Edalyne, neither of them would have come at all. Since all the security at the Royal Palace hadn’t prevented someone from attempting to murder her husband in plain sight, Alex could understand her in a way.


Max made a rude noise and Josy looked as if she were about to roll her eyes but stopped herself at the last moment. She let out a resigned sigh.


“They are over there.” She pointed to two small figures close the lake’s shore, dark shapes against the light coming from the torches. They were talking to a tall guy with a long mane of silver-white hair Alex hadn’t seen before.


“Lord Sarnai is a pretty major player with lots of influence in several provinces,” Josy explained. “Many council men and women care for his opinion. Mom and Dad are trying to convince him to vote for Dad. It would be a big success, maybe even decisive for the outcome of the election. That’s why they couldn’t get away right now and sent us instead. But we are supposed to return immediately after relaying our message.”


“It’s not fair!” Max volunteered. “The other kids are all allowed to run around and play!”


“Life’s rarely fair,” Alex said. “In fact, the older you get, the more unfair it becomes. Come, let’s take a little walk. I need to run off the cupcakes I had for dinner.” And we better get out of earshot of anybody close enough to overhear.


Josy nodded, understanding the subtle message.


She and Max fell in step on either side of Alex.


Max grabbed her hand. “I also had cupcakes.” He beamed up at her. “Five, I think.” He counted under his breath. “Or maybe six. The chocolate one’s were my absolute favorite.”


Big surprise there.


Alex nudged his side. “So, how are you enjoying the festival? Apart from the cupcakes and the not running part?”


The kid grimaced. “Boring people, wearing boring things, talking about boring stuff.” He sighed. “The parade was awesome, though, although I didn’t get to have any of the candy. Oh, and one of the other boys has an enchanted hover-dragon, did you see it?” His eyes sparkled. “I want to ask Daddy if he can make me one for my birthday, too. It’s not that long anymore. He always crafts something for me. Perhaps he can even make one that breathes actual fire instead of just puffing out smoke. That would be soooo cool, wouldn’t it?” From the longing expression in his eyes, Alex could tell he was already planning how to best show off in front of his friends.


She felt a little pinch in her stomach. She didn’t even have a clue when his birthday was. How would she afford a present? Would she even be there for it?


A little grove peeled from the shadows to their left and Josy discreetly pointed toward a small nook between the trees. The sound of rushing water was coming from it. Alex nodded, making a note to decide on a birthday present for Max later.


They ducked under the branches and found themselves in a sheltered little alcove.


A stony water basin protruded from a rock overgrown with vines. They were tipped with small white blossoms which shimmered in the darkness. From an ornate faucet, clear water gushed into the basin. The serene face of a woman, carved from alabaster white stone, floated in the water. Her eyes were closed and a gentle smile curved her lips. With the white blossoms reflected in the water, it looked as if she were swimming in a sea of stars. Alex wondered why this statue was hidden away from the main path.


Josy joined her at the rim of the basin. The slosh of the water was loud enough to prevent anyone from overhearing them, but she still lowered her voice to a whisper. “Uncle Darken has sent the meeting point coordinates to Dad. Here’s the print.” She slipped a small piece of crystalline paper with tiny numbers into Alex’s hand. “Just feed them into the acum magnis the way we showed you.” 


Coordinates. Right.


“Anything else?”


Josy bit her lower lip. “He says for you to be careful. The whole area is riddled with magical booby-traps and dud-bombs from the war.”


As if sneaking out of a warded, highly patrolled estate wasn’t tricky enough, now she also had to track through a bomb-riddled mountain terrain. If that didn’t sound like fun.


“Alright.” Alex tugged a strand of blond hair behind her ear, trying to wrestle down the anxiety before it had a chance to emerge and dance on her nose. “I’ll go and get ready. And you two”—she pointed at them—“return to your parents by the most direct route. No straying.” She tried to sound stern but even to her own ears she sounded gently exasperated.


After a good amount of grumbling, the kids took off toward the lake.


Alex turned to the manor house instead. Without any strolls or detours, it didn’t take her long to reach the house on the hill. In spite of her efforts, anxiety wormed its way through her bones, making her twitchy. Her heart was beating a little too fast, and when she reached the stone steps leading up to the mansion, she felt distinctly light-headed. Sweet Jester, she should have eaten more this afternoon and not just some bloody sweets. Low blood sugar was bad for a job like hers.


The area up here was quieter and less frequented as most people were still down by the lake. Only a handful of guests were scattered among the pavilions close by, most of them absorbed in deep conversations, no doubt animated by all the fruit punch and spirits.


Alex glanced over her shoulder. The sky was a bruised black now, but the park was glowing with golden lights and sounding with ripples of laughter.


Nobody paid her any mind as she climbed the stairs and entered the softly lit manor. The nave was completely deserted. Small magic lanterns spread their pale glow on the stairwell, but most of their light was sucked up by the dark wood. Starlight sifted through the glass ceiling, painting their likeness onto the gleaming floor boards.


Alex moved up the staircase. The aged wood that had creaked and groaned under the weight of countless feet today stayed completely silent below the soft touch of her sandals. If someone had seen her, they might have mistaken her for a pale, floating specter of some old, long-dead inhabitant of this house, haunting the night. The thought made her grin.


There really was no need for her to move soundlessly, but—old habits die hard. She liked to keep her abilities sharp, just like her knives. You never knew when they would save your life.


Alex was almost at the second floor landing when the voices of two people floated up as they passed under the staircase at the bottom of the hallway, echoing softly in the silence.


“…wouldn’t want to bother you with this again, Ed,” a woman said, sounding slightly strained.


“Ann, please,” an unnerved male voice answered. “We’ve been over this. It’s absolutely not an issue. Let us simply not speak about this again…”


Alex went completely rigid. The spider growled softly, a vicious, feline snarl.


A soft squeak announced the backdoor opening and closing towards the park as the two speakers exited the building.


Without thinking, Alex darted to the side and jumped over the banister. She landed on the ground in a soft crouch, one hand braced on the parquet. A heartbeat later she was out the backdoor and diving for the stairs.


A slim, red-haired man and a woman in a simple blue robe, their arms linked, had just reached the bottom of the stairs, turned left and were following one of the torch-illuminated paths through the dark park. Alex snuck after them, skulking from one shadow to the next, silently cursing her bright red dress. If one of them looked back, she would be spotted for sure.


The couple stopped at a bar table in a small meadow with pastel-colored lampions, their faces averted from Alex.


Alex slipped forward and went to ground in a flowerbed behind a red clump of winged spindle bushes that concealed her a little while still offering a good view through the branches. Her skin was prickling so badly, she wanted to scratch it.


She glared at the man and the woman engaged in a quiet conversation from which she only understood isolated words.


Come on, turn around. Let me get a look at your face!


Josy and Max landed next to her, both panting.


Alex jerked.


“What the hell?” she hissed. “What are you doing here?” Stephane and Edalyne were so going to kill her!


“What are you doing here?” Josy whispered back. “Shouldn’t you be leaving?”


Alex opened her mouth when a movement at the corner of her eye caught her attention. At the table, the man took two glasses from a servant, handed one to the woman and raised the second one to his lips. In the light of the lampions, she saw the profile of his face clearly etched against the darkness and suddenly she knew exactly where she’d seen his face before.


Alex sucked in a sharp breath.


“What is it?” Josy asked, peering worriedly at her face.


“It’s him,” Alex hissed and pointed at the man who was taking another sip from his glass. “He’s the one who spoke to Lord Ferhus in the maze.”


Josy followed her gaze and her face lost all color.


“Debayne?” The girl’s voice rose to a shriek, and Alex pulled her down, covering her lips with one hand. Josy shrugged free and took another glance. She hesitated, her voice barely above a whisper now. “Are—are you sure?”


“Dead sure.” That voice, and now the face. There was absolutely no doubt.


“He’s one of Daddy’s closest friends,” Josy moaned. “Dad will be crushed.”


Edward Debayne, one of the southern members of Parliament. Now that the memory box was open, Alex clearly remembered Stephane talking to him several times during the Summerball. The woman was his sister, Ann or Anna or something. Alex had been introduced to both of them, but since Debayne was an old family friend, she hadn't paid him much attention. He certainly hadn’t been anywhere high up on her possible suspect list. Damn, she could kick her own ass for being so sloppy!


Someone cleared their throat behind them. “May I be of assistance, miss?”


A servant stood at the opening between the bushes, a frown on his angular face at the sight of her and the kids hunkering behind the bushes like a gang of thieves.


Josy and Max made owl eyes at him.


Alex snatched a tiny pebble from the ground and surged to her feet, waving the stone in front of the man’s eyes so quickly that he had to get dizzy.


“Found it!” she piped happily. “I found my earring!” She stepped past the puzzled servant and beamed at the kids. “Thank you so much for helping me search.”


“Thank the Great Mother!” Catching on, Josy let out a sigh and peeled herself from the earth. She dusted off her blue skirt and ushered Max back onto the path. “Those are family heirlooms. Mother would have been heartbroken if you’d lost one of them. They are very precious.”


They scurried away before the little commotion could catch the attention of the Debaynes, and before the servant could realize Alex wasn’t wearing another earring at all or wonder how she could have lost something behind the bushes in the first place.


As soon as they were out of earshot, Josy grabbed her arm. “This is horrible.” She wrung her delicate hands. “I just can’t believe it’s Debayne.”


“What is he?” Max wanted to know. “What did he do?”


Josy cast him a glance and ignored the question, turning back to Alex. “What are we going to do now?”


Alex considered it, forcing herself to keep calm and not do anything stupid and rushed, like cornering the man right here in front of all the people.


“There isn’t much we can do,” she said after a second of contemplation. “At least not right now. I need to go and meet your uncle or this was all for nothing.” When she saw the shock on Josy’s face she added, “We know who he is now. He cannot escape. But we must stick to the plan. If I don’t leave now, I will never be back in time. We won’t get another opportunity like this.”


She grabbed Max and Josy’s hands, leaning forward to make sure it sunk in. “If there is a chance, tell your parents, but make absolutely certain no one else is close by.” Imagining Stephane’s reaction when he found out one of his friends was somehow involved in this scheme against his family, Alex was almost glad she wouldn’t be in striking range. “This is imperative. Got it?”


“Yes,” Josy said solemnly. Max nodded, eyes big on his face.


“Good. Now go. For real this time.”


They flew down the path.


Alex wasn’t quite sure what Darken would tell her about trusting this information on a twitchy teenager and her big-mouthed baby brother, but so far the two of them had never let her down.


She threw another glance in the direction of the meadow where Edward Debayne was talking to his sister.


A worry for later. Right now, she had an appointment to keep on a bomb-riddled mountain.










CHAPTER ELEVEN










ALEX reached her room without any further encounters. She entered quickly, closing the door behind her and locking it, before slowly taking inventory.


Everything in the room—from the uneven wooden floor, to the dark oak bed with its lacy white canopy, to the ornate vanity table and the arrangements of dried flowers—had a slightly old and rustic air about it as if it belonged in a museum rather than in a guest room, but it was clean and sturdy to the touch.


Her things, stored in a portable trunk and a big designer leather bag she’d borrowed from Edalyne, seemed to be untouched.


Still. Stepping away from the door, Alex took a moment to unfold her sensory threads and probe the room for any kind of magic signature or other invasions. Not that she really believed anybody had tempered with her stuff but … safe was safe.


As expected, the room turned out to be clean.


Time to get ready then.


With gleeful delight, Alex ditched her dress and sandals, wiped her face clean off all the makeup and went over to dig in her trunk for her ‘night outfit’.


Fifteen minutes later, she stepped in front of the silver-framed full-length mirror beside the canopy bed. A small smile curved her lips. A shadow looked back at her, not sweet and soft, but dark and fierce and dangerous.


Instead of the floral dress, she was clad in black pants, a black tank top, a soft black fleece jacket and boots. The bright red lipstick was gone. Her hair fell over her left shoulder in a functional braid that gleamed like threads of silver in the soft lights of the room.


Alex grabbed a thin black beanie from the top of the vanity table and tugged it down over her hair until the rim sat on her forehead. Perfect! A black spider ready to catch a juicy little fly.


For the first time in ages, she felt like herself again.


Bending to the side, Alex picked up her small backpack from inside the leather bag, which contained water, a med kit, and a couple of other useful tools, and strapped it to her back.


Ready as can be!


She switched off the lights, walked over to the window and pushed it up. Edalyne had made sure she’d gotten a room at the south side of the building facing the woods that stretched all the way to the faraway highway. Twenty feet below the window, a slim stony path accessed the service entrance leading to the kitchens and cellar store rooms. At least, when Alex had gotten prepped she’d seen dozens of servants walk in and out of the side door, carrying plates full of food, and bottles and pitchers. Now, most servants were scouring the grounds, offering drinks and snacks to the guests and managing the hundreds of little food displays scattered around the park. Snatches of music and talk floated over like scraps of fabric carried by the evening breeze.


Beyond the path, a thick tangle of bushes, yellow-tipped fortune’s spindle, hot pink azalea and ivory-white bridal spray, stretched to the estate’s massive stone wall. Here, so close to the house, it was topped with wrought-iron spikes. Alex grimaced. Like jumping over shark’s teeth. Being impaled on one of those would be a bitch.


Worse still than the spikes was the magic ward covering the entirety of the wall, occasionally flaring like a glittering meshwork of spiderwebs in the dark, ready to fry any careless little insect—and any careless spiders. She didn’t have time to scour these wards for weaknesses, and she doubted there were any. No, the only way of getting out of here undetected would be above.


Behind the wall, ancient tall ash and oak trees spread their gnarled, thick branches into the dark sky.


Alex leaned forward and measured the distance. About fifteen yards to the tree line. Not a short hop, but doable. She’d jumped this far before. She could do it. Sure she could.


Her chest tightened, and her hands were suddenly cold. If she hit that ward, they’d be finished. Not that she would have to worry about that anymore because she would be fried to a crisp.


A rustle came from below, the sound of boots scraping over stone. Alex silently inched back into the shadows of her room, her threads of darkness weaving around her. She glanced down. One of the guards was doing his round, one hand resting on his spellgun while his eyes keenly scanned the perimeter. The sound of his steps quickly faded away into the night. The next one would follow soon. Throughout the day, she’d seen dozens of them patrol the grounds and they were on high alert.


Time to make her move.


Alex hopped onto the window sill, letting her threads of darkness spin around her, cloaking her in a sinister web of shadows and darkness. She felt like a sneak thief who’d broken into a house and was now escaping with her swag. Well, sneaking was her specialty. Flittering around in the spotlight and drawing attention, that’s what set her on edge. This on the other hand—this was what she’d done all her life. What a spider was born to do.


Alex shifted in place and pulled down the window behind her, leaving just enough of a slit so that she would be able to open it again when she came back.


She would be back. Everything would go well.


Taking a deep breath, Alex focused on the wall, then at the trees behind it. In her head, she jumped and hit the wall, dropping to the ground like a log, half of her body charred to ashes.


Her stomach flipped. She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut to fling the gruesome image from her mind.


Come on, sugar, you can do this!


Alex moved her head from left to right, dispelling any stiffness, then inhaled deeply several times, flooding her muscles with oxygen. Taking one more breath, she dug her fingers into the sill and pushed herself off.


Air rushed by her as her body propelled into the dark sky, completely weightless for an exhilarating second. She cleared the wall, never even coming close to the tips of the spikes, and grabbed a tree limb, swung under it and landed on top of it in a gentle cat crouch.


Adrenaline pumped through her veins, making her wide awake. It was a sweet feeling full of excitement and crackling possibilities, brimming through her like lightning.


For a second, she sat completely motionless, listening with bated breath, but nothing disturbed the common chorus of the night. No shouts, no running feet. Only the wind rustling in the leaves. Close by, an owl hooted, trying to scare critters form their little hidey-holes in the ground.


Goody.


Alex uncoiled and slid down the tree trunk, moving like a nimble black cat sneaking through the gloom on its hunt for mice.


At a safe distance from the estate, she pushed up her left sleeve and checked the acum magnis circling her wrist like a silver bracelet. It looked like a halfborn watch with a time pendant inserted in the top. She’d already fed the coordinates provided by Darken into it.


It was a neat gadget. Completely superfluous, of course, as you could simply use a compass and your brains instead, but neat all the same.


Using a tiny spark of her magic, she activated it. The round crystal ignited and spun in its socket like a marble going nuts before it finally stopped. A glowing arrow tip pointed her west.


West it is.


Alex smiled, pulled down her sleeve and started jogging toward the mountains.
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DARKEN leaned against the small mountain shelter. It wasn’t much more than four wooden walls and a slanted roof over a feeder designed to allow gamekeepers to provide supplementary feed for deer, in particularly harsh winters when food was scarce and snow storms wreaked havoc on the mountain sides. Right now, it lay abandoned in the dark and therefore served as a fine landmark for a meeting place.


Darken had arrived here about two hours ago. After dropping off the family and Alex at the Canterbury Estate stables this morning, he had cruised around aimlessly for a while, making absolutely sure he wasn’t being followed before he parked the unmarked coach at a car park at the foot of the mountains. From there, he had tracked his way up the mountain side. The jolly weather had driven many hikers and families from their houses, and he’d had to move carefully to avoid being spotted. As evening approached and people left for the comfort of their homes, he’d been able to move with more ease.


Darken shifted a little at the wall. In the gloom below the pines, a handful of star-shaped white flowers sensed the movement and snapped open, exhaling puffs of milky white mist into the air. Ghost’s Breath—beautiful and deadly. Even from his position, Darken could smell the sweet, appealing scent that begged him to lean closer for a deeper sniff. If he were foolish enough to follow that impulse, he would fall asleep to the most pleasant of dreams induced by the plant’s hallucinogenic vapors and never wake again while the plant’s roots would sneak through the soil and suck the fluids out of his body.


Ghost’s Breath had a terrible reputation for killing careless hikers. Yet although gruesome and efficient, the plant wasn’t evil. It simply couldn’t escape its nature.


Just like himself.


Darken smiled bitterly. He hadn’t exactly been surprised that he hadn’t been invited to the Flora Canis Rae along with his family given what had happened at the Summerball and the guardaí’s obvious fixation on him as the possible culprit. The polite but explicit exclusion in the invitation had stung nonetheless. Innocent until proven guilty, right?


Just another reminder that, whenever possible, people were glad when they could keep him at bay—him, the dangerous killer, the Forfeit who couldn’t be trusted to control his deadly nature. Hoping that he might finally learn his place. Too bad for them he was a slow learner that way.


He wasn’t the only one of the Dubois family who wasn’t present at the festival either. Tyler, though included in the invitation, had declined to go, claiming he still wasn’t feeling well enough, much to the displeasure of their mother. Come to think of it, the kid had been behaving a little odd ever since the Summerball, but Darken really had too many important things to deal with to have time to entertain one of his little brother’s eccentricities.


He checked his horanium iactari. The time pendant indicated twenty past eleven. Alex wouldn’t be there for at least another half hour—that was if she’d been able to leave on time and her estimates about her running speed were accurate. Darken frowned. When she had told him she could run thirty miles in less than two hours, he’d been, well, surprised didn’t really cover it. Of course, he knew shapers were said to be extremely endurable, but that? It just seemed like a lot.


He was a fair runner himself. With the right incentive, he might be able to run thirty miles, but even on a good day, he’d need at least six to seven hours, probably more, especially when the terrain was rough. And he would be at the end of his tether afterwards.


Yet Alex had been quite confident that she would be able to make it to Maria Carvalis and back to the Canterbury Estate during the night. Unless, of course, she’d overestimated herself again. The Great Mother knew it wouldn’t be the first time.


Darken rubbed his hands over his eyes. Here he was thinking about Alex again. Not that he’d been thinking about much else lately. She was the siren call to the lost ship of his heart, and he had long given up on trying to steer it back on course.


The forcefulness with which she’d insisted to accompany him on this trip had startled him. It had also secretly pleased him. He might be reading too much into it, but he didn’t think she was mainly motivated by her desire to get out of the house. No, she wanted to go with him so that she could have his back. She didn’t want him to get hurt.


Of course, her worry might have more to do with the outcome of their mission than with his wellbeing per se, but nonetheless, she was worried about him.


Well, there’s the snag! Darken certainly didn’t want her to get hurt, which was why he had resisted her coming along at first. What if they did run into trouble? When that woman saw danger, she would jump right at it, crying ‘yiihaaa’, and never think twice about it. Like drinking from a cup she knew contained poison.


The reasonable side of him wanted her to stay back and sit this one out. Then again, Alex wasn’t exactly the staying at home kind of woman. Keeping her away from the action was like caging a bird of prey ‘for its own good’, and Darken had too much experience with these types of cages to become her benevolent captor. Someone like Alex was meant to fly and fight her own battles, no matter how much every fiber of his being wanted to keep her safe.


And the truth was, he wanted to watch her employ her shaper skills again. When they had been together in the Scarlet Mountains, hunting for the wild shaper pack, everything went smooth as silk—well, up to the point when their madwoman of a leader declared them dinner, at least. But even then they had come out alive and mostly unscathed. They made a good team, he and Alex, it was a simple fact. Remembering her moving through the forest with a sleek, alert grace sent a prickling shiver of excitement along his nerves, sweetened with admiration and longing.


Of course, she was also stubborn, impulsive and reckless in every facet of the word.


Says the man who pitches occupied cars from motorway bridges? Alex’s voice tantalized him from the recesses of his memory.


There was the pot calling the kettle black.


Yes, Alex was reckless, but at the same time she was smart, resourceful and cunning. Although she would deny it, she had a moral compass and always tried to do the right thing. And he was dying to see her in action again.


A beam of moonlight broke through the drifting clouds, reflecting from solid black eyes not five feet from him.


Darken’s hand jerked toward his sword, pulling it halfway out of its scabbard before he realized it was Alex.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! And the Blind Child’s cursed eyes in the dark! If the moon hadn’t chosen to blink through the cloud cover at that moment, he might never have known she was there.


Alex let out a soft, silvery laugh as she stepped from the shadows between the trees, her pale face and blond braid seemingly floating bodiless in the darkness around her.


“Jumpy, aren’t we? Expecting an attack, Forfeit?”


The wind carried over her scent, a floral note of jasmine from the perfume she’d worn this afternoon mixed with a hint of feminine sweat from the run, and something so specifically Alex—both sweet and sharp and slightly musky—it unleashed a stream of lava into his blood, burning through his veins and setting his loins on fire. Need almost swept him of his feet.


Darken clenched his jaw and curled his hands into fists. They were on a mission, for heaven’s sake!


Moving with iron control, Darken sheathed his sword and forced himself to relax back against the wall of the shelter, crossing one foot over the other.


“Actually, I was getting worried about you. What took you so long? I thought you might have gotten lost.”


A sharp smile parted Alex’s lips like the flash of a knife’s blade. She rocked forward on her toes. “Lies! I’m almost half an hour before our scheduled meeting time.”


Darken lifted a surprised eyebrow. “How do you know?”


“Shaper, remember?” She tapped her temple with one finger. “We have an extremely good sense of time, like an internal clock, especially with the help of the sun and moon. Speaking of which”—she nodded up at the sky which was a ragged puzzle of clouds and blinking stars—“we only have a few short hours until dawn. If I want to be back at the Canterbury Estate before sunrise, we should get moving.”


Darken cocked his head to the side. “You seem quite eager for someone who just ran over thirty miles.”


“Oh, that! Phst!” Alex waved a hand. “Not worth mentioning. Please, don’t make any concessions on my behalf, I’m all good to go. Unless, of course, you need some more time to rest your royal footsies from your journey?” 


A honey pie would have wilted in comparison to the sweetness in her voice.


Darken locked his teeth and performed a slightly stiff bow. “I’ve only been waiting for you, milady.”


Reaching into his equipment bag, he extracted the small container holding the night lenses.


“I don’t suppose you need these?”


Alex shook her head. “Being a shaper does have its perks. Enhanced night vision is one of them. No tech-stuff I’ve seen compares to that. I was once forced to use halfborn night vision goggles to keep up my cover. Horrible.” She shuddered stagily.


Darken grunted and removed one of the lenses, carefully putting it into his right eye. Magic stung him, much like the brain frost you get after biting into something too cold. He grimaced and swayed a little when it hooked onto the visual nerve. As the pain eased after a second, the night blossomed with light and colors as though someone had pressed a light switch in the sky.


Darken inserted the second lens. Their charge would hold for about three to five hours. They were among the finer gadgets of the Order, and he always made sure to have some in his private stock.


When his night vision was fully functional, Darken secured the pack on his back, checked his sword, and nodded at Alex.


“Let’s move.”


Time to find out the truth behind Maria P. Carvalis, and why Blayde had hemmed and hawed instead of simply coming out with the desired information.


Darken set out to follow a small game path leading up the mountain between tall, straight pines and deep-green firs, Alex a silent shadow behind him, moving with absolutely no sound as though her feet weren’t even touching the ground.


Even at night, it was striking how vastly different these mountains were from the Scarlet Mountains he and Alex had visited together. Instead of the light maple groves and meadows glowing with red and green, craggy rocks protruded through the ground like the bones of long forgotten creatures buried underneath the soil. The thick needle-leaf forest encroached on them so densely, they couldn’t see farther than a couple of feet into the underbrush, nor would they be able to pick their way through it without getting completely scratched. A thick carpet of brown pine needles covered the ground, cushioning their steps. 


Many glowing eyes glared at them out of the shadows, but the night hunters kept their distance from them, sensing two focused predators on the prowl.


Pushing a couple of branches out of their way, Darken glanced at Alex. “You heard what Belaris said about Maria P. Carvalis,” he said lowly, while keeping an eye on the route. “That it is supposed to be a decommissioned prison camp from the old war times?”


He waited for her nod of confirmation. According to Belaris’ findings, the Maria P. Carvalis Prison Camp and the land it was built on had belonged to Tharsis before and during the war. They had operated a gem mine on the premise, using criminals and war prisoners as slave labor for the dangerous and toiling mining activities. The transfer of the territory to Arcadia—as well as the decommission of the prison camp—had been part of the Peace Treaty Prime Gerald had negotiated with Tharsis’ ruler.


“I did a little more digging today. If the official documents are to be believed, the camp was shut down about a year after the end of the war, just as agreed. The place is far off the beaten track and deep inside a military prohibited area. All we should find is a decomposed ruin and perhaps some animals nesting there. However, since the Master’s activities are somehow linked to the place, I believe it is a safe assumption that it won’t be all we will find there.”


“And you figured that out all by yourself?” Alex made big eyes at him. “I declare, I’m impressed.”


Impossible woman! Darken gave her a long look. “My point is, when we went up into the Scarlet Mountains to look for the wild shaper pack, I deferred to your superior experience. You possessed the greater knowledge with regard to the situation, and I accepted your lead. Now we’re about to walk into a former war zone in the border region to Tharsis and are bound to run into some nasty surprises. This is my field of expertise, and I expect you to do the same.”


“Anything else you expect of me, your royal highness?”


“Alex!”


“Oh, alright, alright, Captain Grump.” She snapped off a jaunty two-fingered salute. “I promise to follow your command.”


Darken growled. Sure she would—as long as she thought his orders were reasonable. If she didn’t … well, he’d deal with it when the moment came. And somehow he had a feeling it would come. As sure as night follows day. Alexis Harper wasn’t one to follow orders. Then again, neither was he.


In front of them, the path forked, one arm getting lost in the gloom between the trees while the other ended in a clump of scrubby grass that clung to the base of the twisted ruin of a massive barbed wire fence. It extended in both directions, cutting through the forest, an ugly metal choker around the neck of the mountain.


About twenty yards down to their right, a fallen tree had torn a glaring hole into the wire. Greens had spilled through the hole and vines were creeping along the fence from there. Here, in the heart of the wood, nature claimed back what wasn’t quickly maintained.


As they moved toward the hole, they passed a rusty sign dangling from one hinge. Battered and scratched, it spelled in barely legible red letters,




“Keep out! Mined-land! High danger zone!”





Any normal person would have stopped and contemplated the wisdom of begetting themselves into such a place, or at least hesitated for a second.


Not the spider.


“Inviting,” she murmured and stepped through the hole without breaking her stride.


Darken shook his head and followed her.
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THE area beyond the fence was mostly bare of tress and climbed upward in a lumpy expanse of dry grass and rocks.


“We have to be very careful now,” Darken said as he caught up with Alex while fishing the residue scanner from the inside of his pack. “At the peak of the war, this whole area was heavily larded with magic land mines. We’re walking on shaky ground now, quite literally.”


Using a spark of magic, he activated the magic scanner rod in his hand.


Alex blinked. “The war has been over for more than a decade. Why hasn’t the area been cleaned up by now?”


Darken bared his teeth in a malicious grin. “Oh, they certainly did try. Proved a lot more difficult than they imagined it would be. You see, the mines are designed to not be easily tracked with magic scanners, or else they wouldn’t have been very effective in their purpose, would they? Powerful close-range scanners such as this one”—he patted the silver rod in his hand—“will give a screech, but only at a very close distance. If the mine is buried deeply enough in the soil, it might only react when you’ve already stepped on it.”


Alex rolled her eyes. “That’s what happens when the deadly potential of a government’s weapons exceeds their brains. Did nobody ever consider how to remove these things after the war before throwing them out there?”


Darken shook his head. “No. That’s not how wars are fought. People hardly tend to think about the time after. When they started the clean-up campaign, they lost so many soldiers to accidental blow-ups they eventually decided it wasn’t worth the cost. So they fenced in the most heavily riddled areas and left them be.”


Darken held out the rod, pointed it diagonally to the ground and slowly moved forward, placing his feet very gently. To test its function, he approached a suspicious mound of earth. When he was about a feet and a half away from it, the rod vibrated against his palm and a red dot ignited at its tip. Marvelous. A scope of about one or two small steps. He’d hoped for a better output, but there was nothing to be done about it. They would just have to move very, very slowly.


Alex snorted. “That’s just so trueborn! If your people don’t want to deal with something, you just build a wall around your problems and hope they vanish.”


Darken bristled. “That’s a preposterous allegation!”


Alex just looked at him. “I only say ‘Gomorrah’.”


Alright. She had a point.


“As fondly as I remember that rotten hive of a city, I’d rather hear about the Flora Canis Rae. Did you enjoy the parade?”


Alex snorted again. “I’m afraid my horse felt a bit too much like a steak pricked with a fork while I was on its back. In the end, I wasn't sure who wanted to get rid of the other one more.”


Darken chuckled softly. “You make a garden festival sound like a right ordeal.”


“Next time, I go sneaking through the mountains while you put on the dress and get bossed around by your niece and your mother. Then we talk about ordeals.”


Ah, she was riled so easily. She flipped her braid back over her shoulder, revealing that delicate spot right above her collarbone. The moonlight reflected on it, and Darken caught himself staring at it hungrily.


“Earth to Darken?”


He snapped back to reality. “Anything of interest on our suspects?”


Alex made a face. “Roukewood declined the invitation at the last moment. A family matter—allegedly.”


“A family matter?” Darken wrinkled his brow. “That seems a little hard to believe. The man doesn't have much family and, as far as I am aware, he barely speaks with what little he does.”


The rod vibrated, and Darken skirted around a subtle hill under the grass. 


“My thoughts exactly,” Alex said. “Senator Devilier was there, though, doing his usual do-gooder act.” She made a face. “The guy has to have some kind of vice. Maybe he’s eating little children in his spare time and—” Alex suddenly held, eyes wide, and swore softly. “I almost forgot to tell you the most important news! I found the man who spoke to Governor Ferhus in the maze.”


“You forgot?” Certainly she hadn’t just said that.


“I’m sorry, okay? I meant to tell you first thing, but when I arrived I was still pumped from the run, and then you went into all that bomb business, so I forgot.”


Darken arched his eyebrows with a hint of impatience. “Well? Who is it?”


Alex bit her bottom lip. “Lord Debayne.”


“Debayne?” Darken closed his eyes for a brief second. Damn! Of all the people it could have been, why did it have to be a friend?


“Steph will be devastated.” He paused. “And furious.”


“That’s what your niece said.”


“Does my brother know?”


“I believe he does by now.”


Darken paused in his step. “What do you mean, you believe?”


Alex squirmed a little. Finally, she sighed. “Josy and Max were with me when I recognized him. But I told them to only inform their parents when there was no chance of someone overhearing them.”


Darken rubbed the back of his neck. “To be quite honest, I’m less worried about their reserve than about Stephane’s.” He slowly shook his head. “May the Great Mother have mercy on Edward Debayne because my brother most certainly won’t.”


Alex tapped her chin with a nail. “Do you think he could be the snake biting its own tail? Debayne, I mean.”


When he’d returned from Blayde’s, Darken had recounted to the others everything he remembered about the Augur’s vision and the riddle. The snake was one of the most obvious images, a common sign of betrayal.


“I suppose it’s possible,” Darken said slowly, considering it. They had known since their first trip to the Pacified Zone that there was an informant somewhere among their ranks and come to think about it, Debayne definitely fit the bill. Being friends, Stephane wouldn’t have been very guarded around him.


Darken frowned. “Stephane told me he never really had an eye on his vis-aural emitter, and Debayne would have been able to access it quite easily. Plus, my brother tells him a lot of private things, so he might well have known that the children were going to Helton Manor for the weekend when the abduction attempt happened. He also might have—”


Alex’s hand jerked forward and clamped down on his arm like a biting viper. Darken froze mid-step, one foot hovering above the ground. Alex’s eyes were solid black, her lips pulled back like that of a dog which had spotted a rattlesnake in the grass.


Very, very slowly Darken retracted his foot. The pressure of Alex’s nails eased a little.


Darken nodded at her and gently sank into a crouch. She followed him down with feline grace, still holding onto his left arm.


“Over there.” She pointed a finger to the unassuming spot of earth where, only a moment ago, he had been about to set his foot. Carefully, Darken extended his scanner rod. When it was only a few inches from the ground, it started vibrating, buzzing against his palm like an angry insect. Darken quickly pulled it back before it could accidentally touch the ground.


He rocked back on his heels and let out a soft whistle. “I believe you just saved my life.” He would have been blown sky high and never have known what hit him. “Your shaper senses seem to be better than my high-grade equipment.”


Alex flashed him a grin. “Glad you brought me along, now, aren’t you?”


Darken couldn’t stop the image from popping up in his mind: Alex, a little ways ahead of him, spinning around and grinning a wide, self-indulgent grin—right before she was blown to bits.


Cold rushed down his spine and froze everything inside him. His hand squeezed the scanner rod until his bones cracked.


“I still wish you hadn’t come.” The words came out harshly, roughened by the fear crystalizing in his veins.


Alex’s lips flattened. Her hand dropped from his arm.


Darken closed his eyes and cursed himself under his breath. Smooth, old son!


“Well, I’m here now,” she drawled as she rose back to a stand, her voice sounding just a tad too light. “So, how about you cover the rear, and I go ahead and make sure we arrive in one piece. Or does that go against any of your principles, Commander?”


Darken gritted his teeth and pushed himself up from the ground as well. How could he possibly explain his statement without telling her that the thought of her dying frightened him more than anything had ever frightened him in his entire life? That her well-being mattered more to him than the outcome of this mission, and that he wouldn’t hesitate for a second to compromise the latter if it meant keeping her safe?


He couldn’t explain any of this without opening the doors to a conversation he’d rather not start in the middle of a minefield, especially when that conversation promised to be the worse minefield still.


Ironic, wasn’t it? He had wanted so much to have her in a place where she couldn’t run from him, and now that he had her in exactly that spot, he realized that he, too, had no means of escaping if their conversation didn’t go as desired.


Alex perked up one slim eyebrow at him. “Well, sugar?”


Still waiting for an answer. Darken pressed his lips together. She had the better senses. Since she was here, it would be unreasonable not to make use of them. If it had been anyone but Alex, he wouldn’t have hesitated for a second.


Alex was already displeased with him. If he played superior now, she would never forgive him.


Darken invited her with a sweep of his hand. “After you, lady.”


They progressed a lot faster after that. Alex confidently picked her way through the grassy hills, leading them up the slope in gentle curves, sometimes stopping and puzzling for a second before picking up the step again.


Darken was so close behind her, he could feel the warmth of her body, making sure to step precisely where she had set her feet before. He still held onto the scanner rod with one hand, but it was more a gesture than anything else. His life was completely in Alex’s hands now.


The night sky sifted pearly moonlight onto the mountain side, illuminating the mist pooling above the ground like whispers of Ghost’s Breath that promised sweet dreams but hid nightmares instead while they performed their odd little shadow dance across a field of bombs. The moment held a strange kind of intimacy, yet, at the same time, Darken felt the gap between them which seemed larger than the width of the mountain itself.


In the past few weeks, there had been situations in which he’d thought that she was reaching out to him, but now he wondered if he’d only interpreted them that way because it was what he desired in his sleepless nights. He thought back and tried to remember one single instance in which she’d made an explicit move toward him and found none. A lot of delicious banter, true. But whenever they had touched, it had been him who had initiated it. Could he have misinterpreted her so badly?


Fruitless musings leading him nowhere. And if you don’t stop brooding and start to concentrate on the mission, you’ll get the both of you killed!


Before them, pieces of cracked pavement poked through the dirt. The remains of a former street. They stepped onto the safe terrain of the asphalt and a little tension dropped from Darken’s shoulders. At least, as long as they stayed on the street, they were safe from the landmines.


Darken glanced at his acum magnis. “According to Belaris’ coordinates, we should be getting close. Only a few hundred yards.”


The slope steepened sharply as they followed the broken street. The forest around it was getting thicker again, a mesh of dark green surging against the steep rock face that rose into the sky in front of them, growing higher and higher as they conquered the serpentine road.


Suddenly, Alex stopped. Darken’s hand immediately went to his sword.


“There are people up there,” she whispered.


“You sure?”


She just looked at him.


“Alright, alright. How many?”


She adopted a look of pure concentration. “It’s hard to tell but I would guess at least a dozen. And they are using magic. A lot of magic. I can also hear an engine running.”


Now that she said it, Darken heard it too, the low rumble of a magic-fueled coach.


Darken unsheathed his sword in a fluid motion. “We came here all the way. It would be impolite not to say hello.”


The road took a sharp turn, and they slunk off into the grove on its left side, using the shadows of the trees as cover as they rounded the bend.


Approximately fifty yards ahead, the street ended abruptly at a heavy, iron-shod gate. To both of its sides, a massive dark wall, studded with gun turrets and small watch towers and topped with rolls upon rolls of gleaming barbed wire, reached twenty-five feet into the sky. To the right of the gate, the wall seemed to grow right out of the flat rise of the mountain. The street bent and followed the wall, trailing the mountain and getting lost somewhere in the forest again. It had probably been the access-road from the side of Tharsis. To the gate’s left, the wall curved, the tree-covered ground at its foot narrowing until it dropped away in a steep ravine. It conveyed the impression that the prison camp was clinging to the mountain side like an ugly stone baby to its mother.


The gate stood open, but the entrance was blocked by two bulky mountain vehicles. Standard Arcadian military design, armored and camouflaged. Darken lifted an eyebrow. Rather unlikely that the army would be paying a visit to this place, and in the middle of the night, too.


Beyond the vehicles, flickers of light and voices muffled by the thick stone walls indicated busy movement.


A hand touched his shoulder. Alex put a finger to her lips and nodded toward the wall at the left side of the gate.


Darken inclined his head. He followed her as she skirted the prison wall and slowly crept closer to it, his sword ready in his fingers.


The tree-coated area along the wall tapered quickly, becoming a stretch of barely twenty feet in width before dropping off in a sheer cliff behind them.


About ten feet from the wall, Darken and Alex went to ground and crouched in a cluster of trees. This close, even Darken, without the help of shaper senses, felt the magic pouring out of the invisible cracks in the stone. His own magic responded, pulsing eagerly inside him, black shadows crawling underneath his skin, hoping for a moment of carelessness to snap free. It had been too long since he had last fed, and his body was reaching that state of urgent restlessness, that all too known pressure calling him to a place without mercy where everything would be painted in blood. Perhaps the Order’s officials were hoping that if they just granted him leave long enough, he might lose it and slaughter his family. He could already picture their silent celebrations. Well, he had no intention of playing into their hands.


Darken tightened his mental grip on his death magic and studied the wall. No sign of neglect. The barbed wire looked brand new and the gun turrets, while deactivated, could have been part of the defense system of any Forfeit convent. This was high-grade equipment right there and of the highly expensive kind. Was that what Governor Ferhus’ and the others’ money had been used for? If so, it had been well spent. The place looked like it could withstand a siege.


No wards were active on the walls as far as he could see, but there was no way Darken would be able to climb it without any special equipment. Alex, perhaps. But all that barbed wire at the top might prove a problem even for her, as well as those watch towers, although most of them didn’t seem occupied at the moment, and the few shapes he could spot up there didn’t seem particularly interested in what was happening outside of the walls. And why would they be? Nobody was supposed to be inside this area.


Still, getting past them without raising an alarm would be a real challenge.


Beside him, Alex pursed her lips. “Well, that’s not a ruin.”


“I’m glad you pointed it out, or I might have missed that.”


Alex glared at him. This time it was Darken who responded with a lazy smile.


What goes around, comes around, darling.


“Who’s there?” a male voice called.


Instinctively, Darken grabbed Alex by the waist and hauled her behind a tree, pressing her against the bark with his own body.


The beam of a magic torch flickered among the trees like a ghostly will-o’-the-wisp, bouncing up and down. Heavy boots crushed the underbrush, coming from the direction of the gate.


Darken squeezed Alex a little tighter between him and the tree trunk, which was barely wide enough to hide both of them, breathing calmly through his nose. The scent of Alex’s hair filled his nostrils. He felt her heartbeat against his chest, the rise and fall of her breast. Against his better judgment, he leaned forward an inch and inhaled deeply, closing his eyes. Ah, Alex.


So close. He would only have to dip his head to let his lips touch her neck, to take a taste of her silky skin…


With the most undue timing, his body reacted to the soft female thighs pressed against his loins.


Darken dug his nails into the bark. Alex stiffened in his arms, and he felt her breathing speed up.


Don’t move, Alex. Please, don’t move.


Darken increased the pressure of his fingers on the bark, fighting the need of his body with all of his will and carefully peered around the tree trunk.


The frizzy shape of a man peeled from the shadows between the trees, trailed by a second, taller one.


“What’s the matter, Jasper?” The taller man puffed slightly as he jogged to catch up with the one in front of him. A third one followed directly on his heels. All of them had drawn spellguns.


Damn! Darken bared his teeth in the darkness.


“I heard something,” the man closest to them, Jasper, said. The light of his torch raked the ground, coming dangerously close to where Darken and Alex were squeezed together against the tree.


“You always hear something, Jas,” the second man said irritably. “How many more times do you want to send us on a wild goose chase?”


“This time I really heard something.”


“Probably just a wolf or sometin’,” the third guy muttered sneeringly. “Nobody ain't stupid enough to move up ‘ere—‘cept for us, o’ course, and we have our orders. We’re already behind schedule. I ain't getting me hide tanned because ye thought ye heard sometin’. Let’s get back in and be done with it.”


“I tell you, I heard something,” Jasper insisted stubbornly. “I think … I think it was a woman.”


Beneath Darken, Alex hissed softly.


“A woman!” The guy beside Jasper scoffed. “And I’m the Prime of Arcadia. You’re fantasizing because your old ball and chain isn’t giving you the time of day anymore.”


He and the other one chortled.


Jasper stopped, his face twisting into an angry expression. “Laugh all you want, but I did hear something!” He spun, pointing his torch into the trees. It slipped right over the tree where Darken and Alex hid. They both held their breath simultaneously. “And I’ll prove it to you.”


He raised his spellgun a bit higher and called, “Come out with your hands in the air, whoever you are! We’ve got guns pointed at you!”


His gun was pointing at a tree stump, and the way he held it wasn’t exactly encouraging with regard to his shooting abilities. Still, three spellguns could do enough damage, even in the hands of bad shots, and the other two men didn’t strike Darken as complete fools.


Jasper took another step in their direction. If he were to swing his torch only a couple of inches up and left, he would be pointing it directly at Darken’s face.


Darken relaxed, gently releasing his breath, and tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword, readying himself.


Below him, Alex’s body became taut like a spring, and her hand on the bark was suddenly studded with razor-sharp black claws.


And here comes the spider…


It was almost uncanny how aligned their minds worked. They would have to act quickly and silently if they didn’t want to alert the entire camp of their presence. With the ravine only ten feet behind them, they wouldn’t have much maneuvering room, although Darken wasn’t too worried about that.


Jasper inched forward another step.


“Yo, man!” The one at the back called, suddenly sounding uneasy. “Don't walk down there. ’S not safe. There’s mines ’n stuff outside of these walls.”


Jasper rolled his eyes. “I’m just taking a quick look. Don't have a cow!” He shook his head.


“Chickenshit,” he muttered to himself and spat to the side.


He held up his torch and moved forward.


Something popped with a dry, metallic click. It was an almost inaudible sound, and yet it rang in Darken’s ears, impossibly loud.


For a quarter of a second, everything seemed frozen: Jasper’s mouth dropped open and his eyes widened, boring straight into Darken’s—just before the world exploded.


An ear-deafening blast shook the hillside.


Alex! It was the only thought Darken could muster before the ground buckled and sprayed the air with rocks and earth. He dropped his sword, yanked her to him and spun, meaning to shield her with his body from the worst of the impact—in the exact moment she did the very same thing.


They collided in the air. Alex’s shaper speed and strength gave her the slightest edge, and Darken felt himself being shoved backwards. The ground vanished beneath his feet.


Nooo! His hand closed upon Alex’s arm and he held on with all his strength. An enormous shockwave hit them and pushed them both backwards off the slope, sending them flying, Alex’s hair flaring around her in a silver cloud, mouth open wide in a scream that was swallowed by the blast.


For an almost silent moment they were hovering in the air, clutched together in a desperate embrace, cocooned in the peace of the center of an exploding star.


Time caught up and they hit the ground in a tangle of limbs, rolling and tumbling down the ravine, hitting rocks and trunks. Trees flashed by them in the darkness in a sickening blur. As flying debris triggered more mines, more explosions went off around them, like corks popping out of champagne bottles, raining sticks and stones down on them.


A tree appeared out of nowhere, and they smashed into it with their legs. Pain seared Darken’s shins but the impact wasn’t enough to slow their tumbling descent.


Darken growled and tried to blink through the layers of pain and dust while they toppled down the ravine wrapped around each other. Pine branches feathered his vision, flickering in and out of his view and then suddenly—nothing.


Before them the world ended.


Frantically, Darken tried to grab onto something—a stone, a branch, anything—but his fingers only caught a fistful of pine needles and dirt. He dug his hands and heels into the earth, attempting to slow them, attempting to find some kind of leverage, but couldn’t find any hold. There was nothing he could do to stop them.


The mountain ended, and they fell.










CHAPTER TWELVE










THE ground punched Alex in the back. Pain exploded in her neck and raced down her limbs, momentarily paralyzing every muscle. The world blurred, blotting in and out of focus. Her ears were filled with a shrill, white ringing.


For a second, she could do nothing but lay there, gasping and wheezing and trying to suck tiny portions of air into her lungs, which seemed to have shrunken to the size of peas.


Alex heaved and blinked against the bursts of blackness. About ten feet above her, the sharp edges of the mountain slowly peeled out of the darkness. Only a short fall, thank the Great Mother. And apparently landing on her backpack had prevented her head from smacking on the ground full force. Which couldn’t be said about the rest of her body. It felt as if she’d been put through a giant mangle and then battered with a potato sack full of rocks.


With a low groan, Alex extended her arms, attempting to push herself upright. Her right hand hit a yawning void. Alex’s head whipped around. Only a couple of inches from her hip, the mountain broke off sharply as if chopped off by a giant’s axe, plunging into endless darkness.


Sweet Jester! With a yelp, Alex jerked away from the edge and bumped into something hard and warm.


Darken!


She rolled over a bit too quickly and was hit by a wave of dizziness that munched her insides until they attempted to turn outwards. She pressed her forehead against the stony ground to keep herself from vomiting on the spot. Clenching her teeth, she fought the sickness back and propped herself up, hissing in pain when her left wrist refused to support her weight.


Darken was on his side, his back towards her. He wasn’t moving. Cold rushed through Alex’s veins as she reached for him with trembling fingers. Was he unconscious or…?


The mountain shook. Alex froze with her hand hovering above Darken’s shoulder. All around her, little pebbles jumped up and down from the ground, click-click-clacking against the naked stone. Some of them jittered off the ledge and vanished in the bottomless chasm.


A deep, rumbling noise rolled down the mountain side. Soft at first, it quickly became louder and louder until it was thundering toward them like a galloping herd of panicked horses fleeing from a pack of cougars. Except this wasn’t a stampede. This was something far worse. A land slide!


Panic surged through Alex. Her gaze flickered around. The ledge they had landed on extended only a couple of feet in every direction. There was nowhere to go. Great Mother, they would be dragged down into the deep!


The mountain moaned like a living creature that had been stabbed with a dagger and was squirming in its death throes. They only had seconds left.


Above them, the rocks formed a small overhang. Not enough to really cover them, but better than nothing. With a guttural outcry, Alex grabbed Darken’s lifeless body, ignoring the scream of pain from her own, and wrenched it under the overhang, then threw herself on top of him and pressed them both against the mountain face.


Not a second too soon. With a primeval roar, tons of loose earth and uprooted vegetation gushed over the edge of the mountain in a thundering waterfall of dirt, pitching them into complete darkness. Alex screamed both in fear and pain as stones and hard clumps of dirt pelted her back, pummeling already sore skin. She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her face against Darken’s shoulder, praying for it to be over.


It ended as quickly as it had started.


Suddenly everything was quiet. The only remaining sound was that of Alex’s blood pounding in her ears and her too quick breathing echoing loudly in the sudden silence.


Alex slowly raised her head and coughed. The night air was so imbued with dust it was nearly impossible to see and even harder to breathe. A few last grains of sand trickled down on them from above, almost as an afterthought.


Blinking her irritated eyes, Alex pitched forward and leaned over Darken’s limp form. A gray film of dust turned his face into an ashen mask. His eyes were closed. He still wasn’t moving.


Alex nudged his shoulder. “Darken?”


No response. She nudged him again, harder this time, but his limbs just dangled lifelessly like that of a shaken puppet. Panic speared Alex right through the chest, white-hot and sharp.


“Darken!” She grabbed two handful of his jacket and shook him violently. Still, nothing.


Alex’s face turned white-hot while her fingers became ice cold. Acid flooded her mouth.


No! Sweet Jester, please, no!


Hot, angry tears pricked at her eyes. The idiot! Just why did he have to try and protect her. She was a shaper. He wasn’t. If he hadn’t held on so tightly, maybe he wouldn’t have fallen…


Her trembling hands frantically moved down his throat, under his shirt, desperately searching for a pulse, a hint of life that wasn’t there.


Come on, sugar! Come-on-come-on-come-on!


Nausea expanded inside her stomach, blurring the world around her into a brittle, crystalline smudge.


Shouting his name, Alex punched Darken’s chest. To no effect.


No! No-no-no-no-no! Doubling over, Alex curled herself together and pressed her forehead against his chest, tears burning her eyes. Don’t leave me. Sweet Jester, please, don’t leave me.


The ground vibrated beneath her, the soft movement tugging on the sensitive chords of her sensory threads. Alex tensed, thinking for a sharp instance it was the mountain getting ready to disgorge another torrent of earth onto them, only to realize that the vibrations weren’t coming from the ground. They were coming from Darken.


She froze, holding completely still, not even daring to breathe.


There! A heartbeat. Extremely faint, but real. His chest was moving, too, rising and falling very, very subtly.


Alive. He was alive.


Relief washed over Alex and left her clammy and shivering in the night air. She braced herself against the mountain side, head bent. Her entire body was shaking. Cold sweat slicked her neck and shoulders. Her fingertips prickled.


Darken stirred, a low groan escaping his lips. Alarm whipped through Alex, and she bent over him again. His eyelashes trembled, and she was looking into the well-known depths of his dark brown eyes. She almost wept at the sight of them.


He raised his head a little and winced.


Alex bent closer, feverishly searching his body for injuries. “Are you okay? Is anything broken?” She sampled the air. She didn’t smell an excessive amount of fresh blood, but if he had any inner wounds…


Darken shook his head and grimaced. “No, I don’t think so.” His deep voice was roughened from the dust. “Just feeling as though a mountain collapsed on top of me.”


Hah-hah! Very funny. If his capacity for bad jokes was any measure to go by, he had to be alright. 


Darken pushed himself up on his elbows, slowly taking in the overhang, the ledge and her hovering over him. His eyebrows arched upward. “That would be the second time you saved me tonight.”


Alex felt the ridiculous urge to cry, and at the same time she wanted to slap him so hard he heard the gates of hell rattle.


“It’s the second time you almost got yourself killed today!” she snapped, her fear converting into something she could handle much better: anger. “Don’t make a fucking habit of it. I might not always be there to safe your royal ass!”


Darken chuckled softly and flinched. “Ow.”


Served him right for frightening her so badly!


Suddenly worry darkened his eyes. “You’re bleeding.”


Alex blinked. “What?”


Darken’s hand reached up. Alex jerked a little when his rough fingertips grazed her forehead. She shivered under his touch and pulled back. “It’s fine. It’s just a scratch. I must have snagged on a rock or something during the tumble. No big deal.”


Darken frowned at her with distinct male irritation. “At least let me have a look at it.”


He reached for her again, but she leaned away, avoiding his touch. “I said: it’s fine!”


Rolling backward, she pushed herself to her feet and took a few wobbly steps away from Darken on stiff, aching legs, turning her back on him.


It was simply too much. The gentle worry in his eyes, the velvet softness of his voice, the feeling of his skin on hers… As if she mattered to him in ways that, deep down, she knew, she never would. The pain of that realization was so sharp she wanted to scream.


Behind her, she heard Darken working himself to his feet. She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. The last thing she wanted was for him to see her like this.


“Why, Alex?”


Startled by the pained sound of his voice, Alex turned on the spot. “Why what?”


Her eyes widened at the tormented expression on his face.


“Just tell me why, okay?” Darken closed his eyes, looking as if every word was tearing strips of flesh from his chest. “You don’t want me, fine, I get it! But why do you keep behaving as if I have hurt you? As if my touch is painful to you…”


The entire world reeled to a stop. Alex stared at him, trying to make sense of his words. You don’t want me, fine, I get it… Could that possibly mean—? No, she was raving. She had to be raving. But hope, that deceitful temptress, made her heart race inside her chest.


“You”—she swallowed, hardly daring to believe it—“you want me?”


Darken dragged a hand through his dusty, tousled, raven hair, looking at her like she was plain crazy. “Damn it, Alex, I’ve wanted you since you punched me on that riverbank at the foot of Gomorrah.” He said it as though it was obvious. “Do you have any idea how much torture it is to be so close to you, knowing I cannot have you…?”


Something on her face made him stop. His voice faded out and his expression sharpened, gaining an intense, predatory focus. When he spoke again, his voice was husky and hesitant, almost … hopeful. “Do you want me, Alex?”


This couldn’t be real. It just couldn’t. But if there was even the slightest chance that this was real…


Alex licked her lips which had gone bone-dry. “Yes,” she whispered. “I want you. I’ve wanted you this whole time.”


She wasn’t sure whom of them moved first. One moment six feet separated them, the next Darken was right in front of her, cupping her face with both hands and pressing his mouth to hers.


Their lips crushed together in an explosion of pent up desire. Alex opened her mouth for him and his tongue darted in, arousing, playing, seducing. He tasted like hell, wild and reckless, and a bit of dust, and she couldn’t get enough of it.


Darken’s hands closed upon her upper arms and pulled her to him with a jerk. He let out a deep, possessive snarl that sent her hackles up and yet completely thrilled her.


“Alex.” He sounded hoarse next to her ear, close to desperate, as though he was breaking up inside and her touch was the only thing that could fix him. 


Alex molded herself against his large frame, her hands tangling in his tousled hair. They kissed again and again, eager, demanding, insatiable.


Darken’s eyes glazed with a red sheen, and Alex knew he was on the edge of losing it. His magic was raging through him, burning his skin from the inside. She felt its hot, black tendrils shivering over her body, but she wasn’t afraid. He would never hurt her.


Leaning forward, she looked straight into his glowing red eyes and ran the tip of her tongue along his lower lip. Teasing. Inviting.


Darken’s control snapped. With a growl, he lunged for her, pushing her against the mountain side. He was on her immediately, trapping her with his big body, kissing her, ravenous and passionate, as if kissing her was the only reason for his existence.


Alex gasped into his mouth and pressed herself against him, digging her fingers into his shoulder blades.


Darken’s teeth grazed her neck and his hands slid under her fleece jacket and tank top, caressing her lower back. The touch of his rough fingertips on her sensitive skin sent a thrilling wave of heat through her. Alex moaned.


She pulled at his jacket. She wanted him naked, wanted to feel his hot skin against hers. All of it. Now.


Darken shrugged out of his jacket, taking his t-shirt right off with it. His glorious golden chest was covered in scratches and bruises, but he still looked like an artwork. Carved from sleek skin and defined muscle. So beautiful.


Excitement spiked through Alex, making her giddy and wanton. She worked her hands up the hard ridges of muscle on his back, kissing his chest, his jaw, the corner of his mouth. She was too hot and too eager and too impatient and she wanted him so much it almost hurt.


Darken slid his hands up her body. One quick zipping movement, and her fleece jacket was on the ground. Her tank top followed, leaving her naked except for the black bra still caging her aching breasts. Darken took a moment to marvel at her body, his hot gaze sliding over her, drinking her in, the male need in his eyes reaching something close to madness.


He reached for her, but Alex put a hand against his chest, holding him off.


She felt him tense, saw the alarm flickering across his face, a twinge of fear that she might yet change her mind.


“Wait,” she whispered, taking a small step back and catching her breath. She didn’t want to stop, didn’t want to destroy the moment, but if she hoped for them to have a real chance, she didn’t want anything to stand between them. No more secrets.


She took a deep breath, too aware that she might destroy everything before it even started. But she wanted more than just one night of scorching sex. She wanted him. All of him. So she had to do this. Now, before she got completely swept off her feet.


“If we’re going to do … this, I need you to understand something.”


He was watching her cautiously, warily. “Yes?”


Alex raised her chin. “I’m a shaper, Darken. It’s part of my nature. It’s not a sickness. It can’t be cured and it will never get better.” Suddenly, breathing was becoming difficult. Heat flooded her eyes and her voice became hoarse. “My sire … he loved me in his own way, but he always secretly wished he were able to train it out of me. He was convinced if only I practiced hard enough, if I just put in enough effort, I would finally conquer it…” Alex swallowed the pain of the memories, but still after all those years, they cut right through her skin like hundreds of tiny, vicious blades through brittle paper. Sweet Jester, why did it still have to hurt so much? “He wanted me to deny that part of myself, but the spider is part of my soul and it is nothing that I can—or want—to tame or deny.”


Alex exhaled softly, wishing she could exhale the terrible crushing feeling inside her with it. “I don’t want to lead you on. I will always be like this and when my emotions run wild, the spider will always surface.” She pressed her lips together. “I know it’s freakish as hell, and I can understand if it’s too much to deal with—” The words caught in her throat, burning like hot glue.


Darken’s face was unreadable. It was pure torture.


You wanted no more secrets, sugar. It’s all or nothing now.


Exhaling slowly, Alex let her true skin rise to the surface, replacing the shell of her human flesh. “This is what I am.”


Her true eyes pushed upward, staring at the world in their solid blackness, a demon’s eyes, sharp and feral. The pattern of her shaper skin wound along her limbs, lines and dots of brown and black curling over snowy white flesh, so reminiscent of the markings on the back of certain spiders, right to the subtle cross between her shoulder blades. Her black claws slipped out of their beds, wickedly sharp and gleaming in the moonlight, as did her true teeth, completing the flesh-made nightmare that was her true self.


Alex closed her eyes, too afraid of what she would find on Darken’s face. Not sure she would be able to handle seeing the same disgust on his face she’d seen on Tristan’s so many years ago. She remembered it so clearly now, the shock, the revulsion, the horror of having dated something so monstrous.


Sure, Darken had seen flashes of her true skin before, but he’d never had the experience of the full freak show.


Holding her breath, Alex braced herself for his rejection.


Soft vibrations tugged at her. A hot finger touched her chin, ran along her jaw and down her neck. Alex shivered as it followed the pattern on her shoulder, stopping at the centre of the cross on her back.


“Beautiful,” Darken whispered.


Alex opened her eyes and blinked, wide-eyed, sure she must have misheard.


Darken was standing beside her, watching her with a look full of admiration and wistful longing. “You’re beautiful, Alex. Human skin, shaper skin … every part of you is beautiful.” He shook his head and his throat vibrated with a soft snarl. “Your father was an idiot.”


Tears pricked at Alex’s eyes. Dropping all caution, she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him, feeling the hard proof of his words pressing against her. He wanted her. He’d seen her true skin, and he still wanted her.


She kissed him with aching desire. Kissed him until their bodies melted into each other. Until the wish to feel him inside her became an almost painful throbbing need.


She reached for his pants and slid his hard shaft free. There was no mistaking how much he wanted her.


Alex rubbed him, spiking the need in him even further. Darken groaned, a rough, predatory growl that rumbled deep in his throat. The muscles on his entire body snapped taut, straining like hard steel cables under his skin.


The rest of their clothes joined the pile on the ground in a hurry. Darken pounced on her, and she met him halfway, kissing, rubbing, stoking the fire in both of them. Darken brushed a finger over her right nipple, sending an unexpected jolt of pleasure through her. She jerked back, just to quickly lean back in, eager for more.


Darken’s fiery eyes raked over her, hungry, caressing. “Sweet Jester, you’re beautiful.”


Cupping her left breast with one hand, Darken bent down and suckled the other, his tongue playing on her heated skin, licking the sensitive bud. Ohhhh, dear Jester! Every inch of Alex tightened in the exact right way. It was bliss and torture woven into one.


“Great Mother, I want you so much.”


Darken’s mouth curved with sharp male satisfaction. “You have no idea how long I waited for you to say this.”


“About as long as I waited for it?”


He chuckled lowly in reply and pulled her up as if she weighed nothing, cupping her butt. She wrapped her legs around his waist. Her back hit the mountain wall. Exactly the leverage she needed.


Alex braced her hands on top of his shoulders and arched her back.


Holding her aloft with one hand and the pressure of his taut body, Darken slid his other hand down her belly, between her legs. Alex gasped when his fingers found the center of her aching need. She cried out as shocking bursts of lightning rippled through her body, nearly driving her out of her skin. Darken laughed, a sound ripe with dark, delicious pleasure and shifted her a little, reaching for his hard cock.


Alex jerked up and glared at his face. “Darken, wait,” she panted, almost too dizzy to form a coherent thought. “It shouldn’t be my fertile time, but…” They had already done it once without protection, lost in the heat of the moment. Sure, it was mostly in books and cheesy romance movies that a woman instantly got pregnant that one time she slept with her oh-so virile dream guy, but doing it twice was playing with fire.


“Don’t worry,” Darken rasped into her ear, almost too aroused to speak, the words a ragged growl as his breath trailed a burning path down her neck. “At the Order, we are regularly injected with an anti-fertility serum that keeps us from being able to reproduce for several month at a time. I got my last when I was a the convent in Lancaester last month.”


Ah well, in that case… 


Alex’s lips found his, and she opened her mouth for him, welcoming him in. It was all the invitation he needed. Lifting her hips up a little, Darken thrust into her. Alex moaned and ground against him, her fingers clawing at his back.


Darken smiled and thrust again and again, and Alex moved with him, her entire body resonating with pleasure. Her head was spinning. She never wanted it to stop.


A sharp wave of amusement rippled off Darken, his eyes gleaming with wicked mirth. “And here I thought you didn’t like to ride.”


“Oh, shut up,”Alex snarled, almost too out of breath to speak, but she still curled her arms tighter around him and kissed him with even more force, showing him that, while she’d never become a friend of horses, with the right incentive, she could be an excellent rider.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










“ALEX?”


“Mhhhm?”


Alex didn’t open her eyes, just snuggled a little closer to Darken. They were stretched out on the rough ground close to the precipice on a crazy quilt comprised of their clothing, Darken on his back with Alex nestled up against his side. Her head rested on his chest while his fingers idly stroked her naked upper arm.


Both of them were battered and bruised and scratched up from the fall, but at the moment, Alex couldn’t be bothered to care. The mellow night air was slowly drying the sweat off their overheated bodies, and she felt comfortably warm and drowsy and so ridiculously happy, there were no words for it.


She didn’t remember ever being this happy in her life.


Darken’s stroking fingers stopped their caress for a second and gently squeezed her shoulder.


“Alex?”


She cracked one eye open and raised her head an inch. “Hm?”


Darken’s bottomless eyes—gold-brown, like old, seasoned whiskey, spiced with a hint of liquid hellfire—were drinking her in, possessive and at the same time tender and soft. The rough tips of his fingers rubbed her arm.


“I hate to be the one to disrupt this, but we need to get moving.”


Alex dropped her head back to his chest and groaned. Beneath her, Darken’s body shook with silent laughter.


Prick!


“Let’s just stay here,” she mumbled against his skin. It smelled of untamed fire and endless night and scorching sex. Hot. Delicious. The spider inside her purred softly and licked its lips, eager for another taste. Alex tilted her head a little and watched Darken through her lashes. “Just you, and me, and the night…”


Softly pressing her lips against his chest, she ran a finger from the hollow of his throat past his right nipple, just grazing it, and over the hard bunches of his abs, moving down in a slow, confident seduction.


Darken shivered, and this time it wasn’t from laughter. “I know what you’re trying.” His deep voice had gained that breathless, husky cadence that always tingled along her nerves and keyed them up in just the right way.


“And? Is it working?”


“Yes.” The word came out squeezed. The muscles along Darken’s stomach contracted—all tense strings sheathed in golden skin—as her finger slowly moved further down, playfully trailing the raise of his hipbone, inching closer to the hot promise of bliss that waited between his legs.


Darken’s hand caught hers before she could reach the obvious aim of her caressing course.


Alex let out a frustrated snarl and tried to pull it free, but Darken didn’t let go. Smiling, he brought her fingers up to his lips. Their touch sent a bolt of lightning through her. Alex gasped. Sweet Jester, she had no idea since when fingers were particularly erotic, but every touch of him was like dipping her toes into a sea of liquid electricity—a dance on the verge of death and rapture and ecstasy. Giddy desire flooded her, setting both of her skins on fire.


But instead of following through on the unspoken promise, Darken let go of her hand and his smile was replaced by a light frown tinted with worry.


“Morning isn’t that far off anymore. We must go to the camp and then get you back to Canterbury Estate.”


Alex made a face. “Just why do you have to be so reasonable?”


Darken’s mouth curved into a lazy grin. “Because one of us has to be, and you obviously don’t intend to be that one.”


The grin vanished. His face turned deadly serious. “You have to be back at the estate before sunrise. If someone were to see you or found you missing in the morning…” His lips pressed into a tight line. “If anything happened to you, I would never forgive myself.”


Alex sighed and flopped onto her back, staring at the star-sprinkled sky above, so innocent and peaceful it was easy to forget that they were laying on the edge of an exploded mine field.


Darken was right of course. They had to move. They had wasted too much time already.


But the truth was, she didn’t want to leave. She wanted to stay right there, wrapped in his arms, and forget the rest of the world. She wanted to remain in this little sphere of happiness, afraid that the moment they left this surreal place at the edge of the sky, it would pop like a soap bubble pricked with a needle, and she would be forced to realize none of it had been real in the first place.


The fear was so substantial, she couldn’t help shivering. Darken’s arms automatically tightened around her, pulling her closer to his side.


Alex pushed herself up on one elbow to look at his face, causing his fingers to get tangled in her pale blonde hair.


“This is real, isn’t it?” she whispered. “We are really here and not laying smashed a thousand feet below at the foot of the mountain and this is just a fantasy of my dying mind?”


Darken’s warm lips touched her temple. “I’m glad I’m not the only one who is afraid of that.”


Well, at least, she wasn’t the only head-case of the two of them. If only that would make her feel any better.


Alex closed her eyes and rested her forehead against his, savoring the simple pleasure of his heart beating next to hers.


“Let’s just stay another five minutes,” she said, wishing she wouldn’t sound so much like a child that was being chased off to bed but refused to go, scared of the nightmares lurking behind the veil of sleep.


Darken turned his head, his mouth softly brushing against hers.


“Five minutes,” he agreed.
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IT was more like fifteen minutes—and a few more stolen kisses—before they finally pulled themselves up from the ground, got dressed, climbed off the ledge and started to track back up the mountain slope.


Alex, who was taking the lead again, deliberately didn’t set too high a pace. Now that the adrenaline rush was finally sloughing off, every inch of her body was beginning to hurt, and every step felt like pushing herself though a curtain of needles. It would be a surprise if she would be able to move at all in the morning. And if this was how she felt, shaper resilience and all, she didn’t want to know how much pain Darken had to be in. He was tough as leather, true, but he wasn’t a shaper. He had to be running on fumes, but if she was waiting for a word of complaint, she had yet to be surprised.


You had to give it to him, the man was absolutely hard-bitten. And he was hers. A tiny smile flitted across Alex’s features. She winced when it pulled on a cut on her lip. Ouch. Wow, she really was a mess. She didn’t even want to think about all the makeup that would be needed to cover up her cuts and bruises tomorrow. Also, her left hand had started to swell and throb like a wicked bitch; sprained, most likely.


Still. All in all, they had gotten off cheaply. They could have easily broken their necks in the fall. For once, the Great Mother must have been watching over them.


The ground slightly gave way below her feet and Alex swerved a little from her course. That was another reason for their rather slow ascent. The tortured ravine was bleeding loose earth and stones, and twice already they had nearly caused another land slide before she registered the instability in the soil and led them another way. Although it seemed almost impossible that there was any bomb left inside the slope that hadn’t been triggered by the mountain slide, there was a tiny chance some dud shells were still buried underneath the violated soil. Alex was too aware of them both being alive—and the bloody miracle that it was—to risk their lives now by being sloppy. Not now that she finally knew Darken wanted her as much as she wanted him.


All the time they had wasted… Sweet Jester, if only she’d pocketed her pride and picked up her courage before today. All the hours of silent heartache she could have spent in his arms instead. Or in his bed…


Alex gritted her teeth. Well, what was past was past, but she’d make damn sure they didn’t bite the dust before they could make up for all the time they had lost. If that meant moving a little slower, so be it.


Her sensory threads incessantly probed the ground, coiling around her like a dark web of snakes while her true eyes scoured the perimeter: the torn out trees, the deep grooves in the earth that slashed the mountain side like open wounds…


This was what it had to feel like walking through a war zone, she reflected. Except the corpses here were the pale limbs of trees and the cracked skulls were fragments of exploded stones. Still, it was only too easy to imagine them covered in flesh and add a few splashes of red to the scene. The thought made Alex’s skin crawl, and she rubbed her arms.


Beside her, Darken seemed completely untouched by the destruction surrounding them. It made Alex once again wonder what he had seen throughout his life that none of this would trouble him. His eyes were on the ground, looking for his sword which he had lost in the mayhem. Alex was keeping an eye out, too, but they could as well have been looking for a needle in a haystack. It seemed a fair guess that it was either deeply buried under the soil or had fallen off the precipice in the land slide and was now laying miles and miles below, forever lost.


It took them nearly an hour to climb back up what to fall had cost them barely a minute.


When they neared the walls of the prison camp, Alex and Darken took cover in a clump of ripped out bushes to assess the situation, all but expecting spotlights to flare and armed people to pour out of the gates.


They needn’t have worried. The scene lay eerily silent. Everything was gone, the people, the guns on the walls, the vehicles…


All that remained was a faint magic residue in the air and a sharp, bitter smell that almost made Alex retch. She spat out, trying to get the taste out of her mouth, but it stubbornly remained.


The explosions had messed up the ground in front of the walls pretty badly, burrowing deep, ragged craters into the land, but the wall itself, though scorched and scarred in places, had withstood the attack like a giant who had been pelted with pebbles but wasn’t any the worse for wear.


Not trusting the peace, Alex motioned for Darken to stay put. She put a hand to the ground, silently sending out her threads toward the dark camp. They crept through the darkness like invisible spies on ghostly spider legs, sneaking through the cracks in the walls, probing, tasting, searching. She felt her way along them to the inside of the camp.


No vibrations. No movement at all. As empty as a place could get.


Alex was about to retract her threads when something brushed against them.


She tensed. Concentrated.


Nothing.


Whatever she had thought she’d felt was gone. But there had been something, had there not?


Alex stretched her threads a little farther, thinning them out toward their ends—thinner and thinner until they became dangerously brittle—aware that if they snapped, she would be in for one hell of a headache.


Still nothing. And yet…


She pushed her threads forward a little more. Just another bit.


Alex’s mind recoiled. Her skin tingled like that of a rabbit which had just spotted a fox watching it with hungry eyes. It wasn’t like anybody or anything was moving in there, but … Alex focused on it again and shivered. Like sticking your fingers into a bucket full of black slime, not seeing the bottom but instinctively knowing there was something there about to bite.


Gooseflesh crawled up and down her arms. Her threads frayed at the edges and she quickly pulled them back before she could be hit by a backlash.


She flickered a disturbed glance at Darken. “Everybody’s gone,” she said. Hesitated. “But I felt … something.”


Darken’s brow knitted. “A trap?”


Alex shrugged, wishing it would shrug off this foul, slimy feeling that had touched her mind. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t be able to sense a physical trap, and I didn’t feel any magic either, but … something felt a little … off.” If only she could put her finger on it. “Somehow … tainted.” She couldn’t think of a better word to describe it.


Darken didn’t doubt her assessment. He simply nodded. “Alright, we’ll be careful.”


They peeled away from their hideout and slunk over to the entrance, two elusive shadows in the darkness surrounding them.


The mountain coaches that had blocked the inside of the gates had vanished, and the heavy metal doors were closed like gritted black teeth.


Darken gripped the thick, heavy iron handle and pulled at it. The gate didn’t move so much as an inch.


He strained. His features distorted.


“Let me give you a hand, sugar.” Alex slipped forward and joined him with her good hand. “One, two, three…”


Together they pulled. Muscles bulged on their arms and shoulders, the cords in their necks sticking out through the skin.


Oh, come on!


Alex locked her teeth. Sweat pooled on her brow, trickling down her temples.


With a faint creeeak, the doors opened the tiniest crack.


They were both panting for air, leaning against the cold metal beside each other.


Wohoo, great! Two inches. Now, if they kept going at this rate, they’d be in tomorrow night for sure.


Alex wiped a strand of hair off her forehead and cast Darken a poignant sideglance. “I’m wondering, just how exactly would you haven gotten into this place without my humble help?”


Darken watched her with a look of harried amusement. “You just want me to tell you I’m glad I brought you along.”


“Are you?”


His mouth quirked into one of those exasperated smiles that told her she was absolutely impossible. He bent closer and his lips grazed her neck, their soft warmth sending a pleasant shiver through her entire body. He raised his gaze, his cavernous eyes bright like smoldering embers. “Yes, I’m glad. Satisfied?”


“That’s all I wanted to hear.” Alex gave him a sly wink. “Now. Let’s give this baby another try. Pull!”


It took them a couple more tries before, finally, with the feeling of a screw coming loose, the gate swung open with a low, eerie moan.


Before them stretched an empty yard of hard-packed earth getting lost in the darkness. No shrubs, no flowers. Nothing but gray-brown dirt, uneven and rutted by years and years of rain showers.


About a hundred yards from them, at the foot of the steep mountain face to their left, the outline of a flat building shaped like a giant hammer squatted in the shadows. The handle ended in a round dome with a huge steel outlet reflecting the moonlight. It took Alex a moment to identify it for what it was: a crematory with a massive vaporizing unit. She shuddered. Sweet Jester, just how many people had died here that it paid off to build something so expensive? Of course, mining always took a heavy toll on human lives. Still.


She forced her eyes to move on.


The ground at the bottom of the prison wall had been excavated to make it even higher on the inside. Small round marks at regular intervals were proof of a portable magic ward that had been attached to it at some point. At its top, rolls of barbed wire glinted weakly in the light of the pale moon, like a metal hedge of thorns.


Ergo, the keepers of this place had expected their prisoners to try to escape by growing suckers on their hands and feet, climb this warded monstrosity, and crawl over five feet of barbed wire. Hardly likely. Even if the wards had been deactivated at times, and someone had made it to the wall and started the next to impossible climb—she couldn’t imagine anybody but a shaper even attempting it—a high watchtower with a 360-degree field of fire in the middle of the yard destroyed all hopes of such an endeavor to be successful. If you stationed two people up there equipped with spellguns and half a decent aim, they would be able to pick out dozens of escapees one by one between idle sips of coffee before any of them had a snowball’s chance in hell to reach the top of that wall.


“Not even the Order’s convents are so well guarded,” Darken muttered beside her.


He fished his recordare memorandi from his backpack. Alex’s own device had been smashed in their tumble, but a quick inventory had shown that Darken’s had survived the fall.


Magic sparked. The recordare whirred as he started taking images, bright blue flashes ripping through the dark.


Alex followed Darken through the gates, ignoring the shaper’s voice inside her, telling her to get the hell away from this place.


Run, it hissed. Danger! RUN!


Alex silenced it ruthlessly as she slowly circled the empty yard, her senses on high alert, probing the night for any sign of threat, yet sensing nothing but the lone, pressing emptiness around them. No strange slimy feeling. Nothing.


A good distance behind the prison building, three big black holes were burrowed into the naked mountain side, as if giant worms had chewed their way inside. The mine entrances.


Alex approached them carefully, trying hard not to feel too much like a prisoner being marched to work while invisible eyes watched her through the scope of a rifle from atop the watchtower, waiting for one misstep to press the trigger.


All three entrances to the mine shafts were heavily boarded-up. As Alex drew closer, she was confronted by the pungent smell of rotten wood and rusted metal, mixed with stale water, bat droppings and something even more disgusting … sulphur. Eww.


Inside the dark holes, overturned mine carts hunkered beside the broken remains of torn tracks and dented metal buckets covered in dark red rust. Broken pickaxes stuck out of the ground, and a twisted birdcage lay half submerged in a dirty puddle. 


It seemed hard to imagine that the most valuable and beautiful gems of Tharsis had once been produced right here.


Something moved behind the boards. Alex tensed. What the—?


She dropped down into a crouch and covered her head with her arm. With a shrill, clicking noise, a cloud of bats broke though the gaps in the boards and streaked past her into the black night sky.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace!


She got up and squinted into the tarry darkness behind the boards. More bats huddled along the walls and the ceiling of the shaft, a writhing mass of fur and gleaming eyes.


Darken joined her side.


“These were barricaded years ago,” Alex told him. “I can smell the decay. They haven’t been entered in ages. Well, except by them.” She pointed after the dissolving cloud of hunting bats, rubbing her eyes. They stung. Probably the sulphur. Bloody oversensitive senses.


Concern filled Darken’s eyes. “You alright?”


“Fine. Just, the idea of going underground…” Alex shuddered. “Let’s just say for most shapers it’s not a very appealing thought.”


Darken leaned close to her ear. “Claustrophobic?”


Alex rolled her eyes. “More like afraid of a mountain collapsing on top of me.”


“Well, lucky for you then that we don't seem to have to go in there. I believe that’s where the action is.” He nodded to the prison building, a smudged gray spot in the dark before them.


Side by side, they walked past the ugly bulge of the crematory toward the building’s entrance, Darken still taking memoras.


Alex couldn’t shake the feeling of invisible eyes trailing them, following their steps from the shadows around them. Inside her core, the spider perked its head up in alarm and growled, ready to pounce at any second. Except when Alex probed their surroundings again, her senses gave her the same clear answer as before—they were completely alone.


Sweet Jester, she had to be going nuts!


Her nose tingled, and she rubbed it with the back of her hand.


The entrance complex peeled out of the darkness before them, a flat square of drab gray stone with a heavy security double door. That door looked considerably new; the weather hadn’t yet left any visible stains on it. Sturdy wasn’t even beginning to describe its appearance. Alex lifted her eyebrows. She had serious doubts that her lock picking kit would be any match for it. If this puppy was locked, she’d have to climb up the building and hope she’d find a non-barred window or some other way inside.


Darken pulled at one of the handles. The door swung open soundlessly.


Alex blinked.


Behind it waited an impenetrable darkness that neither the feeble moonlight nor her true eyes could pervade.


She reached into her backpack, extracted her magic torch, ignited it and pointed its light cone inside. Darken followed her example.


The light bounded off the walls of a small quadratic security room with an empty desk behind a palm-thick wall of bulletproof glass, complete with a closed metal hatch. The room seemed to have no windows. Naked gray concrete walls and ugly beige linoleum made it even more depressing than the outside of the camp. A mesh of tube lights crisscrossed the ceiling, dead at the moment, but no doubt horribly bright if switched on. A barred wall at the far end of the room led into a long corridor with matching security doors on both sides. The cell tract.


Alex probed the inside with her senses, but her threads reported no movement.


“Clear,” she said.


Darken nodded and stepped inside. Taking a deep breath, Alex followed.


After a couple of steps, she slowly spun in place, running her torch in a circle along the bare walls.


Her eyes burned and she blinked, yet the stinging only got worse. She raised a hand to rub at them, stopping halfway when she was rocked by a cough. Dry heat scorched her throat as if she’d just inhaled hot dust. She wheezed and retched, clawing at her throat.


Darken rushed to her side and grabbed her shoulder. “What's wrong?”


He pointed his torch at her face. The light seared her already burning eyes, and she jerked back, hissing, then retched even more, bent over double.


“I … hchh … I don’t … chhh … know,” she wheezed. “It started … out-outside.” She hacked. “Thought … sulphur … but … got worse … hchh… in here.” She wiped her eyes which were watering so badly by now, she could barely see anything. “Burns … like hell.”


Darken let go of her shoulder and flicked his light around, seeking the source of her ache. Even through the veil of her tears, Alex could see the red glow of his irises suffusing the room.


He walked over to the wall and followed it, one hand running along the concrete. Alex trailed him, dabbing at her watering eyes.


Please, Great Mother, don’t let me go blind!


In the corner, Darken stopped and crouched, inspecting something on the ground.


“Wha … what?”


“Some kind of powder.”


She bent closer to see and dissolved in another coughing fit, this one even worse than before.


“Well, I think that clarifies it.” Darken reached for his pack and produced a pair of sterile gloves and a vial, carefully scooping a bit of the fine, dark powder into it.


“Any … idea what it … is?” Alex asked, leaning away from the vial.


“Not yet. But it’s clearly what’s causing your reaction.”


“T-th … t-th…”


Darken paused, vial in one hand. “Yes?”


“T-th … th-thanks … C-c-captain Obvious.”


Darken mildly shook his head. “What would it take to kill your sarcasm?”


Alex rubbed her sleeve over her face. “N-no … chance.”


Darken swiftly screwed the lid on top of the vial, pocketed it and took out a second one. When it was filled, he dribbled a bit of liquid from a small flask into it, added a few grains of white powder and then shook it gently. After a moment, the liquid turned a deep blue.


He rubbed his chin. “Whatever it is, it doesn’t seem to be generally dangerous to humans. At least, it’s not among any of the hazardous substances known to the Order.” He pointed his light into the other corners. Frowned. “It seems to be everywhere. Looks like they used a magically engineered distributor. I don’t think I would have noticed it if you hadn’t reacted to it.”


He rose and peered at Alex’s face. “Can you manage?”


Alex pushed his torch aside. “If you stop … pointing that stupid thing into my eyes, y-yes.”


The light softened as Darken lowered his torch a little. A second later, a water bottle was deposited in Alex’s hand. She gratefully chugged down some water. The sting in her throat lessened almost immediately.


Darken took the bottle back and traded it for a small hanky soaked in a pungent-smelling liquid. “Here. Put that on your eyes. It’s a neutralizing solution. It should help.” Alex shrugged and wiped her eyes with the tissue. It couldn’t exactly make it any worse. 


It took a while, but gradually her full sight returned. Thank the Jester! Her eyes still burned, but at least she could see something.


Alex allowed her senses some more time to adjust before she joined Darken in inspecting the security hall, though there really wasn’t much left to discover.


The lights didn’t work. Whatever power source they had used here was down.


A slim door led to a few carpeted but otherwise empty rooms—a bathroom, a kitchen, both devoid of anything but the basic sanitary equipment. Probably where the prison guards and workers had spent their idle time.


The place wasn’t exactly clean—there was dirt and dust here and there—but it had definitely been occupied a short while ago. Alex could smell the remnants of different human scent signatures, the greasy smell of recently eaten food—something with way too much garlic in it—and the lingering stench of cold cigarette smoke that wasn’t much older than a couple of days.


They returned to the security entrance hall. Up ahead, the barred wall led straight into the long cell track.


Darken opened the door and held it for her.


Alex hesitated. The feeling of dread that had claimed her when they had entered the prison camp returned more fiercely, pressing against her like a cold, foul wave, and the primeval voice of her feral soul screamed at her to bolt. Thick revulsion crawled along her neck, yet when she scanned the corridor with her senses, she still couldn’t feel anything out of place. There was no one there, except for the two of them.


She started to move forward but halted again.


Oh, don’t be foolish, sugar!


Before she could change her mind, Alex slipped through the door and let her torchlight creep up the walls and over the ceiling of the grim, cold corridor.


Metal tubes ran along the ceiling. Flecks of rust and mold pockmarked the walls but not in the intensity one would expect after years and years of abandonment. 


The walls were lined on both sides with reinforced steel doors with heavy bolts, all equipped with a one by one foot barred window that could be closed by a sliding cap.


It was so quiet here that the sound of the barred door falling into its lock gave her a start.


Sweet Jester!


Darken came to stand beside her.


Alex faced the first cell and shone her light through the barred window in the door. It was a tiny room, barely enough space for an ordinary-sized person to take three steps across. Stone walls sprouted from a stone floor to rise to an equally stony ceiling. No window.


If the cap in the door was closed, it would be pitch black in there. Like in a tomb, Alex thought with a shudder. Like being buried alive. Her skin crawled. This was a hundred times worse than climbing into a mine shaft.


A low metal bed was welded to the floor with heavy bolts and a round hole in one corner of the floor led into bottomless darkness. Not even a primitive toilet. Nasty! Treating prisoners more like animals than like human beings. Alex was pretty sure Arcadia had a law concerning the basic rights of prisoners that probably included sanitary facilities. Tharsians, on the other hand, were known for their barbaric practices. Alex had heard many stories about their cruelty when she still lived with her mother, who had served in bars as a waitress. People talked. Especially drunk ones.


The tales about Tharsian bestiality were only outshone by the tales about shapers. Yet, while most of those were utter bullshit, at least some of the stories about Tharsis appeared to be true.


Leaning back a little, Alex studied the barred window. The bars were almost as thick as her wrist. Alex grabbed one and rattled it for good measure. It didn’t give an inch. Not that the window would be big enough to squeeze through even if the bars were gone. They had really made sure nobody left this place who wasn’t supposed to.


Reluctantly, she opened the door and stepped inside just to stumble back out, gagging from the stink of feces and urine emanating from the hole in the ground.


Darken moved past her and frowned.


“Don’t you smell that?” Alex asked with watering eyes, this time for a different reason.


He wrinkled his nose. “Unpleasant.”


That was one way of putting it. “Be glad you don’t have my sense of smell. Believe me, it’s disgusting.”


The smell was truly abominable, and it confirmed one thing—this cell hadn’t been empty a long time ago. She and Darken exchanged a long glance, and she knew he was thinking the same thing. The question was: Where was its inmate now?


They moved on to the next cell. Alex followed Darken inside, careful not to breathe through her nose … and went rigid.


Deep scratches marked the walls and the floor, some of them inches deep. They were everywhere, even on the metal bed.


Darken paused beside her. For the first time today, he looked unsettled.


“A shaper?” he asked softly, his deep voice rough.


Alex studied the welts and slowly matched her hand to one set of scratches, letting her claws slip out of her fingertips and into the scars. Even pushed out to the rim, they didn’t touch the bottom.


“Maybe.” Her own voice sounded a little unsteady, too.


If those marks had been made by a shaper, it had been a huge man, a scorpion perhaps, and it would have taken him—what? Days? Weeks? Months? Alex couldn’t even begin to imagine how long it would have taken to scratch marks this deep into solid stone. She dragged her claws along the wall, producing the cringe-inducing sound of chalk being drawn over a chalkboard. She flinched and dropped her hand. That sound alone would drive any shaper out of their skin. She wouldn’t be able to stand it for five minutes without going berserk. What could have driven anybody to commit this kind of self-torment?


Beside her, Darken started taking memoras.


A cold finger whispered along Alex’s spine.


She jumped and spun, the beam of her torchlight quivering across the opposite wall of the cell track.


Darken lowered his recordare memorandi, alarmed.


Alex flicked her light left and right along the corridor like a crazy pendulum. She didn’t see anyone, didn’t sense anyone, but…


“Did you hear that?” she hissed.


Darken changed from concerned male to honed predator in five seconds flat. A fiery glow rolled over his irises. “Hear what?”


Alex licked her lips, suddenly feeling a little stupid. “I just thought … never mind. Let’s go on. The sooner we get out of here the better.”


This place was getting under her skin. Under both her skins. She rubbed her upper arms, but still couldn’t shake the feeling that something was there, watching them from a thousand resentful eyes. Suddenly, she really wanted to be out of this cell. Out of this building. Away from this mountain and its secrets.


Alex forced herself to take a deep steadying breath. Get a fucking grip, sugar! Since when do you believe in ghosts, anyway?


They had a mission to finish. She couldn’t lose it now.


They checked the other cells—all fifty of them—but they didn’t give any more revelations about this place than they had already gotten, except for the fact that at least half of them had been in use just recently. A lot of them bore scratch marks like the second one they had entered, and every time Alex saw them, another shiver climbed down her spine on chitinous insect legs.


With every cell they entered, the horrible feeling inside her got stronger, expanding like a poisoned balloon in her stomach, squeezing her innards and gnawing on her nerves. She glanced over her shoulder again and again, but if there was anything here beyond her over-fertile imagination, it remained hidden.


By the time they reached the end of the cell track, she felt so sick she almost wished she could throw up just to lighten the load.


Another barred door opened to yet another short corridor with a handful of rooms attached. The first was a bare, rectangular shower room of white tile with rows and rows of rust-stained metal shower heads along the walls. No privacy at all. Opposite it, was a canteen kitchen with a few metal benches that looked utterly untouched, like some kind of creepy dollhouse that had been arranged but never played with. Same for the laundry and storage room. The thick metal crust inside the huge magic-fueled lavitorae spoke of years of disuse.


So they had held prisoners here, but they hadn’t fed and clothed them? How did that make any sense? And what had those prisoners done here? They hadn’t worked in the mines, that much was certain. 


While Darken was still taking pictures of the lavitorae, Alex retreated into the corridor and faced the last door at its end. It was a heavy metal sliding door without a spec of rust on it. When she pushed the handle, it rolled aside on well-oiled tracks.


The moment Alex stepped over the threshold, she was hit by the cloying stench of rot and decay. It was so thick in the air it enveloped her like a disgusting blanket, choking her. The scent of dried blood chafed the inside of her nostrils, laced with the repugnant, bitter reek of ruptured intestines and sickness.


Nausea punched Alex in the gut. The room spun and she staggered, eyes watering. She reached for the wall in support, then jerked back with a yelp when a cold blast of icy fury burned her fingertips, racing along her arm and right into her brain.


Fury. Fear. Pain. Alex gasped as the sensations pelted her senses like thousands of voices screaming in her mind. She bent over and clutched her head in her hands, her fingers digging into her skin, into her skull, trying to reach inside and tear out the anguished shrieks that were pounding her brain with enraged fists.


So much fear. And pain. Sweet Jester, the pain!


Alex dropped to all fours and vomited, retching until nothing but acid bubbled up in her throat. But the fear and agony were still everywhere around her. She could taste them on her tongue, feel them on her skin like a sickening, slimy miasma trying to worm its way into her bones and chew her up from the inside out. Fear and pain and death. Death, death, everywhere, death! It screamed from every inch of the room, seeping up from the floor, dripping from the cracks in the walls like the putrid tears of tormented souls.


The blood scent was driving the spider crazy. Too much blood and death!


A hand touched her arm, and she jerked away with a scream.


Instinct took over, and she was at the ceiling before she knew it, true teeth bared, the spider hissing a challenge.


She glared around, wild.


Bad place! Foul place! Danger! Death everywhere! Out! She had to get out!


Run, run, RUN!


Her hands and feet skimmed the rough stone, quick like a spider.


Have to get out! Out of the bad place! Away from the screams! Get out get out get out!


A door loomed in the wall below. The spider dropped from the ceiling to the floor and yanked at it. Locked!


No! She snarled and yanked at it again, pounding on it with her fists. Let me out!


With a furious howl, she clawed at the door, her nails scouring the metal, leaving nothing but shallow grazes. She screamed and screamed, lashing at it in a wild frenzy, oblivious to the blood that started to trickle down her fingers as she broke her nails and skin.


“Alex!”


Someone was coming up behind her. Human male. Dangerous. Threat, threat, THREAT!


“Alex, it’s me!”


The spider growled deep in her throat. He was behind her. Coming to get her! Coming to make her part of the horrid chorus of screams!


Oh no, you won’t get me!


The spider wheeled around with a howl, claws poised for the kill.


A shocked face swam into view. Eyes like fire, like death, like—Darken! Alex froze in the last moment and stumbled back, eyes wide, hitting the door behind her.


Her hands dropped to her sides, limp. Her entire body sagged.


Darken caught her arms and pulled her to him. Alex buried her face in his chest, shaking, feverishly breathing in his familiar scent, clinging to it as if it were a lifeline in a boisterous sea.


“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Darken whispered soothingly, while his warm hands moved up and down her back, rubbing some life back into her ice cold body. “It’s me. You’re safe.”


Safe. Yes, she was safe. But others hadn’t been. Others…


Alex shivered violently.


Darken tugged a finger under her chin, gently lifting her face until she was looking up at him.


“Alex, what happened?”


Alex swallowed. Her mouth still tasted of blood and death, and she struggled to control her feral nature enough to form coherent human words. The panic was clutching her chest in an iron vise, and her instincts wanted nothing but for her to get out of here.


After a short internal battle, her human side finally gained the upper hand. 


“Something horrible happened here.” Her voice creaked like an unoiled door. “People died in here. Many, many people. I can … smell their fear, their pain. It’s everywhere.” She closed her eyes and shuddered, entangling her fingers in his jacket. “It’s almost as if I can hear their screams, echoing from the walls.”


“I know.” Darken’s silver-sweet whisper produced another shiver over her skin. His’s eyes flared deep red, bathing the walls around Alex in a bloody glow. “This is Death’s territory. I can feel her presence. She rules this place.” 


It was only then that Alex realized his body was taut as a bow string, muscles trembling under his skin with the effort of keeping his magic under control. She could feel it’s destructive heat, like boiling water trying to bust the lid of a pot. Water that had its own deadly mind.


What must it cost him to soothe her, when, at the same time, he had to fight his own dark nature to keep it from emerging in the face of so much pain and suffering?


If he could be this strong, so could she.


“I’m okay,” Alex told him softly. “I was … overwhelmed, but I have it under control now.”


Darken slowly let go of her arms as though every quick movement would provoke the shaper inside her again. Or, perhaps, the devil inside him.


Alex picked up her abandoned torch and made herself inspect the room. Empty metal shelves lined the back wall. Several stainless steel beds on wheels formed a straight row in front of them, the torchlight casting glaring white circles on the dull, silver metal. Although they had been removed, Alex could still see the contraptions where thick restraining belts had formerly been attached to them. She cringed. A memory flashed before her eyes: another room; another metal bed with straps; fluorescent lights glinting on surgical instruments; and the Duke of Gomorrah smiling greedily right before a needle was punched into her neck.


Alex grimaced and pushed the memory aside. She let her torchlight glide over the beds. Each one had a bowl at its lower end. Tubes led from the bottom of the bowls to ditches in the floor that all ended in a round, recessed drain in the centre of the room.


The hackles on Alex’s neck rose to the ceiling. 


“What is this place?” she whispered, horrified. “Some kind of hospital?”


“No.” Darken’s gaze slowly moved from the shelves, over the beds, to the drain in the floor. His face turned into the coldest, most malevolent mask she’d ever seen. “This is a torture chamber.”










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










“A TORTURE chamber?”


Stephane picked up one of the printed memoras scattered across his desk and glared at it. The thin paper-like fabric crinkled in his tight grip.


Darken nodded grimly. “Most of the equipment had been removed, but I’ve seen enough rooms like this one to know what it was intended for.”


Alex cast him a small, inconspicuous sideglance. They were standing beside each other in front of Stephane’s desk in his townhouse study, a prim distance between them.


Last night, when the time had come to part, she didn’t want to leave. They had stood together for a long time, simply holding each other, both of them chased by the ghosts of what they had seen at the prison camp and neither of them willing to be the first to let go.


But time had had no regard for their feelings and eventually Alex had to get moving to make it back to the Canterbury Estate in time.


Groggy and bone-tired, every single muscle in her body screaming from soreness, she had dragged herself back across the forest-covered plain. Dawn cast its first pale light over the trees when she finally reached the estate’s grounds. By then, she was so exhausted that when she jumped the wall, she fell short of the main building, bruising her already sore wrist, and had to climb up its side, just barely escaping the notice of two guards doing their rounds. Once inside the safety of her room, she had hauled herself under the shower and then had fallen into bed for a few short hours of fitful sleep.


But sleep had brought her no reprieve from the horrors of Maria P. Carvalis. Her dreams were haunted by images of blood-smeared instruments, scratched walls and faceless corpses piling higher and higher inside monstrous graves. She found herself running down dark, stony corridors that closed in around her, fleeing from nameless pursuers while around her explosions shook the ground. An open cell door loomed in the wall in front of her and she dove inside and threw the door closed behind her, gasping and shaking with relief. But when she turned around, the cell’s floor swam with blood, and pale hands were emerging from its depths, reaching for her and trying to drown her. With a scream of terror, she darted for the cell door, only to find it locked and no matter how much she yanked and pounded on, it wouldn’t open. Cold, wispy hands grabbed her ankles and mercilessly pulled her down, down, down into the soggy embrace of a wet, moldy grave. Desperately, Alex scratched at the door and the walls, again and again and again, until both her human nails and her shaper claws were broken and bloody, her horrified screams blending in with the wails of those who had died here before her.


In the morning, Alex had woken up drenched in sweat and with the terrible fear that only the nightmares were true and everything she and Darken had shared the previous night had been nothing but a wistful dream, created by her mind to balance out the horrors they had witnessed.


And even if it were real, what if he had changed his mind? After all, they had just narrowly escaped death and people were known to act impulsively when the relief of survival kicked in. Wild sex affairs weren’t unheard of in situations like that. But the adrenaline would have cooled off by now, and he might have come to regret his rash actions.


Would it be awkward now? Would he act like nothing had happened, just the way he had after their first time at Blayde’s hotel?


Alex had gotten herself so riled up that she couldn’t eat a single bite for breakfast, straining Josy’s already frayed nerves. The girl had nearly suffered a heart attack when she had seen Alex’s condition that morning, but had patched her up with her healing magic sufficiently for Alex to be able leave her room without causing a commotion.


It took one look into Darken’s eyes when he picked them up from the estate to know that all her fears had been unfounded—last night had been real and he still wanted her with the same desperate need that had pulled them together on the edge of the mountain amidst bomb shards and rubble. As if she alone was the reason he was able to breathe.


The realization had made Alex giddy with relief and a tiny bit wanton. If they had been alone, she might have done something rash and silly, like ripping off her clothes and throwing herself right at him. Only, they hadn’t been alone. They had been surrounded by Darken’s family and by the heavy weight of the questions that could neither be asked nor answered as long as they were out in public.


Alex pressed her lips together. Before kissing goodbye at the foot of the mountain, she and Darken had agreed that it would be best to keep their relationship a secret for the time being. His family had enough to worry about right now. No need to complicate things any further.


And if Alex was quite honest with herself, she was afraid of their reactions. Darken had told her that everything would be alright, but Alex didn’t share his confidence. Providing refuge for an ally was a little different from welcoming said refugee into the family, no illusions there. Oh, Alex certainly had a pretty good idea of what Heloise would have to say. Just imagining the hysterical fit, she had actually been quite glad to avoid that confrontation a little longer.


All in all, it had seemed a reasonable decision last night—part of her even thought it was a little romantic—but today it was almost driving her out of her skin.


She wanted Darken to touch her so badly that being deprived of his touch was worse than any physical pain could have been. She craved the warm reassurance of his lips on hers, the save feeling of his arms around her.


He could still change his mind. The fear grated on her, and she knew that if only he could hold her for a moment all that irrational fear would evaporate into thin air, and she would be in that summer-sweet place where dark feelings didn’t exist, only bliss.


Unfortunately, they had more important things on their plate right now.


Alex forced her attention back to the memoras and couldn’t help shuddering when the images of the morgue slabs and the blood drains brought back the smell of dried blood laced with the stench of decay.


A ghostly finger drew a line of shivers down her spine. Josy had done a complete healing on both her and Darken when they had finally reached the Dubois’ townhouse, but the procedure hadn’t been able to banish those memories from her mind.


Stephane dropped the picture back on the messy pile. “Any dead bodies?”


Darken shook his head. “No, but they do have a crematory there.”


Easier to burn the bodies than to maintain a graveyard in a bomb-riddled mountain range. It also avoided problems like the spreading of sicknesses and keeping off scavenging animals. And frankly, it didn’t seem likely that anybody would have gone up there to pay their respects to the dead, anyway.


Stephane nodded slowly. He perched his elbows on the table, forefingers resting against his lips. “We need to assemble a field mission. I’d like the investigators of the Department of the Interior to see with their very own eyes what’s been going on behind their backs all these years.”


“That might prove difficult.” Darken’s jaw tightened. “I’ve analyzed the powder traces we’ve discovered all over the perimeter.” He set a small vial with a dark, glittering content reminiscent of iron powder on the desk. “It’s a chemically engineered and magically enhanced corrosive agent.”


“Corrosive?” Stephane squinted at the content of the vial. “To what purpose?”


Darken’s face turned glacial. “Let me put it this way—in a couple of days the prison camp will look as if it had been abandoned for the past fifteen years.”


The gears visibly clicked into place in Stephane’s head. “So if you hadn’t gone there last night…”


“…we would have found nothing but a decrepit ruin. Exactly,” Darken confirmed softly.


Alex placed her hands on the desk and leaned forward, eyes blazing. “They knew we were coming, and they tried to erase all traces of their operation.”


“They weren’t completely successful, though,” Darken cut in and flicked a hand at the memoras. “We know that, except for the mine, the camp was still running just shortly. But the big question remains. What have they been doing there?”


Stephane leaned back in his chair and folded his hands. His lips pulled back in a smile somewhere between rapt and murderous, raising invisible hackles up on Alex’s neck. Like a lion about to tear into living flesh.


“I think it’s about time we had a chat with my dear old friend Debayne.”



[image: ]


THE Master glanced up from the papers on his desk when the door to his study flew open.


He frowned, surprised—and none too pleased—about the intrusion.


His informant rushed over to his table without taking notice of it, a blanket-wrapped bundle balanced on his arms. “There was a bit of trouble at the camp during the clean-up,” he said in a clipped voice, then raised his arms and his mouth twisted into an ugly scowl. “And the men found this.”


With a flick of his hands, he unwrapped the bundle and a slender sword stamped with arcane glyphs clattered onto the table.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










CONCEALED in the shadows of the stairway, Darken watched through a slit in the curtains as Senator Debayne exited a cab coach and hurried toward the entrance of the Dubois’ townhouse under a drab sky ripe with the promise of rain.


A moment, and the doorbell rang.


Darken silently slid deeper into the shadows as Hector emerged from somewhere in the house, crossed the foyer and opened the door.


“Milord.” He bowed deeply.


“Hector, good to see you.” Debayne rushed across the doorstep and nodded gratefully as the butler liberated him from his thin tweet jacket. “Thank you Hector, thank you. Now, where is the man?”


Hector gave him his usual stoic expression. “His lordship should be here any minute.”


“Good, good.” Debayne nodded distractedly and moved deeper into the hallway, his shoes gently clicking on the gleaming dark marble.


Edward Debayne was a man of medium height and mediocre built, neither particularly handsome nor unattractive, with hair and mustache of that particular shade of brown tinted with red, somewhere in between bronze and copper.


The Debaynes came from the lower ranks of the royal elite, and Edward’s seat in the parliament was a bit of a surprise, considering. Darken realized it had never occurred to him to wonder how he’d achieved that.


He had always rather liked Debayne among his brother’s acquaintances. His dry sense of humor and down-to-earthness made him easier to deal with than most of the glib, puffed-up men and women that filled the ranks of the parliament.


Debayne wasn’t one to push to the front, but he wouldn’t shy from an argument either. He was a fierce debater who pressed his points. A man of principles, as they say. It was why he and Stephane, birds of a feather in that regard, had become close friends over the years.


A friendship, Darken thought grimly, that was about to be sorely tested.


Stephane appeared in the doorway to the living room.


“Edward.” His lips formed a smile, but the tense bulge of his jaw and the sharp lines around his eyes told Darken that his bother was boiling with rage on the inside and trying hard not to show it—yet.


“Ah, Steph.” Debayne moved forward to grasp the offered hand. “I came as quickly as I could. You sounded as if it was urgent…”


Stephane squinted past his shoulder. “Did you tell anybody you were coming over? Anybody?”


Darken grimaced in the dark. You simply didn’t ask such a question. For all his political finesse, his brother lacked inquisitive subtlety. If Debayne started smelling a rat…


But Debayne just blinked, looking a bit startled. “No, you told me not to.” He paused. “Steph … what’s going on? You’re starting to worry me.”


Stephane forced another smile and squeezed Debayne’s shoulder. “Sorry, Ed. I’ve been a little stressed lately. Nothing to worry about. Come, I want to show you something.”


Debayne followed his brother to the wide oak staircase at the other side of the hallway that spiraled down to the basement.


Signaling to Hector to keep up his post in the hall, Darken broke away from his hideout and slunk after the other two men, keeping a little distance. Since their mother and Tyler were currently staying at their own apartments in Ciradell, nobody should be appearing out of the blue, but it never hurt to have someone at the back who had an eye on things.


Darken skulked onto the stairs. Without forewarning, Alex dropped down from above, landing on the step beside him, and straightened.


Darken lifted one eyebrow at her, and she flashed him a grin. He shook his head. He might barely make any sound when he walked but Alex … Alex moved like a ghost. Or, rather, like the spider she was.


They descended the rest of the staircase beside each other, two soft-footed hunters stalking a very unaware prey.


When they reached the bottom, Stephane and Debayne were just vanishing through the door of the wine cellar. A couple of steps, and Darken and Alex were beside the door.


Darken nodded at Alex.


She nodded back. Let’s do it.


When they shifted places, Darken caught her fingers in his and placed a quick kiss into her palm. The heated, slightly wicked smile she gave him made him forget where he was. Hunger stirred inside him, hot and desperate, suffusing every part of his body with a dire, all-compassing need. It was a need that was as strong as his need for air, if not stronger.


He pulled her toward him and brushed his lips against hers, savoring her taste.


Alex smiled against his mouth, melting a little against him, before she leaned back and nudged him toward the door.


Later, she mouthed, although the feverish glow in her eyes told him she was as eager for him as he was for her.


I’ll take you up on it, he mouthed back.


With great reluctance, Darken let go of her and slipped into the wine cellar while Alex stayed outside. With her acute shaper hearing, she would be able to listen in to everything through the door, and they didn’t want to throw Lady Alexandre de Nuy into the mix just yet—much less Alexis Harper, the shaper. First, they needed to find out what Debanye’s role in this sick game was. They would go from there.


Warm, terracotta-colored tile and red brick stone gave the wine cellar a cozy, welcoming feel. The walls of the long room were lined with top-to-bottom wooden shelves that reached for the vaulted white plaster ceiling and were stuffed with row upon row of expensive wine bottles. A couple of select bottles were displayed on elegant racks for the well-disposed connoisseur to survey. The backside of the room was stacked with old barrels. An old-fashioned cast-iron luster hung suspended from the ceiling, decorated with real candles. A small table with three chairs waited next to a huge upturned barrel with upside down glasses ready for a tasting.


Darken slid behind the door, laying one hand on the heavy wood.


Debayne was glancing around, obviously trying to spot something noteworthy beside Stephane’s newest brand of wine.


“Now, what is it you wanted to show me?”


Darken gently upped the pressure on the door until it swung forward with a creak and fell into the lock.


Debayne gave a start and wheeled on the spot, his eyes widening when he saw Darken leaning against the closed cellar door. He took an automatic step back, casting a glance at Stephane, more confused than afraid.


“Steph, what is going on here?”


“Oh, I just wanted to make sure that we could have a private conversation.” All the polished veneer of pleasantness had vanished from Stephane’s face, replaced by a queer, dangerous glitter.


Debayne took another step back, stumbling when his foot got caught on a chair leg. “I-I don’t understand…”


“Don’t you?” Stephane asked softly, his gold-green eyes cold like two polished gems. “Well, let me help you along, then. Do you still think that we are under control?” He pointed first at himself then at Darken.


Debayne’s eyes swiveled from him to Darken and back, his face blank. “Control? Steph, what—?”


“At least that’s what you told Robert Ferhus shortly before he was murdered,” Stephane interrupted him, unperturbed. “Isn’t it?”


The blankness was replaced by a flash of recognition. Debayne paled. “You were in the maze,” he whispered. His gaze flickered to Darken. “Or he was.”


Stephane didn’t correct him, just kept glaring at him.


Debayne swallowed but attempted to brush it over with a smile. “Listen, my friend. You got it all wrong—”


“Oh, did I?” Stephane arched his eyebrows. “Tell me something, friend. Were you involved in the abduction attempt on Maxwell and Josepha? Were you the one who sold them out?”


Debayne looked genuinely taken aback. “Stephane, do you really think me capable of such an act? We’re friends! I’ve known the children their entire life, for heaven’s sake. I’m Maxwell’s naming witness. Do you really believe I would harm them?”


“Frankly, I don’t know what to believe anymore, Edward. It seems there is a lot that I don’t know about you.”


“Stephane, please.” Debayne took half a step toward him. “You have to believe me. I had nothing to do with it.”


“But you know who does,” Darken said softly. He detached himself from the door and strolled closer, the vicious, red glow in his eyes at odds with the gentleness of his voice.


Debayne’s breath hitched. He stared at Darken, and a hint of panic flickered in his eyes. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple. Darken could feel his fear now. To him it was richer and sweeter than any of the wines in this room could ever be. And it told him he was right.


Debayne swung around to Stephane, reaching for his arm. “Steph, I don’t have a clue what he is talking about. Please you have to—”


“Stop lying!” Stephane roared and Debayne shrunk back as though he had been slapped.


His brother sucked in a deep breath and let it out again in a hiss. “We’ve played poker together. You’ve never been a good liar, Edward. And right now, I’m not in a forgiving mood.”


The full measure of his anger was finally showing. He intertwined his fingers, and Darken wondered if he was doing so to keep himself from reaching for Debayne’s neck.


“In the maze, you said you were ‘all in this together.’ So. What is it that you are in together? And don’t make up stories, Ed. We know about the Maria Carvalis Prison Camp.”


Debayne gasped and turned a ghastly white.


“Oh yes,” Stephane confirmed with a pleasant smile. “Darken was there. And while the site might not have been running yesterday, it certainly did during the past fifteen years.” He bent forward, eyes hard. “I want to know what exactly was going on at that place. Why did Ferhus pay a quarter of a million dollars on it and who, in the Great Mother’s name, is the ‘Master’ who is behind all this?”


His voice had gotten louder and louder, his expression close to deranged.


Debayne inched backward and hit the wine rack. His features were distorted with fear. “I can’t tell you anything, Stephane. Please, don’t ask me—”


“I wasn’t asking!” Stephane growled. “I am demanding that you tell me all you know. Now.”


“I can’t!” Debayne’s voice rose to a desperate wail. “You saw what happened to Robert Ferhus! It was a warning. A warning to the rest of us. He wanted to come clean and they—they killed him for it!”


“Who are they?” Stephane demanded.


“Didn’t you listen, Steph?” Spittle flew from Debayne’s lips. “They murdered him! If I betray them, I’ll be next.”


“I don’t care!” Stephane snapped. “My family is in danger—”


“I have a family, too!” Debayne said heatedly. “I have children just as you do, Steph. My sons … I must protect them.”


He pressed his fingers to his forehead and started pacing up and down. “Without his medicine and the monthly treatments, my youngest will die within a few months.” He looked up, his eyes suddenly sad and bitter. “That’s how they recruited me in the first place. When Jonathan was born and diagnosed with Progerion Syndrome, we knew he wouldn’t make it to his second birthday without an operation.” He swallowed hard and his thin face suddenly looked haggard. “I cleared all our accounts, raided all the hideouts, lent on our mortgage, scraped at every relative’s door, gathering all the money I could get but it simply wasn’t enough. It would have paid for the initial operation, but the doctors told us he would be in need of lifelong monthly treatments afterwards, and there was no way we would ever be able to afford that. The cost of the operation would have wiped us clean. We would have bought him a couple of months, if that.”


Debayne shuddered, lost in horrible memories. “I sat there with that bag full of money in my lap, looking at my baby boy, knowing it wasn’t enough to save him. That’s when they approached me.”


He closed his eyes for a brief second. “They said they could make sure Jonny got on the list for the operation, and they promised me an opportunity to make enough money to pay for all of his treatments throughout his entire life. They also offered me their support in becoming the senator in my province. With the political status derived from it, I knew we would be able to send Horace to one of the best collages in the Republic, something I could never have hoped for before that…” He swallowed again, hard. “All I had to do was give them a loan—the bigger part of the money which I had gathered—and to vow that if I was asked to make a certain political decision, I would do so. At the time, it seemed a small price to pay.”


Stephane glared at Debayne as if seeing him for the first time. “You had money problems? And you never came to me in all these years? I thought we were friends!”


Debayne gave a brittle laugh. “Easy to say for a man who always had more money than he could possibly spend.” He raised a hand when Stephane opened his mouth and shook his head with a heavy sigh. “That was about fifteen years ago, Steph. We were barely acquainted then and far from being close friends. And later … I was ashamed, don’t you understand? Ashamed of my weakness. Ashamed of…” He covered his face with both hands. “I already lost Marissa because of it. I-I tried to keep her out of it but … I … I couldn’t explain all the money and she—she couldn’t stand the idea that…” He dropped his hands and stared ahead, beaten. “It’s why she divorced me …”


“It’s no less of what you deserve,” Stephane said, disgusted. “You rotten, mobbed-up bastard!” 


A spark of anger flared in Debayne’s eyes. “What would you have done in my place? Tell me, Steph, what would you have done if it had been Maxwell whom they had moved from his cradle directly to his deathbed?”


Stephane’s lips pressed together. “I would have found another way!”


“That’s always so easy to say!” Debayne flung up his hands. “Don’t you think I considered all the alternatives? That I didn’t explore every available option? But it was either that or watching Jonny wither to death under my hands.”


He slowly shook his head. “You want to judge me, Steph? Go ahead, judge me. But I tell you, you would have done just the same. When the life of your baby is at stake, everything else pales in comparison. I would have promised them anything to save my son. I was desperate.”


He glanced up, his eyes filled with a plea to understand. “And at the time, I honestly didn’t know what was going on at the prison camp—most of us didn’t. Please, believe me. I had no idea what the money was used for. We weren’t supposed to ask questions. I-I only found out much later and—” He licked his lips, his haunted gaze flickering to Stephane, his voice speeding up. “I know your position but … they were just shapers, Stephane. Just shapers, and criminals most of them, I was assured…”


“What were just shapers?” Darken’s voice cracked like whip. If it had had any substance, Debayne would have been cut bloody. Darken glided forward, his magic burning in his eyes like two destructive flames. For the first time today, he reveled in Debayne’s fear. “What was done to them at that Jester-forsaken place?”


Debayne whimpered and curled himself together as if he were being pelted by a hailstorm. “I can’t tell you anything more. I already said too much. If they find out…”


“They will,” Stepahne told him without any trace of mercy in his voice. “Because you will come with me to the guardaí headquarters and make an official testimony. You might have had reason to strike that deal to save Jonathan’s life back then, but you should have come clean years ago. It’s time for the secrecy to end.”


Debayne stumbled away from him, horrified. If he’d been pale before, his face was bloodless now, more like that of a corpse than that of a living man.


“No, Steph, please no.” He wildly shook his head. “Don’t make me testify. If I betray them, they won’t just kill me. They will ruin my entire family and make me watch. They will cut the money supply so that Jonny won’t get his treatments anymore, condemning him to a slow, agonizing death. They will make sure that Horace will never be hired for a decent job. Marissa will get evicted from the house, my parents-in-law will lose their pensions…”


His fear was so thick in the air that Darken could taste it on his tongue. Tainted with the familiarity, it tasted bitter-sweet, calling to the darkest part of his nature.


Darken clenched his fists, forcing the desire back.


“Please,” Debayne whispered, looking at Stephane. “Don’t make me do this. I have to protect my family.”


“I will protect them,” Stephane said fiercely. “All of you. You have my word.”


Debayne shook his head with an almost sad smile. “You can’t protect us. Nobody can. Not from them.” He bent forward. “Listen, Steph. This is too big, even for you. For the sake of your family, just leave this be. Drop out of the election. It’s just not worth it.” He grabbed Stephane’s arm, desperation speaking out of his every aspect. “They are too powerful. If you fight them, they will crush you. I beg you, my friend. Don’t do this!” 


Stephane yanked his arm free from his grip. “I won’t cave in and retreat like a dog with its tail between its legs. This is an atrocity! I will make sure that the people involved will be held liable. And you will help me, Edward.”


“Steph, I can’t!”


A frown creased his brother’s brow. Darken could tell that he was losing his patience.


“Don’t force me to ask my brother to get the truth out of you.”


Debayne shied back. “You—you wouldn’t.” But he sounded doubtful.


“It appears you don’t know me that well either, Edward. Like you, I shrink from little to keep my family safe.”


Darken studied his brother. Right now, he wasn’t sure if Stephane was serious or bluffing. His brother was infamous for his temper, not for his cruelty, but at the moment he was very furious. And they needed Debayne’s help. Yes, they did, but…


Did Stephane know what he was asking of him? He wouldn’t be torturing a stranger but a man whom he knew, a man whom he had spoken to many times during the past years and even shared a joke with occasionally. To torture a stranger was bad enough, but Debayne? And if Darken opened the tap on his magic, he might not be able to close it in time. Just a sweet, delicious taste of Debayne’s pain… Darken shivered at the thought. His body yearned for it. Craved it. He could feel the man’s life, so full and vivid and bright. It pulled at him, drawing him in like a physical force. Starved as he was, it might devour him.


“You leave me no choice, Edward.” Stephane looked at Darken and nodded once, at the same time tapping the top of his left hand with his right forefinger.


Darken relaxed. It was a sign from their childhood. Stephane was playing Debayne, but he didn’t seriously want him to unleash his curse. Relief flooded him.


“No, please,” Debayne sobbed, unaware of their little wordless conversation.


He dropped against one of the wine racks, covering his eyes with one hand, his shoulders shaking violently.


Seeing him like this, Darken couldn’t help pitying him. Whatever he had done, Edward Debayne wasn’t an evil man at heart. He was a man who had made the wrong choices and gotten involved with the wrong people and now the consequences were haunting him. And he was right about one thing. If it had been Maxwell or Josepha’s life in the balance, Darken would have done anything necessary to save them, and so would Stephane. But understanding his motives didn’t make his actions rights, and now he would have to answer for it. As they all had to.


Debayne leaned back his head and opened his eyes to the ceiling. They were red and puffy.


“It should never have come to this,” he whispered.


“In that we agree,” Stephane said.


Debayne turned to him, a strange, nearly calm expression on his face. “You will look after them, won’t you? My family. You’ll make sure they are cared for when I die.”


Stephane sighed, some of his anger melting away. “Calm down, Edward. Nobody is going to die. Not if I can help it.”


Debayne slowly shook his head. His hand fell to his side, his fingers brushing the seams of his tweet pants, picking at them. “For whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry, old friend. I’m very sorry. I hope you can forgive me one day.”


Darken saw the movement but his brain needed a second too long to draw the correct conclusion.


“Poison!” He barked and lunged for Debayne. When he grabbed the man’s arm, the capsule or pill, or whatever had flashed between his fingers, had already vanished in Debayne’s mouth.


For a frozen second, the three of them stared at each other, shocked into numbness.


Beneath Darken’s fingers, Debayne started to tremble. First, it was only a tremor, but it quickly matured into a shivering fit. His breathing shallowed and he gasped.


Stephane seized his shoulders and shook him, dragging him by his shirt.


“Edward! What the hell?”


He pushed him against the rack, causing two wine bottles to slip out and crash on the floor, spraying red wine around like shed blood. Several more teetered precariously.


Debayne’s hand extended, grabbing Stephane’s lapel. His mouth opened.


“I-I’m sorry,” he wheezed. “Maybe if—if I d-die … they will l-leave my—my … f-family alone…”


His eyes bulged and his legs buckled. He toppled backward to the floor, right into the wine puddle. Stephane dropped to his knees beside him, shaking him violently.


“Oh no, you son of a whoring bitch! You won’t get off so easily! Edward. EDWARD, NO!”


The door burst open. Alex hovered in the frame, eyes wild.


“Get Josepha,” Darken shouted. “Quickly!”


Alex moved faster than humanly possible, flying off.


Debayne was twitching uncontrollably on the floor, frothy yellow foam spilling over his bloodless lips. His left hand gripped Stephane’s arm, the sinews sticking out of his pallid skin.


Alex came dashing through the door, careened on the floor and landed next to them, clutching Josepha’s med kit.


She sucked in a breath when she saw Debayne’s state.


The senator’s eyes focused on her, turning dazed, well-nigh mesmerized. One of his hands rose a couple of inches as though he meant to touch her face, then dropped back to the floor. His whole body reared up and he let out a horrible, gurgling sound, gasping as his face turned the darkest shade of purple. He wheezed, and Darken felt Death swooping through the cellar like a dark, silent shadow, bending over the senator for the final kiss. A fierce, flesh-tearing hunger claimed Darken. The need to kill, to reap, getting so strong he could barely stand it without bursting. He clenched his fists so hard his nails broke the skin.


Then it was gone and Debayne’s hand, which had held onto Stephane’s arm, fell to the ground, motionless.


Loud, running steps slapped against stone. His niece appeared in the door, red-faced and panting. But her services were no longer required.


Debayne was dead.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










RAIN drummed against the living room windows of the Dubois’ townhouse, rattling the glass in the frames.


Alex sat curled up in one of the armchairs with her knees drawn to her chest and stared out into the heavy deluge, her ginger tea untouched on the couch table, probably cold by now.


A low growl vibrated through the room, inaudible but to her shaper senses. Darken was pacing the length of the parlor like a panther which had been forced into a too tight enclosure, waiting for one of its keepers to come close enough to strike at.


Alex knew the feeling.


Upstairs, Stephane was trying to calm down his wife. Edalyne had gone into hysterics when she’d seen Debayne’s twisted body on the cellar floor, and Stephane was doing his best to explain the situation to her while dealing with his own fury and grief. Occasionally, they could hear one of them shouting through all the walls and floors that separated them.


Josy and Max were hunkering down on the floor beside the couch, quiet as two baby mice, half-heartedly pretending to be still working on the big wooden jigsaw puzzle they had been putting together before the gruesome news had shaken the house. Once in a while, one of them would glance up but, realizing nothing had changed, would quickly lower their head back to the puzzle.


Josy was white as a sheet and moving so stiffly she seemed about to snap like a brittle little twig under too much pressure. Even Max was too shocked to ask his usual share of inappropriate questions. The kid sat in a small heap, his favorite stuffed animal at his side, eyes wide, chewing his nails.


Everybody was feeling the storm inside the house as acutely as the one outside.


Which was hardly surprising. Now that Stephane’s parliamentary friend had decided to kill himself rather than help them unravel the Master’s shady dealings, they had an actual skeleton in their closet and nobody had a clue what to do about it.


They couldn’t exactly call the guardaí without turning another big spotlight on the Dubois family and on herself.


And what would they tell them anyway? True, we lured him here under false premises and interrogated him in the cellar, but his death was an accident. No really, it was. He killed himself, we had nothing to do with it.


Yeah, clearly not.


Or how about: He is dead because he was part of some super-secret organization that has been running for the past fifteen years without you ever getting wind of it. We were just trying to identify the head honcho called the Master. He was also involved in Governor Ferhus’ murder, which investigation we withheld valuable information from, but hey, we only did that so we could eventually expose everything ourselves. Please, you have to believe us!


Oh yes, the guardaí would fall all over themselves to believe them. They probably wouldn’t even let them finish their explanation before they were thrown in front of a judge’s bench. And with everybody howling for blood at the moment, Alex would make a convenient fall guy, the shaper who crashed the Summerball in the very year a member of the elite was killed. It simply fit the mold too well.


They couldn’t just make Debayne’s body vanish either and hope to settle things that way. Even though Darken insisted he could dig a discreet grave that nobody would ever find, Debanye’s absence would be noticed sooner or later. Maybe not tonight or tomorrow, but someone would eventually realize he was missing. And then? Lord Debayne had said he hadn’t told anybody he’d gone to visit Stephane, but how could they be sure? And even if it were true, somebody could have seen him on his way, or the coach driver might remember his face when it was plastered all over the news under the heading, ‘Have you seen this man?’.


Alex squeezed her shins.


It was a complete nightmare. They had hoped to finally get some answers, but instead they had gotten more death on their hands. It felt as if everything was slipping out of their grasp, and they hadn’t been holding on to much in the first place.


Alex dropped her head back against the armchair’s headrest and glared at the ceiling. Another murder investigation was just what they needed, especially one in which they were the main suspects. Sweet Jester, they were so screwed! If only she’d been inside the wine cellar instead of in the hallway. Maybe she would have been able to move fast enough to stop Debayne before he swallowed his poison pill.


Yeah, shoulda, coulda, woulda… Well, hindsight’s always twenty-twenty.


A flash of lightning ripped through the lead-colored clouds, illuminating the park outside for a split second before giving way to an even deeper darkness than before. Thunder rumbled in the distance.


Alex pressed her eyes shut, the forked outline of the lightning etched against the backs of her eyelids.


Debayne’s last words were running through her mind in a continuous loop, like puzzle pieces rattling inside a box. It was all there, she was sure of it. All she had to do was connect them the right way, and everything would finally make sense.


For the zillionth time, Alex ticked off on her mental fingers what they knew: Ferhus being murdered in the Royal Palace. Ferhus buying shares in the GemRock Consortium years ago while at the same time donating a shitload of money to the Maria Carvalis Prison Camp. An allegedly inoperative prison camp that hadn’t been inoperative at all.


Alex shuddered. The mere memory of the place gave her the creeps. Something dark and evil had taken place there. She could still feel its foulness on her skin like some cold, slimy patina that even the shower she’d taken hadn’t been able to completely wash off. She remembered the feeling of dead eyes watching them from the darkness, the silence heavy with accusation and despair as if the walls themselves had been wailing with thousands of unheard cries.


Misery and pain weren’t unheard of in a prison camp, especially one that operated a mine. Except the gem mine had been closed down and barred a long time ago. And yet the place had been running only a couple of days ago.


Gah! What was she missing?


No officially convicted criminals could have been sent there. No. Shapers. That’s what Debayne had said. They had sent shapers there. But why shapers? This had to be crucial.


Why would they bring shapers to an inoperative prison camp? Sure, shapers were tough labor force, but—as she’d already established—the mine hadn’t been operating. So, they hadn’t been sent there to work. Then what had they been doing?


Alex pictured the claw marks on the walls, the chains, the blood drains in the floor, and swallowed hard. The shapers had been tortured at that place, that much was for sure. But why? Why. Why. Why.


Alex was so frustrated she could scream. Just why did everything have to be so muddled? She felt as if her thoughts were running in circles like a mouse in a wheel, racing but getting her nowhere.


Money. Shapers. Pain.


And the GemRock Consortium making big profit with its jewelry business and lining the pockets of its shareholders.


Jewelry. Pain. Money. Shapers.


Shapers. Pain. Jewelry. Money.


Alex groaned and pressed her forehead against her knees, wishing it would provide some relief from her splitting headache.


Another bolt of lightning tore the sky right in front of the window, cracking like a jagged whip of energy, followed by a clap of thunder that shook the house. Alex jumped in her chair. Sweet Jester!


The storm had to be right above them.


A gust of wind pushed a heavy spray of rain against the window pane. Alex pulled her legs tighter to herself and watched the drops slide down the glass. In the gloom, they reminded her of tears. An ocean of tears. Almost as though the sky were crying for their misery.


She fixed her eyes on one of the drops and followed it with her gaze as it made its way down, down, down, catching another one on its way, then another and another.


Bathed in the golden lights of the living room, they sparkled like little diamonds and—


DIAMONDS!


Shit!


Alex leaped out of her chair so quickly that it crashed to the floor.


Darken froze mid-movement and spun around, eyes flaring like two crimson flames, ready to throw himself at the non-existent attacker.


Alex’s heart was thundering in her chest, pounding in her ears and temples. Her entire body was hot and cold at the same time. The most horrible idea had crossed her mind. But … no! That couldn’t be. It just couldn’t.


She realized everybody in the room was staring at her, waiting for an explanation. Her mouth was suddenly dry as cotton. She opened and closed it.


“I think I might … but that’s … just give me a sec.”


Ignoring their startled faces, she sprinted out of the room and up the stairs, past the bedrooms in one of which Stephane and Edalyne were still arguing at the top of their voices.


She reached her own bedroom, ripped open the door, skidded across the parquet and crashed to her knees in front of the dresser, bruising her skin but barely feeling it.


She yanked open a drawer and frantically flipped through the contents.


Nope.


She opened the next and the next, dumping their contents on the floor in a shower of silk panties, socks, hairbands, and other knickknacks, groping about them for what she was looking for.


She couldn’t be right. There was just no way in hell she could be right.


Please let me be wrong!


She emptied another drawer and cursed.


Oh, come on! Just where had she put it?


When she ripped open the next drawer, her fumbling fingers found a small paper envelope. Alex extracted it and rocked back on her heels. With trembling hands, she tore it open and shook the content onto her palm.


She stared at the thumbnail-sized, perfectly tear-shaped crystal resting on her palm. Her chest went tight.


Holding the jewel chip between thumb and forefinger, she rose to her feet and held it up into the light, the facets winking at her innocently. Nothing but a pretty little gem, but…


Alex closed her hand around it and raced back down, taking several steps at once and almost running over a startled Hector.


Darken was at her side the moment she flew through the living room door, catching her and steadying her before she did a nosedive on the slippery white marble.


His hands were burning hot on her shock-chilled skin. It felt so good that she wanted to lean into him, letting his warmth envelop her.


No time.


Catching her breath, Alex took a step back and showed him the crystal. The light sparkled of its clear facets, projecting a rainbow-colored diamond pattern onto the wall.


Darken frowned. “What’s that?”


“It’s the crystal I got from Roukewood. At the Summerball. With the invitation he sent me. Remember I showed it to you after the ball?”


Darken scowled at the crystal with distinct loathing. “You kept that stupid stone?”


Alex shot him a look. “This is hardly the right moment for a jealousy fit.” Yet her heart did a little dance of joy inside her chest. He was jealous—of Roukewood of all people! Foolish man! As if she could ever feel drawn to that slimy bastard.


“Why did you fetch it?” Josy asked. She had trotted over, Max in tow, and was surveying the little gem with a confused expression.


Alex opened her mouth and hesitated. Now that she was about to voice her theory, it suddenly felt completely stupid. This was crazy. She was crazy to even contemplate this. The whole idea was so mad.


She bit her lip.


But if there was just the slightest chance that her suspicion could be true, they had to know.


Alex took a deep breath. “Is there any way to verify what this is?”


And please, Great Mother, let me be wrong!
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THE bell chimed.


Darken opened the front door of Helton Manor on the first ring to find a very wet and very disgruntled Bartholomeus Farlow on the other side.


The kid pointed an accusing finger at Darken. “This had better be a real emergency, Forfeit!” He pushed his big, dripping, horn-rimmed glasses back up his nose. “Calling me out of bed and into this downpour! It’s raining cats and dogs out there if you hadn’t noticed. And since when do I do house calls, anyway?”


Darken slipped backwards and beckoned him in with a carefully neutral expression.


“I’m sure you won’t regret it. Did you bring what I asked you to?”


Barthi shot him a what-do-you-take-me-for look but still lifted the square leather case he was carrying in his left hand.


“Although, frankly, I have no clue why you asked me to bring all this. You’ve approached me with many uncommon requests these past few years, but you never needed my mineralogy knowledge before.”


“There’s a first time for everything.”


“Suppose there is,” Barthi said sourly.


Although Darken himself wasn’t quite sure why exactly he had hauled the young scientist out of bed and from the Pacified Zone to the Dubois country house in this weather.


After bolting out of the parlor like a crazed fury and returning with the crystal—Roukewood’s crystal!—Alex had been rather reluctant to share her thoughts about it with them. She called it a vague theory, probably nothing but folly, even tried to joke about it, but Darken could read her well enough by now to see that it was a front. He had no idea what she expected Barthi to find, but whatever it was, it was terrifying her. Only few things terrified the spider, and that was enough to alarm him. So instead of wasting time arguing, Darken simply had procured the coach and driven himself, Alex, Stephane and a handful of his brother’s most trusted guards hard through the storm to the family’s country mansion while calling a none too pleased Bartholomeus.


Despite his grumbling, Darken had counted on the kid’s curiosity to get the better of him, and he wasn’t disappointed.


Barthi stepped forward and shook himself like a wet dog, splashing droplets of water from his sandy hair all over the parquet floor.


“Great Mother, it hasn’t rained like this since the Great Flood of Ureal Peak!”


He shrugged out of his sodden coat.


Darken took it in exchange for a towel and the young man rubbed his hair and then rather unsuccessfully tried to dry his glasses on one of the corners.


Since the family hadn’t planned on visiting Helton Manor this week, most servants had gotten some time off, and the rest was at the townhouse in Ciradell. It was one of the reasons why they had chosen to hold this meeting here. Plus, for Barthi, it was only a stone’s throw away.


When Barthi was finally dry enough to stop complaining, Darken led him into the small parlor, the room where a couple of weeks ago, Alex had met his brother for the first time. The lights in here were warm and golden against the oppressive, rain-soaked darkness outside. That was about the only cheerful thing in the room.


Stephane hunkered in one of the chairs, visibly brimming with impatience, and Barthi ended up at the receiving end of his slashing gold-green stare. The kid flinched.


Well, patience had never been his brother’s strong suit.


Behind him, Alex leaned against a windowsill, long legs crossed at her ankles.


When Barthi’s gaze moved on to her, he blinked several times.


A wave of heated possessiveness washed over Darken, teasing the lethal darkness in his veins. His magic rippled underneath his skin in a soft, subtle question. Darken locked his jaw and forced it back into its iron restraints. He hadn’t been able to truly hold Alex since they had parted at the foot of Duncan’s Teeth—only secret little touches and stolen glances—and he wanted to wrap her in his arms and declare to the whole world that she was his, daring it to put up a challenge. Things being as they were, he had to settle for the promise that he would hold her later that night.


Barthi cleared his throat several times and performed an awkward bow.


“Milady. Milord.”


He put his leather case on the table, turned around and fiddled with his hands, clearly not sure what to do with himself.


“So—hem—what is it exactly that you want from me?”


Darken nodded at Alex.


She untangled her legs and pushed herself off the sill, striding over to Barthi. In front of him, she held up the thumbnail-sized crystal at his eye level.


“Can you tell us what this is?”


The look on Barthi’s face couldn’t have been any more baffled. He glared at Darken and said in a loud, incredulous whisper, “You called me through this deluge to do a purity check on a piece of jewelry?”


It wasn’t quite clear which bugged him more, the fact that he had gotten soaked or that his services were engaged for such a mere frivolity.


Darken’s expression remained pleasant, but his deep voice held a dangerous softness. “Humor the lady, will you?”


Barthi didn’t miss the slight change in intonation. He swallowed, then shrugged.


“Oh, well. Since I’m here anyway.”


He frowned at the crystal, shook his head, and plucked it from Alex’s fingers.


“Should be easy enough,” he muttered as he turned back to the table, clearly offended that he hadn’t been presented with a more daunting task.


The kid opened his leather case. Twenty by fourteen by ten inches, the case was covered in dark velvet tissue and contained several compartments that folded out in all directions like steps, holding an assortment of all kinds of different ingredients such as test tubes with liquids, tweezers, pipettes, gauges, needles, miniature drills, test strips, lenses and other obscure instruments. A true scientist’s game box.


Barthi slipped on a pair of surgical gloves, took off his glasses, and strapped a magnifying lens in a leather socket to his right eye, enlarging it to a ridiculous size, which made him look like a strange, lopsided bug.


The kid carefully wiped the crystal on a piece of soft, beige leather cloth, took a pair of pincers and held it aloft, bringing it close to his magnified eye.


“Color, clear. No visible inclusions,” he mumbled to himself, making quick scribbles on a pad while turning the stone this way and that. “At first glance, very high transparency, I’d even say flawless and … wow, that’s an extremely perfect cubic structure right there, quite exceptional … white streak, no residue … hm.”


Using several different tools, he prodded the crystal’s surface. “Extremely hard, too.”


After a couple of minutes, Barthi pulled off the lens and put his glasses back in place. He turned to Alex.


“Whoever gifted you with this, milady, must be very fond of you. The first visual and structural analysis suggests this to be a diamond. The real deal. And a rather high-carat one at that.” 


“Are you sure?” Alex asked. Darken didn’t think the rushed eagerness in her voice had anything to do with the possibility of having been gifted with a real diamond.


Barthi sniffed. “This is a preliminary analysis, lady. So, no, right now I’m merely making an educated guess. But that should be easy to verify.” He turned back to his set. “Just let me do another couple of quick spectral tests.”


Darken frowned. Sure, Roukewood was a rich bastard, and he’d undoubtedly been intrigued by Alex, but gifting her with a real diamond per letter? That seemed a bit much. 


Alex, on the other hand, appeared nearly relieved. The tension in her shoulders had eased a little, but worry was still etched into her sharp features, turning them fierce and hauntingly beautiful.


He returned his focus to Barthi, who had procured a small box of transparent material with two mirror-plates on both sides, which he filled with a pinkish liquid. He dropped the jewel into the liquid and when it hit the ground, magic ignited in a blue laser beam that slowly pierced the liquid from top to bottom and back up, scanning it. A tiny holographic printer which Barthi had plugged into a complicated network of glassy looking cables leading to the box rattled and spit out print on small sheets of crystalline paper.


“Curious,” Barthi muttered as he studied the scan results on the paper. His frown deepened the farther he read. Suddenly his eyes opened wide. “What in the name of hell—?”


The trickle of magic died away and the kid swiveled around to them, looking completely stricken. A steep line almost cut his forehead in two.


“Whatever this is, it’s not in any of my mineral databases,” he said incredulously. “It’s like no mineral I’ve ever encountered before. In fact, I’m not even sure it is a mineral. It has some sort of organic component to it, something I’d say almost fossil-like that—” He clamped his mouth shut as he realized how that must sound and fixed Darken with a reproachful gaze. “What kind of game are you playing, Forfeit?”


“I’m not playing games,” Darken said quietly. “We really want to know what this is.”


Barthi sniffed again. “Well, you got me there, Forfeit,” he said stiffly. “I can’t tell you what this is.”


“But I think I know what this is.” Alex’s voice was so soft, Darken needed the confirmation in her eyes to make sure she had truly spoken.


She had wrapped her arms around herself and her fingers were digging into her upper arms with enough force to leave bruises. She was staring at the crystal inside the liquid with intense repulsion. It reminded him of her expression when she had promised the Duke of Gomorrha her venom.


Alex raised her head and her wide, bottomless eyes found his.


“I believe it is shaper skin.”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










“WHAT?” The sharp question came from Stephane at the same time as Darken snarled, “Shaper skin?”


Stephane had deserted his chair and was now standing close to his brother, both eyeing the jewel chip as though it was a poisonous snake about to strike.


Well, perhaps it had been. Or a spider, Alex thought with thick revulsion.


Only the science geek, Barthi, didn’t seem particularly impressed by her statement. He snorted.


“Shaper skin, huh? And what would a lady like yourself know about shaper skin?”


Smartass.


“Well, sugar, I think wearing it every day might have something to do with it.” Alex leaned over and flashed her true eyes and teeth at him.


The young man let out a high-pitched scream and fell off the other side of his chair. He quickly clambered back to his feet, holding the chair between them like a shield.


“You—you’re—” His gaze flickered toward Darken. “S-she’s a shaper?”


“I daresay she just proved it quite spectacularly, don’t you?” Darken said mildly.


He turned to Alex and his face became terrifying. “Are you certain about this, Alex?”


She flipped her shoulders. “Of course, I’m not! How could I be?” She caught her image mirrored in one of the windows against the dark night and frowned at it. “Well, I guess there’s a way to know for sure.”


“No!” Darken’s deep snarl was so full of malevolence, Alex actually paused. He shook his head, stalking closer to her, all bottled up predator and silky danger.


“No, Alex,” he said again, his eyes blazing murderously red. “No way! You will not go through that ordeal again to prove this theory. There has to be another way.”


Despite her horrible suspicion, one corner of Alex’s mouth quirked into a half-smile. “Actually, sugar, I was thinking of comparing a sample of my living skin with the material of the crystal—if that is possible, of course.” Her eyes snagged to Bartholomeus, who was staring goggle-eyed between them. “But I’m glad we’re on the same page in that regard.”


Before Barthi had a chance to recover, Stephane cleared his throat. “I believe there is an easier way.”


Alex lifted one eyebrow. “There is?”


Darken’s brother folded his hands behind his back, looking somewhat sheepish. “Hector told me what you said to him about your skin and destroying it quickly. But, well, to be frank, with everything going on at the time, I, ehm, forgot about it and … well”—he coughed—“when we came back to it, it proved quite difficult, as you had predicted…”


“Her skin?” Barthi’s voice turned shrill. “What do you mean by ‘her skin’?”


Ignoring him, Darken leaned forward, focused on his brother. “Where is it now?”


Stephane sighed. “We didn’t exactly know what to do with it. It’s not something you can simply put into a trash can, is it? So, well, we stashed it in the attic for the time being.” He coughed again and didn’t look at any of them. “In the trunk with Maxwell’s old baby clothes.”


Darken nodded. “Alright, I’ll get it.”


Nobody moved or said anything until he returned a few minutes later, carrying her shed, crystalized skin over his arms like some kind of sheer, shimmering piece of folded cloth.


Barthi almost fainted at the sight of it.


Alex, too, felt nausea expand in her stomach. She could see the indications of her body’s shape as if it were a transparent, iridescent body suit. Hardened out fully, it glittered with thousands of colors, brilliant and bright in the lights—much like a diamond, indeed. Her gorge rose. Something so beautiful at the cost of so much pain. Automatically, her hand went to her belly where Scarface’s knife had penetrated her skin. A chill ran down her arms and she shivered involuntarily.


Darken carefully placed her skin on the table, and when he stepped back, his fingers brushed against her arm, warm and reassuring. She searched his face and found everything she was looking for in his eyes: understanding, comfort, love. As if he were the answer to all her questions. He knew what she was going through, and he was there for her. It was all she needed.


Alex pulled herself together and faced Barthi, whose eyes were fixed on her shed skin as if it might come to life any moment and strangle him.


“I was hurt very badly a few weeks ago and had to molt,” she told him, knowing there was no way to say this without sounding freakish, so she didn’t even try. “This is my shed skin. Can you verify whether it’s the same material as the crystal?”


Barthi’s throat worked convulsively as he stared at it, wide-eyed. “It’s dead, right?”


It took them a while to convince Barthi that the skin wouldn’t rise and devour him the moment he touched it. When he finally set to work, as Alex had prophesied earlier, it proved next to impossible to cut off a piece to properly examine it. Eventually, Barthi used a laser cutter, the kind used to process diamonds.


Alex strode up and down behind his chair, hugging herself while they waited for him to complete his analysis. 


Please, let me be wrong. Please, let it be something else. Sweet Jester, please!


The magic in the air evaporated. Alex felt her stomach drop. She turned.


Barthi was sitting with his hands in his lap, blinking at the wall with huge eyes.


“And?”


“It’s not identical”—Alex was about to release the breath she’d been holding for a painfully long time, when he added—“but it is definitely the same material.”


No! The reality of his words slammed into her with the force of a freight train. She felt as if the floor had been pulled out from under her feet and had whacked her over the head.


She couldn’t be right. This was a bad joke. It had to be!


Stephane folded his arms in front of his muscular chest. “You expected this,” he said to Alex, and his eyes narrowed slightly. “What made you think the crystal could be … shaper skin?” He stumbled a little on the word.


“Don’t you see?” Alex’s voice cracked, close to a scream. Hot tears pricked her eyes, less from pain than from fury. “Shapers. They bring shapers to that gruesome place and there they—they torture them so that they molt and then they use their skin to produce … this.” She waved her hand at the crystal.


Stephane let out a low, vicious curse.


Darken’s face lost all expression, its flatness being more frightening still. “Tears turning into diamonds sparkling on a woman’s palm,” he whispered. “It’s all in the Augur’s riddle if you know what to look for. Blayde was right. They make no sense until they finally do.”


Horror and bitterness mixed inside Alex until she felt nothing else. She spun to Barthi, who flinched.


“When we shapers molt, at first our shed skin is soft and flexible, a bit like rubber. In the course of a couple of days however, it completely hardens out and becomes, well, that.” She pointed to the crumpled, glittering mess of her shed skin on the table. “I suspect they use the hardening period to process it somehow, to turn it into fake jewels. You’re the science genius here. Does that seem possible, in your opinion?”


Barthi pushed up his glasses, sucking the inside of his cheek as he considered it, scientific curiosity dampening his initial fears. “From what I’ve seen here, and from what you’ve said, I suppose so. The material has unique qualities, but it also does have a strong structural resemblance to a diamond, as I discerned. Of course to process this”—he nudged her dead skin with his fingertips—“especially in large quantities, you’d need a lot of expensive equipment… A Sorovian Press would certainly work wonders here, and lots of magic catalysts. You would need a big facility, preferably somewhere remote—the magic needed to process these puppies would be felt miles away.”


“Like an abandoned prison camp,” Alex said softy.


Barthi nodded. “Yes, that would definitely do it. It would certainly provide the capacities to keep the subjects under control, wouldn’t it? And they often come with their own crematory. The standard vaporizing unit could be used to destroy excessive materials and the energy produced by it could be used to fuel the Press. An almost self-sustaining system.” He tapped his lower lip and shook his head. “The idea … simply fascinating.”


Everybody glared at him, and he raised his arms in defense. “In a purely scientific, gruesome kind of way, of course.”


Darken leaned his hip against the table. “So they used the camp to produce fake jewels made of shaper skin.”


“And they must have sold them through the Consortium,” Alex added. Suddenly everything fit together.


“Consortium?” Barthi repeated, looking startled. “As in the Prime’s GemRock Consortium? Could someone finally tell me what’s going on here?”


“Better for your own good if you don’t know everything,” Darken said.


The young man seemed about to argue, but Darken pointedly shook his head. “I think it would be best if you left now.”


Barthi twiddled his fingers and squinted at Alex from the corner of his eye. “I don’t suppose you would come to the Academia for a couple of tests, lady?”


“Barthi!” Darken snapped.


“What?”


“She’s a human being. Not a guinea pig!”


“But Darken…” Barthi whined. “This is a unique opportunity. Clearly you can understand … the sheer possibilities…”


“Forget about it.”


“Take the skin,” Alex said. “What?” She shrugged when Darken frowned at her. “I certainly don’t need it anymore, and here it’s just at risk of being found by someone. Let him tinker with it if he wants to. It’s the least we can do, after he helped us figure this out.”


“Thank you, milady.” Barthi seemed close to happy-tears. “Thank you so much. Thank you.”


He bounced on the balls of his feet the entire time they needed to wrap the skin in a bundle of cloth for transport—like some kid who couldn’t wait to get his hands on his favorite birthday present. When it was securely packed up and the young man was ready to go, Darken took hold of his arm.


“Barthi—one word of what you’ve seen and heard here…”


“Yes, yes, I know, Forfeit,” Barthi grimaced. “You’ll come for me, and I won’t like it.” He tapped his forehead with a shaky grin. “I have a good memory.”


Darken nodded and released him. Moments later the door closed behind him as he left into the still heavy downpour.
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ALEX stiffly clutched her coffee mug between her fingers and stared into the flames. Unfortunately, the crackling fire in the open-hearth fireplace didn’t do much to dispel the chill in her bones.


Right after Bartholomeus Farlow had left, Darken had vanished into his brother’s study to ‘bring Belaris into the loop’. Whatever that meant.


Alex and Stephane had silently moved from the small parlor to the more comfortable family parlor. While Alex had poured them all big mugs of coffee from the giant thermos they had brought with them from the townhouse in Ciradell, Stephane had lit a fire and then procured a bottle of whiskey from inside a wooden globe and laced the coffee with healthy doses of the golden liquid.


Alex didn’t protest. If she’d ever wanted to drink herself into a stupor, it was right now.


As their horrible discovery finally began to settle, the cold, shocked numbness in her slowly made way for hot, boiling fury. A fury that was aimed at a certain person.


“Roukewood!” She spat the word like a curse and slammed her mug on the table. “I should have known it was him.”


Cassius fucking Roukewood! Oh yes, she should have known.


And to think that she had pretended to flirt with the bastard. That she’d let him touch her!


Shaper-free was his province, yes? Well, now they knew where all the shapers had gone, didn’t they? It all made so much sense now. His anti-shaper campaign. His eagerness to get those freaking shaper regulations through the Parliament…


Oh, wouldn’t he just love to get them in place? If all of her kind were forced to be registered—or, even better, equipped with some sort of tracking device like dangerous dogs—he would just have to send out his flunkies and pick them off the street one by one to be ferried off to Maria Carvalis. A constant flow of fodder for his sick machinery.


And the trueborn elite would probably congratulate him on his good job at keeping the shaper population under control, blissfully unaware that many of them were wearing the very skin of those hated shaper-freaks on their ears and necks and wrists.


Bile rose in Alex’s throat, and she swallowed hard.


What had happened to the shapers that had been at the prison camp right before it had been cleared out the night before? Was there a mass grave somewhere deep in the mountains filled with the throat-slit corpses of nameless men and women nobody missed? Or had they used the crematory’s vaporizing unit to vanish their traces? Had the shapers been stuffed together in a little chamber and burned out of existence, perhaps alive and aware what was going to happen to them? Had there been children among them?


Thoughts that were too horrible to follow. Alex shuddered and sipped her coffee, glad for the burn of the whiskey in it. If someone had handed her the bottle, she would have downed it. To hell with the hangover!


“I should have figured this out sooner,” she muttered bitterly. Perhaps, if they had acted a bit quicker, some lives could have been saved.


Stephane settled himself in one of the armchairs, holding his mug in front of his body with both hands.


“For all we know, Roukewood might be a victim of circumstances,” he said quietly. “It’s possible that he bought the crystal at a jewelry shop and never knew what it was himself.”


Alex glared at him, incredulous. “You don’t seriously believe that, do you?”


Stephane snorted, his mouth twisting into an expression of severe disgust. “Of course not, but those are the kind of arguments we can expect from the guardaí’s investigation force and the Department of the Interior. Especially if Roukewood is greasing people in the right positions, which we must assume. We cannot become careless now.”


He gulped his laced coffee and stared ahead, thinking. “Right now, we cannot prove that our ‘crystal’ here ever belonged to Roukewood. We need to focus on the things we can prove.” His fingers tapped the mug in a sharp little rhythm. “We’re assuming that the ‘investors’ who paid money to the prison camp are compensated through their shares in the GemRock Consortium. It’s obvious that the Consortium must be selling the fake jewels in Arcadia, but how exactly are they being distributed? What are the names of the rest of the investors? What is Senator Roukewood’s positions in this enterprise? How could they hide the operation for so long? We need to be able to answer all these question before we bring charges against anybody. There can’t be any gaps or guesses. When we present our case, we must offer ironclad proofs and a close reasoning that leaves no other conclusions than the ones we’ve drawn ourselves.”


“And that’s what we’re going to give them,” Darken said from the door to the study.


Small whispers of magic rippled along his outline, leaking out of him in his fury. Against the dark rectangle of the doorframe he seemed to glow. He looked demonic—and beautiful. For a second, Alex forgot her own anger and just marveled at him.


“Belaris will request some more leave for the coming week.” Darken landed in the other armchair with a panther’s lethal grace. “If anyone can connect the dots for us, it’s him. The original company files of the GemRock Consortium might be inaccessible at the guardaí’s headquarters in Crona, but Belaris is confident he can hack into the database of the Department of Commerce and access the limited files stored there. They might not show the entire package, but they should at least give us a detailed overview of the sales and origin of every piece of jewelry that was sold by the Consortium in the past year. I have a hunch that there will be a big number of jewels with a rather dubious origin, and if we can trace some of them to their current owners, with Barthi’s data it should be possible to prove what they really are. Belaris will also procure a list of the company’s official shareholders and will check them for payments to the Bluetail Grand Theater. In a few days, we will be able to swamp the guardaí with so much evidence they won’t have a choice but to open a full-scale investigation.” He glanced at his brother. “Especially if we involve the press.”


To imagine that she might finally be cleared of her charges in a couple of days… Alex didn’t even dare hope for it. It simply seemed too good to be true.


“The press, huh?” Stephane rubbed his chin. “Something like that can backfire easily. If the timing isn’t absolutely on point, we will accomplish nothing but shoot ourselves in the foot. This will have to be planned very carefully.”


Darken flashed him a feral smile. “I have the fullest confidence in you, brother. You know how to handle the press. And we need the backing of the public. Once this scandal is out in the open, Roukewood—and whoever else is involved in this—won’t have a chance to weasel out of it. And if he should find a way”—his irises flared with bright crimson and a deep growl laced his voice—“I’ll kill that sick son of a bitch myself.”


Alex bared her teeth at him. “Get in line!”


Darken lifted an eyebrow at her. Slowly, he stretched back in his armchair, a sleepy, dangerous Forfeit smile curling his lips. “I bet I can beat you to him.” 


In the blink of an eye, Alex had vaulted over the couch table and was leaning over his chair, eyes ablaze with blue fire.


“He’s been torturing and murdering the Jester only knows how many of my kind,” she snapped. “I believe that gives me the superior claim to him.”


Darken cocked his head to the side, his voice dropping into that quiet, intimate purr that always produced a shiver along her arms. “That’s my feisty little spider. But I believe helping you at least earned me the right to share.”


With a mischievous smile, Alex bent forward until their lips were so close they were almost touching. “And if I’m good and share, what do I get?”


There was a slightly distressed cough. They both looked up, startled.


Stephane was staring at them over the rim of his coffee mug, mouth slightly agape.


Damn! Alex had totally forgotten that he was still in the room. Her cheeks turned hotter than fire. How could she have forgotten?


Stephane closed his mouth with a click. After a moment of awkward silence, he cleared his throat again, not quite looking at either of them.


“I … hrhm … I believe I should return to the townhouse. It’s quite late and … uhm … Edalyne has been in a right state after Edward … well, you know … right state…” He was studying his mug so intensely you were expecting it to do some kind of trick. “I should be looking after her, but … hrhm … there really is no need for you to come with me. No need at all. I … uhm … yes, I think it’s probably best if you stayed here for the night … give everyone a chance to calm down…” 


He cumbersomely put his mug on the table and rubbed his hands on the legs of his pants. “I don’t suppose there’s anything more we can accomplish here tonight, anyway. Might as well get some well-needed sleep.”


Getting to his feet, he finally cast Darken a small glance. “I should be safe enough with the guards, and I’ll send Hector tomorrow morning to pick you up.” It was worded like a statement, but it sounded more like a question.


Darken’s face showed no sign of any perceived double entendre. “I do appreciate the suggestion, brother. Sounds like a reasonable course of action to me.” 


Stephane gave the tiniest of nods, crossed the room with measured steps, and left the parlor. Less than two seconds later, Alex heard the front door fall shut.


She looked at Darken, and a slow grin spread on her face that was mirrored on his.


“Well, sugar,” she drawled, “it would appear we haven’t been quite as subtle about … us as we’d planned.”


The corner of Darken’s mouth twitched. “It would certainly appear so.”


Alex propped her hip against the armrest of his chair. “So, what are we going to do with all of our newfound freedom?”


Without forewarning, Darken grabbed her by the waist and pulled her down on top of him in the armchair. Alex’s heart flipped in her chest, lightning racing along every nerve fibre. Darken reached up and gently brushed her hair behind her ear, running his thumb along her jaw and over her lips, before cupping the back of her head and drawing her in for a long, lazy kiss. The warmth of his breath touched her mouth, and Alex didn’t hesitate to part her lips for him. His taste exploded in her mouth, reckless and fierce and intoxicating, like spiced wine and fire and wild adventures under the endless night sky.


The cold, tense knot that had built inside her chest during the last hour melted away, leaving behind nothing but heat and desire.


They broke apart slowly, the space between them crackling with heated energy. Alex braced her hands on Darken’s chest, slightly dizzy. Darken’s smile was the epitome of male smugness. Something hot and hard pressed between her legs, and she gasped. His smile widened, turning roguish.


“I can think of something.”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










DARKEN opened his eyes.


The soft glow of dawn suffused his bedroom with a silver light, casting a delicate, glassy sheen on everything around him as if the world itself were only just slowly waking up from sleep.


The room lay completely silent, except for the soft sound of even breathing beside him.


Darken slowly turned his head. Next to him, Alex was tangled up in the sheets, her body half-submerged in the dark, satiny covers, the soft veil of her pale blond hair fanning her face like a cloud of freshly fallen snow. Almost too beautiful to be true.


For a while, Darken did nothing but simply stare at her.


She was here. In his room. In his bed. It seemed impossible that it could be real. Impossible that she could really want him—a Forfeit.


And yet here she was, snuggled up to his side. He felt her shape molded to his beneath the blankets, smelled the alluring scent of her hair and skin, but somehow his heart was anxious to believe what his senses were telling him so clearly.


Darken watched her for a long time, lost in the quiet amazement of her presence, almost waiting for the world to catch up. Waiting for her to evaporate like a snowflake he’d once caught on his palm, resting there for a short, breathtaking instant, but bound to dissolve from the heat of his touch. Nothing but a wistful dream conjured by his most secret desires.


Minutes passed, transforming the world’s dress from silver to gold, and Alex was still there.


Mine. A small smile played on Darken’s lips. My Alex.


He brushed a strand of hair from her forehead, enjoying the simple pleasure of that innocent touch, and let his head sink back into the pillow, his eyes scouring the ceiling where shadows and shapes danced along the white paint, fighting battles and holding court—an entirely different world cast from dreams and fantasies. A world he’d dived into as a boy at the Order whenever reality became too much to bear.


He’d dreamed up a life in the shadows, a real life with family and friends and silly little things like barbecues and summer walks and romantic picnics at dawn while watching the sun rise over the surf of an open sea, knowing that being what he was, these ordinary things were forever beyond his reach.


His life wasn’t his to command. To believe he could wiggle free enough of the Order’s chains to have some kind of real life with Alex was a boyish dream. But the man in him… Oh, the man wanted it with just the same feverish longing.


Darken suddenly realized it was a tad too quiet in the room.


He raised his head, half alarmed, to find Alex awake beside him, looking at him with those big, blue eyes. Like gazing into a night-frosted lake touched by the rays of the morning sun. Bright. Startling. Mysterious. Beauty tinted with a hint of subtle danger.


He slowly let his gaze travel over her face, intent to memorize every little part of it: the curve of her slim, dark eyebrows, the bold line of her jaw, the cut of her cheekbones, the flutter of her long lashes fanning her cheeks…


A small, hesitant grin curved Alex’s lips, half game, half worry. “What?”


“Am I dreaming?”


Her sensuous lips pursed with mischief. “That depends. Do you want this to be a dream?”


“If this is a dream, I never want to wake up again.”


Alex rolled over until she was leaning over him, the silky tips of her white-blond hair tickling his bare chest. Her mouth bent close to his ear. “Wish granted.”


She tilted her head up and her lips brushed his, soft, warm and inviting. The kiss was chaste, almost innocent, a sweet promise that roused his heart from a long, lonely sleep. 


When she pulled back, Darken caught the back of her neck with one hand and kissed her back—yet there was nothing chaste about it. It was a deep, lingering kiss filled with painful desire and years of longing, imbued with a fervent need for salvation. He held nothing back, letting her know exactly what he was feeling inside.


Alex gasped against his mouth and grabbed his shoulders, grinding against him in a way that made a man lose all his senses. With a low growl, he clutched her tighter and kissed her again, hard and possessive, daring her to do something about it.


She melted against him. Her tongue slipped into his mouth and played with his, teasing, taunting, inviting him to chase her. Eagerly taking the invitation, Darken wrapped his arms around her lower back and pulled her against him, kissing her throat, her jaw, her cheeks, while his fingers explored her body, painting heat all over her skin. He drew a line up her spine to where in her true skin that subtle cross-marking would be. Alex moaned and arched her back, digging her fingers into his shoulder blades.


Darken grinned. Sweet Jester, he’d kill to get that sound out of her again. He’d do whatever it took to make her happy.


Need flooded his body, sharp and rapid. He felt himself rise and swell and the way Alex suddenly stiffened in his arms told him that she felt it as well.


She braced her hands on his chest, leaning back a little and giving him a wicked grin through her lashes. “Didn’t you get enough last night?”


Darken smiled and ran a finger from her chin along her throat and down her shoulder, making her shiver under his touch. “I don’t think I will ever get enough of this.”


Alex pursed her lips. “I must warn you then, sugar. I’m a shaper. We have very high endurance. You might not be able to keep up.”


Darken bared his teeth, somewhere between a grin and a growl. “Try me.”


Alex laughed, lightly tossing her head back. Darken used the chance to fasten his mouth to her exposed throat, leaving a trail of delicate butterfly kisses down toward that sweet spot right above her collarbone. Holding her in place with his teeth, he licked the sensitive skin, enjoying the little tremors running through her as he did so.


With one quick movement, he reached over and pulled her on top of him, so that she was straddling him. Among Forfeits, it wasn’t a preferred position for sex, although they often had to submit to it, at least if they were being restrained for the game at one of the Order’s convents. Sex was about power, about domination. About satisfying their need for release. Being the one on their back was a submissive position, giving the other party control while their deadly nature drove them to dominate, to exert power over their victims—the power over a living body almost as sweet as the power over a life itself. Darken, too, was no exception to that rule.


But with Alex, everything was different. He wanted to possess her and be possessed, to dominate and be dominated. He wanted to surrender every fiber of his being to her. Wanted to give her everything that was in his power to offer.


The vis-aural emitter in his adjoining workroom let out a series of chimes, signaling an incoming call.


An irritated snarl ripped from Darken’s throat. Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace, was it really too much to ask for a damn moment of peace?


Alex squirmed on top of him, trying to shift off him, but Darken pinned her in place with both hands, irises flaring red.


She arched an amused eyebrow at him, not the least bit intimidated. “Aren’t you gonna take the call?”


“No,” Darken snapped, his deep voice hoarse with desire. “Whoever it is, he can call back later.”


Alex bent forward and nicked his ear with her teeth. “You should go answer it, sugar. What if it is your brother?”


“I don’t care!”


Alex grinned before a hint of worry furrowed her brow. “What if it is something important? It could have something to do with Debayne…”


Darken dropped his hands from her sides and sighed. “Since when are you the reasonable one?”


“Because one of us has to be, and you obviously don’t intend to be that one.” She gave him a sly wink.


Darken growled. He’d said exactly the same thing to her up in Duncan’s Teeth. He needed to be more careful with what he said to her.


Alex playfully smacked his chest and rolled off him, stretching out on the covers next to him, supporting her head with one hand. It was a completely natural movement and as such, it couldn’t have been more painfully seductive. Sweet Jester, she was beautiful. Darken let his eyes glide over her exposed curves and hot desire returned instantly, pushing all reasonable thoughts into the background. His brother could go to hell!


When he reached for her, Alex laughed and slapped his fingers, nudging his leg with one foot. “Go! I’ll still be here when you come back.”


With a beaten growl, Darken slipped off the bed and swiped up his silken gray boxer shorts.


He pointed a finger at Alex. “Don’t move. I’ll be back in a minute.”


Her silvery laughter followed him all the way into the workroom.


Cold air assaulted his burning-hot skin as he entered the other room. The vis-a on the desk was still blinking madly, flashing bright blue. Whoever was trying to reach him, he was quite intent on it. It usually promised nothing good.


Bracing himself, Darken activated the emitter with a spark of his magic. Fully expecting to see Stephane, Darken blinked in surprise when it was Belaris’ face that appeared above the holographic projector. Surely he couldn’t have finished his research yet? Well, at least it wasn’t Steph calling with bad news about Debayne. He’d count his blessings.


The connection crackled, dissolving a little before becoming sharp again.


Darken grinned at his friend. “I hope this is important, bro, because there is a spider in my bedroom that solicits my complete attention.”


Belaris didn’t return the grin. It was then that Darken noticed the dark circles hugging his friend’s eyes, the tight, haunted look on his face. The tiny hairs on the back of his neck rose and cold splashed against his skin in a dark, terrible wave of foreboding. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.


“What happened?”


Belaris’ face twisted into a tormented expression. “They’ve put you on the blacklist.” A short pause. “I’m sorry, man.”


An icy dagger pierced Darken’s chest, killing the fire that had burned there only moments ago. Leaning back his head, he closed his eyes and swore viciously under his breath.


Why? His hands clutched the edge of the desk so tightly that the wood began to splinter. Why now when finally something good was happening in his life? How could this be happening?


Exhaling slowly, he forced his hands to unclench and opened his eyes. To his own surprise, when he spoke, his voice came out completely flat.


“On what grounds?”


Belaris grimaced. “The usual. You’ve gone postal and are an out of control psycho killing machine that is a danger to every walking, breathing soul in this country and needs to be eliminated at first sight.” He hesitated. “They seem rather afraid of you, too. Taking you out is a priority one mission.”


A priority one mission, huh? They must really want him dead badly. But why now? They had always wanted him out of the way. Why go through with it now all of sudden, and in such a furtive way? What had—?


Maria Carvalis! Darken squeezed his eyes shut. “They know I was at the prison camp, don’t they?” he whispered. Nothing else made sense. “They probably also think I was the one who breached the secret files.”


Belaris nodded, his image flickering again. “It would seem the only logical explanation.” He sniffled. “Although, personally I think they overestimate your hacking abilities.” His feeble attempt at humor lasted only for a heartbeat before his expression became grim again. “You know what that means, don’t you?”


Darken pressed his fingers against the cracks on the wooden surface of the desk. “If that’s true, we’ve underestimated the Master. If his reach is so long that he can command the Order for his purposes…”


His thoughts raced like galloping horses. They knew that he was on their tail, and now they wanted to silence him before he could reveal his findings to the public. Quickly and without creating a stir. It was also a less than subtle message to Stephane.


Darken had to admit using the Order as a means to get rid of him was an elegant way, making this an entirely internal affair, not giving him any chance to plead his case to the authorities. They went about it quite cleverly, too, he gave them that. If they had called him back to the Order now, so shortly after he’d visited the prison camp, he would have most definitely become suspicious. No, instead they just quietly added his name to the hit list, hoping to catch him off guard and do away with him before he even knew that he was being hunted. The only thing they hadn’t bargained for was Belaris warning him.


Yet, if Belaris knew…


Darken studied his friend, the sharp, pained lines around his eyes, the tense bulge of his jaw. His innards turned to ice. “They’ve assigned you, haven’t they?”


Belaris met his eyes, and Darken knew the answer before he spoke it.


“Yes. They have.”










CHAPTER NINETEEN










DARKEN stared at Belaris, completely shell-shocked, trying to make sense of his words, yet at the same time unable to accept them.


Belaris snorted. It was a bitter sound, full of pain and hatred. “I think it’s a pretty safe guess I was the first one they’ve approached with this matter. They’d so get off on me being the one to finish you.”


Oh yes, they would. It wasn’t a secret that he and Belaris were friends and even less of a secret that it had never sat well with the Order’s superiors. Another annoying little thorn in their flesh. Forfeits weren’t supposed to have friends or family. Their only devotion and loyalty was supposed to be to state and country.


What better way to discourage other Forfeits from walking the same path than having the friend kill the friend? If Belaris were the one to finish him on an Order assignment, it would be the ultimate betrayal, sending a clear signal to the others: whatever friendship they might consider having with each other, it ended where the loyalty to the Order began.


Their final triumph against Darken’s yearslong silent resistance.


The thought left a bitter taste on Darken’s tongue, but his resentment was directed at the Order, not at Belaris. It wasn’t like Belaris had a choice in the matter. Like any of them had a choice. They were all prisoners, bound by an invisible chain that was put upon them at birth with the laws of their caste. Obedience was their supreme rule. Any disobedience resulted in permanent retirement—at the bottom of a cold, unmarked grave.


Icy heat rushed through Darken’s veins, leaving him both feverish and shaking in his body. To think it would end like this…


How could he face his best friend on the battlefield and kill him? And how, knowing that with him out of the way, his family and Alex would be the next targets, could he not? They were putting him in front of an impossible choice, knowing exactly where they could hit him hardest and exploiting it ruthlessly.


Knowing that any show of emotion would only make this harder on both of them, Darken forced his features into an expressionless mask and looked up at Belaris.


“I understand,” he said softly. “I appreciate the heads up.” This alone was more than he could have asked for, considering the circumstances.


Belaris looked utterly confused for a moment, then his face distorted with indignation and rage. “Darken, if you really think I considered it even for a second, you’re more of an asshole than I ever thought!” 


Darken froze, his breath catching in his throat. “You disobeyed a direct order?”


Belaris raked a hand though his spiky blond hair, looking flustered. “Well, of course I didn’t exactly rub their noses in the fact that I had no intention to comply, or else I wouldn’t be here now, would I? Anyway, they’ll surely assign others soon, but since they were so eager to have me do it, I believe this should give you a head start to get your ass into hiding.”


Darken felt a warm rush of gratitude toward his friend, which was followed by a chilling wave of fear. As much as he would love to have Belaris on his side for this fight, it was a death sentence for both of them. He had so many deaths on his conscience, he couldn't bear the thought of adding the death of his best friend to this list. Even at the cost of his own life.


“Belaris, listen,” he said quietly, “I … appreciate what you are doing, I truly do, but as soon as they realize that you deceived them, you’ll be on the blacklist, too. I can’t ask you to throw your life away for my sake.”


“That’s the thing about friendship, Darken,” Belaris said with a wry smile. “You don’t need to ask. You were the one who taught me that, remember? And to be quite honest, I’m sick of this so-called life they so graciously allow us to live.” His expression contorted with loathing. “I’m sick of it all. Of their self-righteous faces, of the whip, of having to heel to their whistle like an obedient dog, eager for a treat. I’d rather die my own man than keep playing their puppet butcher any longer. And if I can piss them off on the way, all the better.” An impish grin curved his lips.


Darken pressed his fingers to his temples. “Can’t you be serious for once in your life?”


The grin vanished like a candle that had been snuffed out. “I am serious,” Belaris said quietly. “I’ve never been so serious in my life.”


Desperation choked Darken like a metal cord around his neck. “Belaris, please. Reconsider!” 


Belaris lifted an eyebrow. “So, you’d rather have me hunt you down and kill you? Having a death wish lately? I know a good psychiatrist I could refer you to.”


“If you do this, there will be no way back!”


Belaris crossed his arms and cocked his head to one side. “It might be shocking for someone like you, but I’m not only outrageously handsome, I’m also reasonably intelligent. I know the stakes. And, frankly, I don’t need your permission.”


Darken slowly shook his head, swamped by helplessness and pain. “Then we’re both dead men walking.”


“I never pegged you as one with a flair for the dramatic, but, yeah, that’s what I figured, too,” Belaris said. “So, I decided it was high time to pay a long overdue visit to the secret archives at the guardaí headquarters in Crona. I always wanted to know if I’d be able to hack my way into their system. They claim it’s impossible. Impossible, can you believe that? They are practically begging to be cut down to size.”


Darken’s head snapped up. “Belaris, no.” He shook his head vigorously. “Don’t. Don’t go there. The place is a freaking death trap. It’s just not worth it.” 


It was one thing to know that they would most likely not be able to escape the Order’s death squads for long, quite another to serve himself on a silver platter.


“I was there once,” he explained. “Even with your skills, you won’t be able to stay undetected. And the moment you set off the alarms, the entire place locks down. You’d be caught like a mouse in a trap.”


Belaris smiled at him, looking at once at peace and sad. “I know, Darken. I’m already in there.”


Darken rocked back. For a second, he couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. He felt as though he’d fallen off a racing horse in mid-gallop and landed flat on his back with the wind knocked completely out of him. The room around him lost its contours, blurring out of focus. He stared at his best friend, but all he suddenly saw was the face of the boisterous youth he’d met more than ten years ago.


Like in a time lapse, memories raced past his inner eye: he and Belaris, clasping each other’s backs, laughing about some kind of joke; Belaris, grinning his smug, superior grin from atop a stone wall, a picture of jauntiness; Darken, holding his friend as he screamed his soul out after killing an entire family on the Order’s command; sitting together in the sun in one of the convent’s inner yards, sharing bad coffee…


It hit home like a death blow. There would be no more coffees, no more laughter, no more rants. No more saucy jokes and slippery remarks. No more ‘I told you’s and ‘You bet on it’s.


Raw anguish surged up inside Darken and threatened to crush him like a giant, suffocating wave, but he used every bit of his power to force the boiling emotions back into the icy cage of his will, knowing better than to waste his friend’s sacrifice with sentimentalities.


Swallowing hard, he raised his chin. “How much time do you have left?”


Belaris flicked a glance to the side. “About ten minutes, fifteen tops. I’ve installed some nasty little surprises around the door controls. Without being overly presumptuous, I think it will take them a while to break my locking sigils.”


Darken clenched his fists below the table until he smelled blood before nodding with grim determination. “Make them count.”


A ghost of the old, familiar smirk flickered over Belaris’ features. “That’s my boy!”


His long fingers flew through the air, operating consoles on his side of the holographic projection. “I have extracted the files of the GemRock Consortium from the secure database,” he said with a feral expression on his face. “From what I can see here, it’s hardly surprising that none of this ever came to light—half of the fucking royal elite seems to be involved in this scandal! Governor Ferhus and Lord Debayne are only two names on a long list of shareholders who joined the Consortium shortly after the end of the war. And we’re talking well-known names here. Let’s see: Lord Tairen, Lady de Broigh, Lady Methuse-Lareigh, High Judge Fitzgerald…” His finger moved down in air. “The list goes on and on, most of them highly esteemed members of the elite, all silently profiting from the earnings of the GemRock Consortium.”


Darken whistled softly. Well-known names indeed. Belaris could have been reading the guest list for the Prime’s birthday party.


“Can you send me the list?”


Belaris made a face. “Wish I could, but I’m afraid just keeping the link stable is draining all the juices. Sorry, man.”


Not surprising. That he’d managed to establish a connection from inside the guardaí’s headquarters at all was a small miracle. Darken nodded. “Doesn’t matter. Just tell me what you got.”


He hurriedly procured a pen and paper and started writing down the names Belaris tossed at him, his face getting grimmer and grimmer as he listened. Not exactly half of the elite, but the Great Mother have mercy on him, those names! Each one more shocking than the last.


“There are also files with personal profiles for all the shareholders here,” Belaris went on. “It seems that some thorough research was conducted on these people, probably to sort out possible co-conspirators is my guess, and they have been selected with great care. You said they baited your brother’s friend Debayne with support for his sick son? Well, the data here indicates that most of the others were also … coerced to join the Consortium one way or another: scandals that were swept under the carpet, charges that were conveniently dropped due to some technicality, family members who suddenly got the desired position at their place of work… The reasons are different, but the incentives are always high, and they came with a price tag. A big one. Each file also contains a payment confirmation for a considerate sum that was paid to the Bluetail Grand Theatre or a comparable establishment.” Belaris’ voice turned into a dangerously sweet croon. “And we know where all that money really ended up.”


Oh yes, yes they did. In the infested bowels of the Maria P. Carvalis Prison Camp. Invested in torture and death.


“No wonder nobody’s made any efforts to expose this operation,” Darken muttered disgustedly. “They were all too busy covering their own traces.”


“And probably liberally paying shush money to everybody around them so that they would look the other way,” Belaris added with a grimace. “Did I ever mention how much I hate corruption?”


“Frequently,” Darken told him. He paused. “And Roukewood?”


Belaris’s expression became deeply predatory, more demonic than human. “Oh, you were completely right about that son of a bitch. In fact, he’s one of the big wheels in the Consortium. Interestingly enough, he’s only registered as a silent partner in the company, Which means…”


“…that his name doesn’t appear in any of the public registers,” Darken finished softly.


“Correct,” Belaris confirmed. “So, if I had checked the Consortium’s files at the Department of Commerce for instance, his name wouldn’t have popped up, and we would have been left with a few more question marks to ponder. And Roukewood isn’t the only silent partner.”


“There’s another one?”


“Mhmm.” Belaris bent forward with a malevolent smile. “You’re aware that Roukewood was big in the military before he changed to politics, yes?”


Darken nodded with a frown. What did the military have to do with anything?


“I bet you can’t guess whom he was best friends with during his time in the army.”


Darken uttered a sigh. “I suppose you’ll tell me in a moment.”


“Most definitely, and you’re not going to believe it.” Belaris flashed his teeth at him. “One of them was Lord Arlington Shinner.”


“Shinner, the Governor of the Northern Provinces Shinner?”


“The very same, yes. He also happens to be the other silent partner in the GemRock Consortium. An interesting coincidence, isn’t it?”


“Something tells me you don’t think it’s a coincidence at all.”


Belaris grinned the grin of a fox which had cornered a fat chicken. “You know me. I don’t believe in coincidences. Hold your hat, it gets worse.”


“Worse?”


“Oh yes. The third in the trio was none other than the big man himself, our dear Prime Gerald Beauchamp-Mareille.”


“Wait a minute. The Prime?” Darken grabbed the table with both hands, all of a sudden needing its solidity to keep him steady. “You’re saying the Prime is involved in this, too?”


“The papers don’t lie,” Belaris said with a silken shrug. “The evidence is all there.” He flipped through a couple of screens. “The army has always been a rather private bunch, and not much of Gerald’s time in the military is known to the public—well except for him being a bloody hero and all that mass-moving bullshit.” He fidgeted with the controls. “But the personal files in these archives are deep wells of insights. Apparently, Shinner, Roukewood and Gerald were as thick as thieves in their younger years. An inseparable trio, and with a great penchant for risk and excitement, too, if these reports are to be believed. Not a dangerous mission they didn’t volunteer for. And not much for following rules and orders either, these three—not that you and I have a right to fault them for that. In their files, decorations battle themselves with disciplinary measures.”


Roukewood, Shinner and Prime Gerald—old army buddies? Who would have thought?


Darken had wondered over and over how an operation like the Maria Carvalis Prison Camp could go undetected for so long, but if the Prime himself held his protective hand over it…


“I would never have guessed that these three were close friends.”


“I believe that is the idea,” Belaris said with a flick of his hand. “After our Old Prime Willem died shortly before the end of the war, Gerald had to drop out of the military and pick up the political reigns. Officially, the three of them broke ties then and went their separate ways, yet it seems they never forgot the good ol’ times. In fact, from what I can see here, I would say that they are very intent on bringing the merry triangle back together, only now in a different arena.”


Darken stiffened. “How so?”


Belaris lifted his eyebrows. “Only a couple of months after Gerald’s installation as Prime, Shinner left the military—quite surprising at the time, considering his good standing and his known affinity for the military life—and started a political career instead. Granted, it took him a couple of years, but he eventually ended up winning the gubernatorial election and became the Governor of the Northern Provinces. And he’s kept this post for the past six years, a tenure that might not be unusual per se—but Shinner? Please. They call him the Orvelian Butcher on the quiet. The man isn’t exactly famous with the masses. Not like the Prime or like Robert Ferhus was, for instance. Still, no-one has managed to shoulder him from his seat since. One wonders how he achieved that.”


“You have a theory?”


“You bet I do.” Belaris zoomed in on a file with a motion of his fingers. “If you take a closer look at the circumstances of Shinner’s success story, you’ll notice that it is marked by the highly convenient elimination of his competitors from the election campaigns. A couple of unexpected abdications, several unfortunate accidents, and a high number of surprising and very inexplicable deaths. Looking at the big picture, his rise to power blazed a nice little trail of destruction through the ranks of the trueborn elite. And knowing what we know about the Maria Carvalis Prison Camp, I would bet that shaper venom has played a major role in many of those oh-so unfortunate deaths.”


Darken let the words sink in. Alex had once told him how valuable shaper venom was on the black market because of its effectiveness, and because it was so extremely hard to detect. It was easy to imagine that those who tortured shapers to force them to shed their skin would also extract their venom when they were already at it and had no qualms about using it, either. And the rest of it was probably sold on the black market.


His hands curled into tight fists.


Belaris acknowledged his anger with a tilt of his head. “And the competitors who weren’t murdered were most likely blackmailed or bribed.” He shook his head. “The Consortium must be a real cash cow to keep an ass like Shinner in the seat for such a long time. Bribes are expensive, especially at such a large scale.”


“As is campaigning.” Darken exhaled softly. “There has always been a certain truth to the assertion that the wealthiest man in the room often wins the election. He can just bleed the other candidates dry.”


“That rule of thumb certainly worked for Lord Arlington Shinner so far.”


“And now it’s Roukewood’s turn,” Darken said softly.


“And now it’s Roukewood’s turn,” Belaris agreed. “Our dear senator of Tezeth left the military around the time when his buddy Shinner became Governor of the North and he, too, made a startlingly rapid ascent despite his sometimes radical opinions. The pattern of his rise is also quite comparable to that of Shinner. Most notably, Lord Kelephan, his predecessor as senator of Tezeth, who should have been the one to compete in the election for the governor post this year, sadly died of his cancer even though he’d made such a remarkable recovery in the previous months. His unexpected death was what gave Roukewood the opportunity to run in the election this year already.” 


Belaris tapped his forefingers together. “If Roukewood were to become the governor of the Southern Provinces, the triangle will be once more complete, and this time they will be the rule makers, not the ones following orders.” He cast a glance at Darken. “At least now I understand why they are so eager to oust your brother from the election by all available means. He would pose a real threat to their operation. Devilier they might be able to keep in line till the next election in which Roukewood could make a new attempt, but your brother? I doubt he is open to bribes, and I don’t see him responding well to threats either. Being governor of the South would provide him with access to a wide range of classified information, and they simply can’t risk him poking his nose into their business. It would most certainly—”


An explosion went off at Belaris’ side of the projection, pounding Darken’s eardrums and making him wince like a tasered dog. For a second, the image crackled, before flickering back into shape, Belaris’ outline slightly distorted around the edges.


Darken’s heart thundered, the adrenaline in his bloodstream whispering to the deadly currents of his magic. Heat flooded his veins with a lethal darkness. “Belaris, what’s happening?”


Belaris grimaced. He appeared unharmed. “That was my welding sigil, I think.” He frowned to his right where, Darken suspected, the door to the chamber was located. “They must have finally managed to break it but triggered the explosive charges I hid in it. Damn, I thought that one would hold a little longer. Still, I think twenty-three minutes is breaking some kind of record…”


“Belaris!”


“What? A man needs some sort of legacy, doesn’t he? Anyway”—he turned back to Darken—“I also took the liberty to throw a quick glance at the Consortium’s accounts. Big surprise, the bulk of the jewels sold by it is imported from Tharsis. To be expected really, but the import prices seem strikingly cheap to me. It is my guess that they ship the shaper skin ‘jewels’ they produce at the Maria P. Carvalis Prison Camp across the border to Tharsis from where they are sold to the Consortium through a face handler and then imported into Arcadia to be distributed through the Consortium along with the real stuff.”


Darken slowly shook his head. “And if anybody ever has a complaint about the quality or authenticity of a piece of jewelry, they could just blame it on their procurers in Tharsis and be off the hook.”


“Quite ingenious, the whole thing,” Belaris said.


“Ingenious, indeed.”


Another explosion rattled the room on Belaris’ side, this one even louder than the previous. Belaris ducked his head with a curse. His outline became distorted and the projection flickered, dangerously close to breaking.


Muted, Darken heard shouts and something that could’ve been gun fire and then the high, shrill sound of—


“Are they trying to drill their way in?”


Belaris puckered his lips. “It seems they have realized that trying to break my sigils is too costly for their numbers. So instead of defusing them to get through the doors, they have now moved on to ripping out the entire wall.” He gave a disgusted shake of his head. “All the pride of the country’s guardaí force in one place, and they have to revert to brute force! I must say, I feel almost sorry for them.”


The shouts and drilling blasts endured, sending waves upon waves of rippling blue energy through the projection, frazzling the image.


“They are almost through. There’s not much time left.” Belaris leaned toward the console, his expression becoming urgent. “Listen, Darken, you’ve always said that we can be better. That we can be more than just the killers they see in us. And I hope you’re right. I hope things can … change. But, Darken, I’m a goner. I’ve been for a while now.” A sad smile crossed his face that made him suddenly appear so much older than his years. “All the people I’ve killed … all those lives…”


He closed his eyes for a second. “I can hear their screams, Darken. I can see their faces. They follow me day and night. They never sleep. Never.”


He shuddered, and the haunted look in his eyes intensified, becoming a window into a tormented soul. Darken’s lips pressed together, choking back the pain of understanding he was feeling in his heart.


Belaris raked a shaking hand through his hair. “I want to go when I’m still myself, you know? When I’m still me and there is still a shred of humanity left in me. Not needed to be shot down like a rabid beast that cannot tell friend from foe.” His gaze found Darken’s, holding it with its intensity. “I have killed so many in the name of the Order, and I never had a choice about it. But this time, I have. I might only have one life to give—and the Jester knows it’s not nearly enough to balance out all the despair I caused—but it is mine to give. My life, my choice. And I’m giving it for you, Darken.” He rushed on when Darken opened his mouth. “This is my gift for you. Don’t waste it. Survive. Find a way to make a real life. For yourself. For both of us.”


Darken’s throat became so tight, he could barely squeeze out a word. “Belaris, I—”


“I know, man. I know.” Belaris’ eyes were glistening brightly. He reached out. Darken raised his hand, too, and their fingers touched in the air, blending into each other’s, separated by hundreds of miles yet connected through space by friendship. “It’s been glorious Dark. I couldn’t have asked for a better friend, or brother.” 


The shrill drilling noise grew louder. Shots sounded to Belaris’ right, coming in rapid succession.


Boom! Boom! BOOM!


Darken flinched. Probably grappling hooks being shot into the wall to tear it down. Belaris’ gaze flickered in that direction, then back to Darken. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the sound of the magic-fueled drills. “Do me a favor, will you?”


Darken didn’t hesitate. “Anything.”


“I left a little package at the usual spot. Can you see to it that my sister gets the small blue box from it?”


Darken nodded. “I’ll make sure she gets it.” Somehow he would. He might not have any idea how he would survive even the rest of this day, but somehow he would make sure of it.


Belaris released his breath as though a great weight had been taken off his shoulders. “Thanks. And Darken?”


“Yes?”


Crimson flared in Belaris’ eyes and a smile curved his lips, cold like a frozen blade and maliciously sweet. His killer smile. The words spilled from his mouth in a lover’s croon, “Make them pay for what they did!”


The familiar deadly heat seared the inside of Darken’s skin, setting his soul on fire with a sharp, all-consuming hunger, yet this time he welcomed it, reveled in it. He returned the smile. “You bet on it.”


Belaris winked at him. “I always bet on you.”


Something broke with a sharp crack and then stone smashed against stone in a cascade of ear-deafening thuds. Belaris jerked around with his arms raised, shrouded in a coat of slithering black darkness, and unleashed a torrent of death.


People screamed.


Wood shattered.


Shots pelted the walls in a quick staccato.


Above it all, Belaris was laughing wildly.


The projection flickered. More shots popped, uncontrolled, as if someone was firing blindly around without aim, biting chunks of wood and stone from furniture and walls. Something metal rolled over stone and clinked against a table leg.


An explosion flared. The holo-image turned blindingly white for an instant. Darken reflexively raised a hand to shield his eyes and swore. He couldn’t see. Could do nothing but helplessly listen as Belaris’ wild laughter turned into a fierce battle cry that was drowned in gunfire.


Suddenly the gunfire stopped.


Darken dropped his hand and lurched forward with a howl, trying to reach for his friend, trying to do something, but the transmission was gone, and all he saw was his own horrified image reflected on the polished wooden surface of the table.


Pain seared his heart, hot and sharp, turning his innards into mush. Darken staggered against the nearest wall, pressed a fist against it and bowed his head, his mouth filling with a bitter taste. The ashes of dreams and regrets.


“Belaris,” he whispered as the tears began to fall. “Oh, Belaris.”










CHAPTER TWENTY










ALEX’S fingers slid off the doorframe as she slowly approached Darken in the half-dark of the workroom, her thin robe flaring softly behind her in the light draft.


Darken had dropped into a chair and was hunched over a small table with his head buried in his hands and his shoulders shaking in silent agony. Through her sensory threads, Alex could feel his pain. It pulsed out of him in wave after wave of heart-rending anguish, rippling over her skin like invisible flames. It was a pain so raw and deep that she wanted to double over and whimper like a child.


Her bare feet came to a stop beside his chair. She hesitated, not sure how he would react to someone invading his grief. Not sure if he would want her there with him right now.


Sometimes you only realize you need something the moment it is given to you. Rachel’s never-failing wisdom. All her life, Alex had pretended that she could face everything alone and that she needed no support from others, but the truth was, if their roles were reversed right now, of all people in the world, she would want Darken to be with her. Just to be with her.


She reached out and gingerly touched his arm. “Darken…”


He raised his head. The look of pure agony on his face almost tore her heart in two.


“Alex.” Her name came out in a hoarse whisper, a desperate plea in the brittle silence around them. “Alex.”


She bridged the small distance between them and he pressed his face against her stomach, his arms winding around her waist, clutching her so tightly she could barely breathe. Alex’s fingers fisted in his hair, getting tangled in the silky raven strands.


“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, her own throat thick and tight with pain. “I’m so, so sorry.”


Her head pounded and her mouth was so dry even breathing hurt. Belaris—dead? Her brain simply refused to process it. The last time she’d seen him, he was so full of life, brimming with mischief and jokes, ready to take on the world with nothing but arrogance and charm. And now he was gone. Just like that. A star that had been burned out of the night sky, leaving behind nothing but a vast, expanding darkness.


There were no words to make this right again, nothing she could say that would fill the raging emptiness of loss inside him or make the past few minutes unhappen, so she simply held him, and hoped that it was enough.


After several minutes, Darken leaned back.


Alex blinked, completely taken aback by the sudden change of expression on his face. Instead of the pain that had raged there moments ago, it showed nothing but icy calmness, glazed with a hint of chilled red fury. A cold mask carved from gold and marble. As if there was an off-switch to his feelings, and he’d just pressed it.


His dark, cavernous eyes found hers and she could barely suppress a shudder. A dangerous red glow smoldered at their vast bottoms, waiting for the merest mental gust of wind to flare up.


“I suppose you heard everything.” Even his voice sounded expressionless.


“Yes,” Alex said softly and pointed to her ears apologetically. “Shaper hearing.”


Darken just nodded as if she’d confirmed something he’d already surmised. His hands slid from her sides and he abruptly rose to his feet, wordlessly moving toward the bedroom.


Alex followed him, startled.


When she reached the doorway, he had already put on his black denims and was slipping into his shirt.


Alarm lashed through Alex. “What are you doing?”


Not glancing up, Darken swiftly fastened the buttons of the black shirt.


“You heard what Belaris said,” he said, the slight jerk of a muscle in his jaw at the mention of his friend’s name the only indication that he was not chiseled from stone but still a man of flesh and blood somewhere underneath that glacial mask. “I’ve been declared rogue, and the hunt has already begun.”


He sounded so calm, so even, he could have been talking about the weather. Alex wished he would scream, rage, tear down the walls—anything but this frightening, eerie calmness.


“I must leave immediately.” He shook out his shirt sleeves. “They will be able to trace the communication back and this will be the first location they’ll come looking for me. This place isn’t safe. Neither will be my family’s other properties. Everybody near me will be a target, that’s why I need to get as far away as possible.” He paused and there was the merest flicker of emotion crossing his face. “Belaris died to buy me time to escape, and I don’t intend to waste his sacrifice.”


It sounded like there was more behind those words, but he didn’t say anything else before turning and pulling a zipper on a camouflaged carryall.


Alex puffed out her breath, feeling slightly steamrolled. Now this was an unexpected development, but then, her life had always been a series of unexpected developments. She could handle it. As long as she was with Darken, it would be okay. Even if it meant being on the run again.


Part of her argued that they should contact Stephane first before doing anything overhasty, but Darken also had a point. Any minute they wasted likely brought his pursuers closer. She knew the rules: get out of immediate danger, make a safe base, come up with a plan. Survival was the prime directive, or you could just as well throw in your hand immediately.


Alex inhaled. “Alright, sugar, just let me quickly grab a few things from my room.” She paused, considering. “And since it sounds like we’ll have to slit a couple of throats, we better stash up on weapons, too—”


Within a heartbeat, Darken had crossed the room and was right in front of her, holding onto her wrists with bruising force.


“Alex, no!” His eyes burned into her like furious red candles. “You’re not coming with me.”


She bared her teeth at him and yanked at her arms clutched in his steel-vise grip. “Damn right I’m coming with you! If you really think I would let you face them on your own, you must be out of your mind.”


Darken’s voice rumbled with deep thunder. “Haven’t you been listening to anything I’ve just said? The entire force of the Order is on my heels. I’m leaving, so that the rest of you will be safe!”


“I heard you very well the first time,” Alex snapped back. “And I don’t give a damn about safety. But it so it happens I give a damn about you!”


Darken pressed his eyes closed, gritting his teeth so hard that the sinews in his neck were standing out. “Alex, please.” His voice was shaking from the effort to keep it under control. “Don’t make this any harder for me than it already is.” The mask cracked and pain flickered in his eyes, coated in desperation. “I need to know that you’re safe. Please. Don’t fight me on this one.”


Alex realized that this was probably the closest he would ever come to begging, but she was too damn mad to cut him any slack for it.


“The only person here making anything harder for anyone, is you!”


Darken’s hands clenched into tight fists at his sides. “Why do you have to be so damn stubborn?”


“That’s rich, coming from you!”


For a second, Darken looked like he was about to shout something back at her but then instead, his jaw tightened and his eyes turned as hard as blood-red diamonds. “You’re not coming. End of discussion.”


He turned on his heel and reached for his carryall.


Excuse me?


Alex curled her fingers to keep her claws from accidentally gutting him. “This wasn’t a discussion,” she squeezed through her teeth. “A discussion requires actual arguments. At the moment, you’re just throwing your balls around!”


Darken shouldered his carryall in a quick, fluid motion and reversed, his face carved from a glacier.


“This isn't open to debate.”


Oh, we’ll just see about that!


He made a move for the door, but Alex slid forward on quick spider legs, blocking his way.


“What’s your fucking problem?” she demanded to know, shifting with his movements when he tried to circumvent her. “What’s this really about, sugar? Do you think I would slow you down? That I would be a vulnerability?”


His gaze was hard and merciless. “Yes.”


Alex recoiled. His word sliced into her like a poisoned dagger.


“You’ve got to be kidding me!” The hurt quickly spawned into anger that tore through her restraints like hot knives through butter. “If I remember things correctly, I saved your lousy ass at least as often as you saved mine during these past weeks. I would be a freaking asset! So, do me a favor and jog my memory, but in what reality exactly did I give you the impression that I am a little damsel in need of protection?”


Darken was looking at her with a strange, tormented expression. “I’m aware that you don’t need my—or anyone’s—protection.”


“Then why won’t you take me with you?” Alex yelled at him.


“Because I love you, you stubborn, snarly woman, and I don’t want you to die!” Darken roared.


Alex froze and stared at him, speechless.


Darken let out a growl, tossed his carryall to the side, grabbed her arms, and kissed her. It wasn’t a gentle kiss. He kissed her as though the world would end tomorrow and this was his only chance to prove to her that he meant it. It was a kiss that set her on fire, that left her dizzy and empty and yearning for more. Hungry for a thousand lifetimes.


The world started spinning around her, yet she wanted more, more, more. She wanted to stay with him right there, poised on that burning edge between heaven and hell, floating in a flaming sky bristling with lighting.


He snapped back and Alex staggered, trying to catch her balance—and her breath.


Darken’s eyes were on fire. The mask had shattered and she saw the man underneath the armor. A man so full of tormenting emotions that he needed to keep them contained for the time being if he didn’t want to break under the strain and so he could do what needed to be done. That he’d let it down for her sake must have cost him.


They were standing so close she could feel the searing heat from his body seep through the layers of clothes between them.


Darken’s eyes slowly wandered over her face, his gaze tormented. “Don’t you get it, Alex? You are my vulnerability.” He cupped her head in his hands, his rough thumbs stroking her cheeks. “I love you, Alexis Harper. Your life matters more to me than anything.”


He closed his eyes. “I want you to know that I don’t regret any of what happened. I just wish we’d had more time.”


He said it as if it was already over. Well, not if she had any say in it.


Alex swallowed. “Don’t worry, sugar, I’m planning on sticking around for a long time and being a real pain in the ass. You’ll have your regrets.”


A harrowed smile flickered over his lips. “I don’t think there’s another woman like you in this world.”


He dipped his head down and his lips touched hers again, yet this time their touch was soft, fleeting, as if he was already halfway gone. They tasted so much like goodbye Alex wanted to scream.


They broke apart slowly, their gazes locked upon each other’s.


Alex’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Now there’s no way in hell I’m possibly letting you go without me.”


Pain washed over Darken’s features, sharp and desperate. He opened his mouth, but Alex quickly stifled the coming protest by sealing his lips with her own.


He stiffened for a second before reluctantly giving in to the kiss. Alex didn’t give him any chance to regret it. Using every trick of seduction she knew, every bit of emotional blackmail, she stroked the fire inside him, teasing him, while spinning her silky little web. She let her tongue dance with his until she felt him relax a little. Until she felt his grip on her ease.


Putting one hand on his chest, Alex brushed her lips across his cheek as she leaned toward his ear.


“I’ll just need a minute.”


His eyes flew open, and he made a grab for her, but Alex had already broken away and scurried to the door. Not giving him any chance to keep arguing, she bolted out of his bedroom and flew down the hall toward her own rooms, her bare feet barely touching the floor.


Her guest rooms waited for her, clean and untouched, bathed in the pale morning light that sifted through the blue curtains. Last night, when they had driven over from the townhouse, she hadn’t brought a lot of things with her—expecting to only stay the night, if that—but her guest rooms at Helton Manor were equipped with all the basic necessities, anyway, given how much time she’d spent here during the last months. Not that she needed much. She was used to traveling light. Weapons usually took up most of her capacities, and this rodeo promised not to be much different in that regard.


While hastily putting on the most functional clothes she could find, Alex plowed through the rooms and threw everything she might need into her backpack: toiletries from the bathroom, underwear, socks, spare clothes, hairbands, the crayon drawing Max had made for her, showing her jumping through the trees on spider legs. Granted, the latter might have been a little sentimental but it didn’t really take up any space, so—screw it! She had no idea how long they would be on the road and she wanted something to remember the kids by.


Despite the shock and pain of Belaris’ death and the prospect of a potentially deadly lam, her chest hummed with a soft warmth. He’d said he loved her. Alex couldn’t stop her lips from splitting into a wide, goofy grin. Darken had said he loved her. She actually got the shivers just remembering the look in his eyes when he said it. Oh, she’d known that he’d been burning for her, that she was more to him than just a casual sex affair, but love? Her entire body tingled giddily in response to the thought.


Darken Dubois-Léclaire was in love with a shaper girl, how about that? If she didn’t have to hurry packing, she would have jumped through her room and pumped her fists, calling ‘woohooo’ like a teenager asked out on her first date. It occurred to her that she and Darken had finally confessed their feelings for each other during Midsummer Night, shortly after she’d danced around the enchanted apple tree. Oh well. She would never again take trueborn superstition lightly.


Alex squeezed a bra next to her med kit and shook her head. Stupid man! To think that she’d let him go alone. It was rather sweet that he wanted to protect her. Sweet but foolish. He stood a much better chance if they were together, that was a simple fact. They would watch each other’s backs just as they had in the Scarlet Mountains and in Duncan’s Teeth, and somehow they would come out of this alive.


A soft tingle of magic brushed against her. Alex froze with the full backpack in her hand. A chill ran down her spine. They couldn’t be here yet, could they?


The spider growled softly and arched its spine, sampling the energetic currents in the air, tasting the magic. There it was again, a gentle tingle, shy like the first raindrop that preceded a coming downpour, and almost as easy to miss. Slightly familiar, too.


Alex concentrated. She was hit by another wave of magic. Definitely familiar. Almost like—


The backpack slid from Alex’s fingers, hitting the floor with a thud.


No! No no no no no!


Vaulting over the wicker chair, Alex dashed across the hall to the opposite room, wrenching the cream and gold brocade curtains aside and ripping them down in her struggle.


Down below to the left, the garage door flew open and the charged hover-cycle jumped out like a rearing stallion made of metal and magic. Exhaling a burst of blue energy, it raced up the driveway at full speed, Darken bent deeply over the handle bar, and vanished between the trees.


“Noooo!” Alex hammered her fist against the window frame. It snapped with a nasty crack, spitting splinters into the air.


No. She stared at the empty driveway, her pulse pounding in her ears. No, it wasn't real. It couldn’t be real. Her eyes must have played a trick on her. He wasn’t gone. He wouldn’t have left without her.


Her threads burst out of her like attacking snakes, slithering through the cracks in the walls, racing along the floors, probing every room in the house, searching for a sign of his presence, anything that would disprove what she’d just witnessed. Just a flicker of life.


Nothing. 


She pushed her threads farther, spinning them out, out, out, beyond the boundaries of Helton Manor, farther and farther, thinner and thinner.


Sweet Jester, please! He had to be there. Had to—


Her threads snapped with a sharp mental pop, and she stumbled backward as if hit over the head with a baseball bat. Blinding pain exploded behind her forehead, and for a second glimmering black dots filled her vision. Her fingers grabbed the window sill to keep her steady.


When the world slowly regained its shape, something wet touched her lips. Alex slowly raised her hand to her face and then stared, stupefied, at the blood smearing her fingertip. Her gaze went past her fingers to the empty driveway again.


Darken was gone. He had told her he loved her and then he had left. Without her. Without goodbye, without another word.


He said he loved her and then he’d left her.


Why? Why would he go without her?


His deep voice echoed through her memory, brimming with agony and resignation—speaking to Belaris when he insisted on joining his fight. Then we’re both dead men walking. 


His eyes, boring into hers, only moments ago. I just wish we’d had more time.


The realization struck Alex like lighting. To die! He’d left without her because he didn’t expect to survive this. He wasn’t planning on coming back.


It burned through her like fire. He wasn’t coming back to her.


For a blazing second, Alex’s entire body went scorching hot before going ice cold. Her fingertips tingled. A high ringing filled her ears, making her dizzy. The world became too bright, too crystalline, growing white and fuzzy around the edges.


Pain squeezed her chest, wrapping it so tightly she couldn’t breathe. It balled into a taut, hard, pulsing knot in her stomach, threatening to choke her.


She pivoted in place like a sleepwalker. Before her, the antique-style tea room, which was affectionately dubbed the ‘Golden Room’ by everyone, all but glowed in the bright sunlight spilling in through the windows: elegant tables laid with delicate, gold-rimmed crockery and folded napkins; ornate chairs with silk-upholstery embroidered with colorful birds and exotic flowers; glass lamps blooming in bunches of flowers from the walls…


The sun rays glittered on the displayed luxury, jeering Alex with its sickening perfection. 


The ringing in her ears increased, turning into a shrill, cackling laughter. It ripped through her, squeezing her, burrowing so deeply into her that it reached the hard knot of pain in her middle. It burst and the pain exploded out of her in a surge of mind-shattering agony.


With a scream, Alex raked her arm across the surface of the nearest table, sending cups, plates and glasses clattering to the floor. They shattered on the parquet, spilling glass shards across the floorboards in a wave of crystallized water, sparkling like frozen jewels.


To Alex’s right, a graceful sculpture made of gossamer ceramic and silver glass rose from a small coffee table. Alex hammered a kick into the table. It careened, almost in slow motion, the sculpture balancing on its edge for a long, breathless second, before time pressed the speed button again and the sculpture hit the floor, shattering into a thousand pieces of lost beauty and wrecked fortune.


She kicked over another table, then grabbed the wooden pieces and tore them apart, hurtling them across the room with a furious howl. Her claws snapped free, and she swerved around, raking them across the still hanging curtains, scouring fabric and wood again and again and again, while she screamed and screamed and screamed, until her throat was nothing but a raw, burning ache.


At some point, the screams changed into dry, heaving sobs. Alex reached for another wooden figurine, but it slipped from her fingers, suddenly too heavy to hold, and clattered to the floor, rolling a small distance before lying still. Her hands were shaking uncontrollably. Her breath was coming in strangled gasps, choking in her throat. Salt wetted her lips. Alex didn’t remember starting to cry, but her face was wet and her t-shirt was a soaked mess of blood drops and tear stains.


Her entire body was trembling so hard, it almost knocked her off her feet. She swayed in place, feeling as if she’d just run an entire marathon, but instead of relief, only emptiness waited for her across the finish line.


Her legs gave out and she sank to her knees in the middle of her wreckage. Tiny smithereens cut through the fabric of her pants and bit into her palms, but she hardly felt them.


In front of her, a big shard of the smashed sculpture glinted weakly in the light. Her memory served up Josy’s image, telling her with a proud, solemn face that this sculpture was a family heirloom from the very beginnings of the Dubois dynasty, handed down from generation to generation over decades. Invaluable. Irreplaceable.


A low moan escaped Alex’s lips. Oh no. Great Mother, please no. Following a ridiculous impulse, she crawled forward on all fours and reached for the shards, gathering them up and trying to piece them back together with her bare hands, getting more and more frantic as they slipped from her fingers.


There had to be a way to fix this, for Jester’s sake! There had to. But the truth was, she didn’t give a damn about the sculpture and was only looking for a way to mend herself, which was just as futile as trying to mend this sculpture. It was irreversibly broken, forever destroyed—just like her life. 


Alex sank back, holding the broken shards of the sculpture in her real hands just as her mental hands were holding onto the broken shards of her life while the cuts they had caused were silently bleeding.


For one moment, one short, glaring moment, she’d allowed herself to believe that things could actually change for her. That she and Darken could have some kind of future together. That, after so much going wrong in her life, something would finally go right.


But the soap bubble had popped just as she’d feared it would, and now Belaris was dead and with him any chance to solve this mess and prove her innocence, and the man that she loved was going to his death, and she could do nothing but watch everything crumble in front of her eyes.


Alex squeezed her eyelids together, trying to keep the tears contained, but they kept coming and coming in burning streams of despair. Sobbing silently, she curled herself into a ball amidst the shards, pressed her fists against her forehead and surrendered to the pain.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










WOODEN steps squeaked faintly as someone conquered the stairs to the second floor of the mansion and then walked down the hall from one door to the next with familiar vibrations, the sound startlingly loud in the muffled silence that had fallen over Alex’s mind like a tear-soaked burial shroud.


A few moments later, Hector’s tall, sophisticated frame appeared in the doorway to the Golden Room, a worried frown wrinkling his thick white brow. “I noticed that the hover-cycle garage is open, so I suppose Master Darken has—”


He froze. His eyes glided over the upturned tables, the torn curtains, the shattered mess of porcelain littering the ground like an exploded jewelry box, and ended on Alex slumped against the wall, knees pressed together, feet wide apart, cradling a big fragment of silver glass to her chest. They became wide. “Miss? Are you all right?”


If Alex hadn’t felt so completely numb inside, it would have warmed her heart that the old butler, at least for the time being, was more worried for her well-being than the fate of the priceless assets she’d destroyed during her freakout. But there was no feeling left inside of her, only emptiness.


She stared at Hector’s glossy black shoes, catching a whiff of recently applied shoe polish, that characteristic mix of wax and turpentine oil. It reminded her painfully of her sire and fresh tears stung her eyes, playing on her current weakness.


Alex kept staring at Hector’s shoes, the only clear shape in her blurred field of vision. She wished she could tell him that she was okay. That everything would be okay. But nothing was okay, and she wasn’t okay, and the world was a fucking mess. Just how could it all have gone so wrong? Only a couple of weeks ago life was a normal drudgery, an everyday grind between long hours of work and short periods of sleep—mostly miserable yet familiar. But since then, the entire game had changed, and she was still struggling to make sense of the rules while everybody else was playing with marked cards. She had never been afraid to play. Playing was easy when all you had to lose were a handful of pennies. Except the stakes had been raised without her consent during the last round, and suddenly she had so much more to lose.


A stray ray of sunlight touched the tip of a huge chunk of ruby red glass stuck in a crack between two floorboards. It glinted like a frozen drop of blood. Red like fire. Red like Darken’s demon eyes when he was furious.


Alex’s chest constricted painfully. Darken’s deep eyes, so full of loving exasperation when he was looking at her. His smug, lazy smile. The feeling of his arms around her, the only thing that had made her feel safe in such a long time. All gone. 


Her lips quivered and a sob threatened to escape them, but she held them together, pressing them into a sharp, thin line. Her hand curled around the shard she was still holding in her fist, the sharp edges digging into her skin. The pain burned through the haze of numbness that had settled upon her, tearing the burial shroud apart with a snap.


The spider slowly shook itself inside her like a beast roused from a drugged sleep and perked its head up with a snarl. Alex clutched the shard tighter, embracing the pain. The old Alex would have grabbed her backpack and run. That’s what she had done all her life. Run, run, run. Whenever a situation got complicated, she’d cut her losses and do a bunk, then hide somewhere and lick her wounds. Build something up, watch it burn, run, start from scratch. Sweet Jester, she was so sick of it!


She had finally found the man she loved and who, against all the odds in the world, had decided to love her back, and she wouldn’t let this chance slip through her fingers.


No. Fucking. Way!


The old Alex might have run, but this Alex—this Alex would stay and fight for her happiness, or die trying.


Alex finally raised her head and whatever Hector saw on her face, it made him turn pale and take a small step back.


Alex realized she’d slipped the leash and that the spider was glaring out through her eyes in all her dark, malicious fury, but she didn’t try to contain her. Not this time. No more freaking apologies! 


Pushing herself to her feet, she brushed tiny shards of porcelain and glass from her clothes. They tinkled to the floor like the rubble of pulverized chains she hadn’t known had shackled her to the ground until now. Wiping the tears from her face with the backs of her hands, she surveyed the destruction in the room and made a decision.


Time to go all in.


She approached the old butler who, admirably, stood his ground. “Hector, can you please take me back to the townhouse as quickly as possible?”


The elderly man regained his composure in record speed and bowed without batting an eye. “Of course, miss.”
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“HOW dare they?” Stephane shredded another piece of paper and crumpled the snippets in his fists. “How dare they? Compromising my brother—my brother, a descendant from one of the highest royal bloodlines!” His face turned a dangerous shade of red, the shade of boiling rage and bloody murder. “And the Prime—that gutter son of a whoring bitch—involved in this infamy! The disgrace! His father, the Great Mother bless his poor soul, would turn in his grave if he knew.”


Alex gritted her teeth as she watched Darken’s brother pace and rant behind the desk in his study, working hard to keep her own temper in check.


The moment she had arrived at the townhouse—unkempt hair, puffy face and all—she had dragged Stephane into the privacy of his study, locked the door, and recounted everything she’d overheard from the call between Darken and Belaris, and about Darken’s overhasty departure.


Just speaking of it almost made her go to pieces again, and she’d had to use every last bit of her self-control to keep herself from cracking. By the time she reached the end, she was trembling, and she wasn’t sure whether it was from anger or fear. Probably a bit of both.


Stephane was a lot easier to decipher. He was positively fuming with rage. For the past ten minutes, he had been swearing and breaking things, giving Alex virtually no opening to butt in.


Alex shifted a little at the wall to avoid the bright stripes of sunlight sneaking across the almond-colored paint. The bright room smelled of freshly brewed coffee and pastries and of the bouquet of summer flowers that had been arranged in a glass vase below the window. It was an ‘idyllic world’ smell, which was completely at odds with the broken feeling inside Alex—as though the shards of her shattered life were still rubbing painfully against each other under her skin.


On the way here in the coach, Hector had brought Alex up to speed on Roukewood’s latest activities. As she listened, clutching her seat upholstery tightly to keep her claws from slipping out of their beds and murdering the only person in reach who had done absolutely nothing to deserve her wrath, an idea had begun to form in her head. She wouldn’t go as far as calling it a plan, but it was an idea. A crazy, lunatic idea.


Now all she had to do was convince Stephane of it. Piece of cake.


At last, Darken’s brother stopped and braced his fists on his desk, breathing hard. He stared at the torn pieces of paper still clasped in them. From the look on his face, it was the list of the Consortium’s shareholders she’d brought with her.


Remembering her own act of, well … vandalism … at Helton Manor, Alex politely pretended not to have noticed his lapse in control. 


There were probably lots of things she could have said at that moment to ease his anger, but Alex didn’t even bother to think of them. Anger was good. She wanted him angry. If her time here had taught her anything, it was that Senator Stephane Dubois-Léclaire was prone to making rash decisions when he was riled. Considering what she had hatched, she needed him nothing short of livid.


Alex placed her hands on the desk, mirroring his position from the other side, and leaned forward, her own face just as hard as his. “You’re furious and all, I get it. Believe me, so am I. You have no idea how much I wish I could twist some heads of their necks. But right now we need to focus on getting Darken out of the firing line.”


Stephane fixed her with his golden-green stare—like looking into the eyes of a hungry lion.


“And how, pray tell, are we supposed to do that?” he asked with a snarl. “I would love to make an appeal on Darken’s behalf, but frankly, I don’t know where to turn. You were the one who just told me that our entire leadership ranks are corrupted.” He shook the paper snippets in his fist, indicating the list of names on it.


Alex bared her teeth at him and smiled maliciously. “Then there’s only one solution, sugar. We must expose all of them and destroy the entire organization with a single blow, and we must do it before they can track Darken down.”


Stephane stared at her for a long second—and burst out laughing. It was a harsh, derisive kind of laugh, which made Alex want to punch him in the jaw. She cupped the desire with much difficulty. She wasn’t angry at him, not really. She was angry at her situation and Stephane was her best ally. She couldn’t lose him. She just had to make him see her point of view.


“We’re not talking about the entire elite here,” she pressed with a cutting motion of her hand. “According to the list Belaris gave us, about two dozen people from the A-list are involved in this. If we could show the rest of the elite what’s been going on, the public outrage will crush them.”


Stephane’s face was still dripping with trueborn scorn. “I admire your enthusiasm, but I ask once more: How? All our evidence just went right out of the window—murdered in the guardaí’s headquarters no less. We may know things, but if we cannot prove them, they are about as useful to us as a comb for a headless corpse, excuse the crude comparison.”


He shook his head, weariness seeping through his anger. “Our position was never good, but at least we had a starting point. Now that Darken has been declared rogue, we have lost another witness. I don’t want to sound overly pessimistic, but the odds do not seem to be getting better for us.”


Alex pressed her lips together to keep herself from saying something she might regret later. Struggling for composure, she glanced out of the window. In the sunny garden below, she spotted Max and Josy splashing around in the pool, reclaiming a bit of normalcy after the shock of Debayne’s death last night. Or whatever was considered normal for trueborn children, anyway.


When the wind came from the right direction, she could hear their laughter. It burned right into her chest, a stinging sensation as if someone had stubbed out a cigarette on her heart. They would have to be told that their uncle had been declared an outlaw and was now being hunted down like a rabid wolf. That they might never see him again.


Alex gulped the too-sweet air. How could she look them in the eye and tell them that she had been with Darken, yet hadn’t been able to stop him from leaving on his own. Her hands balled into fists at her sides. Sweet Jester, she so wanted to kill him for doing this to her! She sucked in a deep breath. Later, she told herself. She would kill him later. After she’d rescued his macho ass.


Rachel had once told her that you knew you loved someone when you were ready to take on the odds for them. Well, these odds would get the shock of their lives.


Alex turned away from the window and leveled a hard gaze on Stephane. “I don’t give a flying fuck about odds,” she told him icily. “In fact, I intend to beat them.”


Slowly walking up and down before his desk, she considered how to best persuade him of her idea. Except, there simply was no way to say this without sounding batshit crazy. Turning around to him, she finally asked, “Is there a way to contact Darken?” Things would be a lot easier, if they could reach him if need be.


Stephane’s eyes narrowed a little, a sharp ‘V’ forming between his eyebrows. “We always knew that the possibility existed that this would happen one day, so we prepared for the worst.” He relinquished most of the paper snippets from his hands, holding the last one between his thumb and forefinger and staring at it as if the solution to their problem were hidden somewhere among the words. 


“We devised a way to reach him in the utmost emergency. It’s … complicated, so it cannot be easily compromised and there remains a risk that it could be intercepted. I wouldn’t use it unless I had absolutely no other choice.” He looked up at her. “Why?”


Alex took a deep breath and let it out slowly.


“I have a plan, and you won’t like it.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










“A PLAN?” Stephane stared at Alex across the desk once she had finished. “You call this a plan? That’s not a plan, it’s a suicide mission!”


Alex leaned on the heavy mahogany wood and crossed her arms. “Look, sugar, I know it sounds a bit crazy but—”


Stephane held up a hand to cut her short. “Taking you into the Royal Palace, now that was crazy. This? This is completely insane!”


Alex’s lips twitched into a crooked smile. “Yeah well, sugar, that’s me, Alexis Harper, terminally insane, at your service.” She performed a mocking little bow.


Stephane started pacing again. “Crazy,” he muttered under his breath and flung his hands into the air. “Completely and utterly crazy.”


He stopped to glare at her. “The chances of your little scheme to work are…” He paused, groping for words, and failing. There wasn’t a bad enough word he could come up with. 


“Abysmal?” Alex suggested sweetly. Oh, she knew. Her plan was desperate at best, but desperation was all she had left.


Stephane frowned at her and picked up a pencil from his desk, turning it over and over in his fingers. His voice sounded less furious and more thoughtful when he asked, “You would really risk your life for my brother?”


Alex returned his gaze without flinching. “I would.”


She would make a pact with the devil himself if that was what it took to save him. Unfortunately, it wasn’t that easy.


When Stephane didn’t say anything, bitterness flooded her voice, “But I suppose being a Forfeit and all doesn’t make him worthy of the same kind of sacrifice that—”


A loud snap announced the pencil breaking.


“Don’t you dare!” Stephane was holding the two pieces in his fists, shaking, his adamant green eyes shooting golden arrows of fury at her. If he’d sprouted a mane and tail and tried to rip out her throat, she wouldn’t have been surprised. “Don’t you dare imply that I don’t care for Darken. You have no idea what it was like when he was claimed, what we’ve gone through together.”


Alex realized that his fury was masking pain.


“I would sacrifice my life for him this instance.” Stephane threw the broken pencil pieces across the room where they slid against the baseboard with a clattering noise. The act seemed to calm him a little. “But it isn’t just my life which is in the balance here,” he continued more softly. “It’s the life of my entire family. The future of my children… Do you have any idea what will happen to them if we screw this up?”


Alex bit the inside of her cheek. To be completely honest, she hadn’t thought that far. All she had thought about was Darken and how his last kiss had tasted so much like goodbye. It was tearing a hole in her middle that was so wide she couldn’t see anything else.


Stephane kept watching her. “If only the tiniest thing goes wrong, my family will be ruined, and you and I”—he pointed from her to him—“will be dead, not to mention Darken.”


That he pointed it out meant he was considering it. Alex felt a feverish rush of hope ripple through her. If she wanted to convince him, she had to do it now.


“And if we don’t do anything, Darken will be dead for sure,” she countered. “And neither I, nor you, or your family will be safe either.” She clutched the edge of his desk bending closer to him. “If the Master and his cronies can sentence an innocent man to death without a trial, what do you think they’ll do to your family once Darken is out of the way?” The thought of Darken dying almost tore her in half, but she forced herself to keep a steady gaze on Stephane.


The dark look Stephane gave her in reply said more than a thousand words. She was right, and he knew it.


“It’s still a bad idea,” he muttered and shook his head. “Too many variables. Far too dependent on chance.”


Alex pushed herself off the desk and raised her chin in a silent challenge. “Look, sugar, if you’ve got a better bad idea, this would be a good moment to share it.”


Stephane’s gaze became, if possible, even darker.


Yeah, I didn’t think so.


He fell into his chair with a creak and squinted at her. “Do you really think you can make your part of this plan work?”


“And you?”


Stephane looked as though he’d bitten an olive stone. “Touché.”


With a sigh, he swiveled the silver double frame on his desk around a little so that he could take a better look at the memoras held in them. Alex knew what they showed, having studied them for the entire time of his rant. One of them was a moving picture of Edalyne, Max, and Josy blowing kisses toward the onlooker. The other was a frozen image of the three Dubois brothers, Stephane in the middle between Tyler on his left and Darken on his right, their arms slung over each other’s shoulders, grinning at the recordare memorandi—Stephane a golden sunburst between the darker shapes of his brothers, one a pale crescent and the other one a bright, exploding star.


Touching the double frame, Stephane sighed again and raked a hand through his golden mane of hair. “I must be insane, too, to even consider it.”


Alex tossed her hair back over her shoulder. “Insanity is the weapon of the hopeless and the desperate.”


He shot her a long gaze and slowly shook his head. “We’re going to regret this. Mark my words. We’re going to regret this.”


“You have to see it like this,” Alex told him with put on cheer. “At the very least that phrase will look very neat on your gravestone.”


Stephane made a rather rude noise. “I hope they put on your gravestone that this whole bloody plan was your idea.” He rubbed his eye sockets with the heels of his hands. “How I am going to sell Eady on this ludicrous scheme, I have not the slightest idea.”


“Well, I’ll leave that in your capable hands, Lord Silver Tongue. I have my own battlefield to prepare for.”


Stephane arched an eyebrow at her. “And what would that be?”


Alex released her breath and said in a grim voice, “I believe it is time to prepare for another social outing.”
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“I WAS so happy about your call, Alexandre!” Bonny squeezed Alex’s arm and took a sip from her cocktail. “I’ll admit, I’d almost lost hope that you would show up today.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t have missed this for the world,” Alex drawled.


She and Bonny were strolling through the outdoor area of the Kaelta Gallery Center Hall with their arms linked between their bodies, each of them holding a cup of cooled Jambale, a fruity cocktail that was so sweet that it made your teeth itch—quite literally. Right about now, Alex would have gladly sacrificed a year of her life for a piece of lemon.


The exhibition hall sat in the middle of a huge botanical garden, the most renowned of the entire Republic. A helical building of bronze metal, glass, and marble, it was reminiscent of a giant snail’s shell and glittered in the sun with hues of salted caramel, amber, and cream.


According to the brochure that had been thrust into Alex’s hand at the main entrance, like everything here, the building itself was already part of the exhibition. Every inch of ground, every path, every pond, and every plant out here had been designed with careful deliberation to create an ‘artistic synthesis’. While Alex failed to see a synthesis—whatever the hell that might be—she had to admit that the gardens were absolutely breathtaking with their huge wooden sculptures, artfully arranged, exotic flower beds, and natural looking water fountains. And, of course, everything was spiced with a little bit of magic.


The day was little short of perfect, with a bright sun beaming down from a clear sapphire sky, the summer heat tempered by a pleasant breeze that sifted through the canopy of leaves and caressed the skin.


The gorgeous weather and the prospect of fine art had attracted many visitors and the exhibition grounds were swarming with members of the trueborn upper crust meandering down the paths and enjoying the shade of the trees on one of the many benches scattered along the walkways.


The big yellow organizer’s badge pinned to Bonny’s marine-blue blazer made them a constant magnet for overzealous art fanatics, and they had to stop at every corner to answer questions, give directions, or just listen to people praising the awesomeness of the exhibition. For Bonny, it had to be an absolute field day.


Alex smiled and did all the expected cheek-kissing and superficial chit-chat that was expected of Lady Alexandre de Nuy, while on the inside she wanted to let the spider off its leash and rip out a couple of throats.  


Here, in this artificial paradise, people were idling away their time in the sun, enjoying their puny little polished up existences while Darken was out there somewhere, running and fighting for his life. And why? Because of someone’s freaking political power games!


Alex’s fingers tightened around her metal cocktail cup. She hadn’t heard of him in three days—three horribly long days, during which she could do nothing but sit around and bite her proverbial nails—and the uncertainty was killing her. For all she knew, he could already be dead.


The thought staggered her like a whiplash to her heart. Fear squeezed her throat in a monstrous fist, choking her until her vision flooded with bright, colorful spots. The metal cup moaned in her grip.


No! Alex drew in a deep breath, swaying from the sudden inflow of oxygen. She couldn’t allow herself to think like this. Darken was too smart and too deadly to let himself get caught. The man could move like a fucking ghost if he wanted to. He would give his pursuers a real run for their money. And—scant comfort though that might be—Edalyne was right with one thing she’d said during last night’s supper: If Darken really were killed, they would plaster it across all the media channels just to cause a big scandal for Stephane. No way they would pass up that opportunity to disgrace his family and ruin his image.


Silence was good, Alex reassured herself for the umpteenth time. Silence meant that he was still out there, hiding and biding his time. And if Alex wanted to have any hope for him to return to her, she had to keep her shit together and do the same. Their entire success hitched on her playing out her part in this game.


Uncurling her fingers, Alex smiled at a group of passersby and pretended to be sweet and carefree.


Bonny unglued herself from a gaggle of elderly ladies and led Alex past a giant flock of fantasy birds made of glass and silk feathers, whose gossamer wings seemed to move with the flow of the light, while their shadows created mythical shapes on the bed of white sand on the ground.


They entered a small hedgerow path. The hedges on both sides had been artificially coaxed to bend so that they formed a breezy tunnel, intertwining above their heads but letting through enough sunlight so that they seemed to walk in a tunnel of liquid gold.


At the other end, a small clearing sheltered a cluster of perfectly round ponds. Each pond was surrounded by a complicated ring of metal with inlaid amplifier crystals. Magical energy crackled over their surfaces and charged the air so heavily that Alex’s skin tingled in response.


Around the clearing, weeping willows dripped their branches toward the ground. Thousands of fine, nearly invisible threads tipped with tear-shaped, little glass beads hung suspended from the branches, dazzling in the sunlight.


Weeping, it struck Alex. The trees were literally weeping. Yet when the breeze moved through the branches, gently swaying the myriad of drops, the soft sound of laugher rippled through the clearing, echoing under the canopy.


A sign on a wooden post dubbed them, ‘The Tears of Joy’.


Well, well, well, ten points for creativity.


The stone path Alex and Bonny had been following ended right in front of the first pond. There was no other path leading away from there. Alex stopped and frowned, catching a glimpse of her reflection in the water.


The light blue silk of her dress dropped from her bare shoulders, forming thin, loose sleeves that reached the middle of her upper arms. Two stripes of the delicate fabric knotted underneath her breasts, drawing the attention to the triangle of her décolleté and bringing out the bright blue shade of her eyes. Gathering around her hips, the soft silk fell down into a draped skit that ended just past her knees. In the shimmering mirror of the water it seemed as if she’d gotten ahold of a piece of the summer sky and wrapped it around herself. Small moonstones sparkled on her ears and on the barrette that fastened her loose half braid. Edalyne, Heloise, and Josy had dressed her with care for this occasion—prim, but with a slight hint of suggestiveness. The country flower giving elite standards a try.


“You have to walk across.”


Alex blinked up at Bonny. “What?”


“They are Walking Ponds,” the other girl explained, then wrinkled her brow. “You really never heard of them? Seriously, Lexy, sometimes I wonder if you’ve been living under a rock all of your life. Here, I’ll show you.”


And she stepped right into the closest pond. Alex automatically jumped forward and reached out to keep her from pitching head-first into the water, but Bonny didn’t pitch. In fact, she didn’t even break her stride. The water flared where her shoes touched its surface, a little like a disturbed ward, but that was it. If Alex hadn’t seen her feet touching the water, she would have sworn that Bonny was walking on solid ground.


Perhaps it was just an illusion and there was no water there at all? Alex bent forward and dipped her fingers in at the edge of the pond. Cold and very, very wet. If that wasn’t water, she didn’t know what it was. It didn’t feel particularly solid either. She flung the drops from her fingers.


Bonny waved at her from the other side of the pond path. “Come, it’s not difficult. Just stay in the middle of the ponds. The spells sometimes become a little … glitchy … toward the edges.”


Glitchy, huh? Alex arched an eyebrow and sighed, raising one foot over the water.


Here goes nothing.


Gingerly, she planted the toes of her sandal on the surface, expecting to end knee-deep in the water. The pond’s surface slightly gave way, goo-like, but it held her weight. She took a full step forward. Like walking on rubber planks. Ripples of light expanded from her feet where they touched the enchanted surface.


It hit her. She was actually walking on water. Now, how about that?


Alex still didn’t dare to linger, just in case the water had a change of heart and decided to go back to its natural state.


“See?” Bonny beamed once she reached the other side of the ponds. “Quite fun, isn’t it?”


“It’s definitely a unique experience,” Alex admitted. And she’d thought that the scented jewel-flowers at Frozen Time Square were the state of magical art. But this? This brought it to a whole new level.


“I always wonder how they do it,” Bonny murmured beside her, her forehead furrowed in concentration as she studied the arcane glyphs embossed in the metal ring around the nearest pond. “Of course it’s mostly basic physics but there’s some kind of magical twist to it.” She sighed and gave Alex a penitent smile. “As a girl, I always wanted to take up arcane science and art studies. They even accepted me at Juleen’s College of Arcane Arts after I finished school.”


Still absorbed in pondering the miracle of her dry feet, Alex glanced up, surprised. “Why didn’t you pursue it, then?”


“Oh, my parents were strictly against it. They aren't exactly proponents of the arts.”


“But your uncle is an artist, isn’t he?”


Bonny made a face. “They say Uncle Ramier got lucky, but he is an airhead and I should rather do something rock-solid, you know, like, taking over the family farm… That’s why I enrolled for agricultural sciences and environmental management at St. Orkhans instead.”


“If the arts are your passion, I don’t see why you shouldn’t follow through on it,” Alex told her.


Now it was Bonny who looked surprised. “You really think so? My family isn't exactly wealthy. They can’t afford to pay for some immature folderol.”


Ouch. She must have heard her share of it.


Alex shrugged. “If it really is what makes you happy, you’ll find a way to make it work. We only have one life, Bonny,” she added softly. “It’s too precious to waste, don’t you think?”


She pressed her lips together. Funny. Now, after all this time, she finally understood what Rachel had been trying to tell her all these years.


The entire time she’d spent on the run, trying to hide away from the world, she’d been so focused on surviving that she’d completely forgotten to live. She had denied herself so much, telling herself that she needed no-one and that happiness and friendship were a luxury she couldn’t afford, too burned by past experiences and too afraid of further disappointment to even give it a try. It was a wonder Mitja and her other colleagues from the Jester’s Inn had tried as long as they had, given how she’d pushed them away over and over again.


Looking back, the world had offered her plenty of opportunities to get out of her armored shell, but she’d chosen to ignore them all.


And then, when she met Darken, Alex had played exactly the same game again. All the time she could have spent with him, instead of being hurt and suspicious and guarded… They could have had weeks together instead of only two days. Two short days filled with tiny moments of bliss, during which she had gotten a glimpse of how life could be—before it had been wrested from her once again.


Alex swallowed hard, struggling to keep the howling emotions inside her under control. What she would give for just one more day with him. To just touch him one more time. And now she might have lost him forever.


A cold feeling of despair wrapped itself around her, and Alex recognized her old friend self-pity. He was a treacherous companion in times of misery, oh-so understanding and forthcoming. So eager to support her with notions about the injustice of the world, confirming that she just didn’t deserve any better. But it wasn’t the world that had cheated her out of this chance at happiness. It was the Master and his sick organization, and Alex had no intention to run and wallow in self-pity. Not this time. This time she would fight for her happiness—and hope that she hadn’t forfeited her chance.


A short distance behind the Walking Ponds, a knot of people had gathered. Polite applause splashed in their direction.


“A life performance!” Bonny said excitedly and grabbed Alex’s hand, shoving them through the rows of spectators. When they reached the front, Alex paused, appalled.


A group of ten people, all dressed in matching black bodysuits, were lying in a tangle on a stretch of cleared ground, writhing and moaning. Their faces were painted a stark white, except for a black triangle around their mouths and the shocking lines of their smeared, blood-red lipstick. Hand on heart, it was the most grotesque thing Alex had ever seen.


“What … are they doing?” she asked in a half-whisper.


Bonny looked a little lost herself. She leaned to the side to study the pledge on a stab. “Apparently it’s a reminder of the horrors of the Arcadian-Tharsian War,” she read and turned back to Alex. “It’s awfully creative, isn’t it?”


Not trusting herself to do anything else, Alex grunted in reply. Awful about hit it.


“How long until the auction begins again?” she asked, hoping the answer would be ‘soon’, just so they had an excuse to move on.


“Ah!” Bonny winked at her. “Finally infected you, hasn’t it? Are you intending to bid on something?”


“Sweet Jester, no.” Alex shook her head. “But I’m really interested in the pieces.” And even more in their donators…


“Well, we still have a good hour,” Bonny told her after a glimpse at her horanium iactari. “Let’s go to the gallery hall. Of course, one hour won’t be nearly enough time to get through the exhibition, but we’ll have loads of time to finish once the auction is over.”


Alex grimaced and hoped it passed for a smile. She would have to come up with a really good excuse if she didn’t want to be stuck here until the twelfth of never.


The inside of the shell-building was delightfully air-conditioned and formed an entwined spiral with pictures lining both sides of the hall, separated by spotless glass casings showcasing little sculptures and vases and other knickknacks. People were walking alone or in small groups, trailing the walls and examining the pictures, lost in thought or muttering quietly amongst themselves.


“Stunning, isn’t it?” Bonny beamed.


“Mmhhm,” Alex nodded and followed Bonny to the first picture exhibited in their path.


“That’s Elanta Agura by Michelle Savonne-Rei, isn’t it?” She motioned at the huge painting, making an effort to show some interest.


Bonny gave her an approving nod. “You did your homework, Lexy! Then again, it’s one of her principal works.”


In anticipation of this event, Heloise had given Alex a crash course on the most renowned artists and their works, so she wouldn’t come across as a complete low-brow. Since Alex’s knowledge in art equalled zero, it had proved a formidable challenge. In the end, the Dubois family matriarch had thrown in the towel and turned in, declaring that the real piece of art would be Alex performing any less than dreadful.


Personally, Alex thought the old shrew was horribly exaggerating. It wasn’t like she hadn’t made any real effort, but there was only so much knowledge you could cram into your head in so short a time.


Elanta Agura, a ‘highly acclaimed piece of old-contemporary art’, showed a gray rectangular box on a blue background with a wild coil of red, yellow and orange lines mingling on one side and sort of dripping out of the box.


Bonny studied the picture with a rapt expression. “It has something, so … mysterious, don’t you think?”


The only mystery, in Alex’s opinion, was why this picture had become so famous. “Puzzling,” she supplied carefully, trying not to sound overly sarcastic.


“Yeah, right?” Bonny smiled. “Did you know that this picture was painted in the Primerian Era? Lady Savonne-Rei recorded that she got her inspiration from an event in her youth when she was…”


Alex only half-listened to Bonny giving a full recitation of the collected knowledge on the painting, then on the one that followed and on the one after that, droning on and on about certain painting techniques and hidden symbols and interpretations Alex couldn’t see to save her life. She made sure to drop the right I’m-listening-comments and even asked the occasional question as she trailed the other girl through the hall, while silently summoning her sensory threads. They answered her call like obedient pets, winding themselves about her in an invisible coil and she cast them out, quietly spinning a delicate mental web and waiting for a very specific little insect to get caught in it.


She still vividly remembered Edalyne’s face when she and Stephane had told her about the ‘plan’. Josy and Max’s mother had stared at them for a few long heartbeats and then had covered her mouth with one hand, turning deadly pale. “Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace, you two are being serious, aren’t you?”


Since that was a lot kinder than Heloise’s reaction had been, Alex figured they hand’t gone completely out of their minds.


Sweet Jester, what was she thinking? Of course they were out their minds! Their entire plan was made of chewing gum and paper clips and hinged more on luck than anything else. However, it was the only plan they had, and Alex had been the one to convince the others that it could actually work. It was a little too late for second thoughts now. 


Something tugged on her web.


Alex’s head snapped up. Now, that was fast. Inside her, the spider bared its teeth in a snarl. All too familiar vibrations shivered along her threads like a fish quivering at the end of a fishing rod, clearly standing out among all the other sensations she was picking up through her web.


Male steps that were coming closer, unhurried, confident, projecting irrefutable entitlement. She would recognize that gait anywhere. Alex’s heartbeat quickened. Her claws pricked at the tips of her fingers, craving to be released. She rolled back on her heels and peered down the gallery, spotting him among a group of elegant lords and ladies strolling along the other side of the hall. 


Senator Cassius Roukewood.


A burst of focused hatred flared inside Alex’s chest. Her lips curled back.


Hello, Senator! Or should I rather say ‘Master’?


Ruggedly attractive in a hard, masculine way and so full of shit it was a wonder that the air around him didn’t stink. A man who profited from the torture of others, who used his influence and money to elevate his position and to corrupt the system for his own personal gain, walking over dead bodies as if they were nothing but pebbles on a shore.


How many deaths are on your head? Alex wondered malevolently. She bet he neither counted nor cared. He probably didn’t even consider the dead shapers at the Maria Carvalis Prison Camp to be murder victims. No, he wasn’t slaughtering innocent people, he was doing society a favor by removing the vermin. And who could blame him for making a little mint on the side?


Alex stared at him, filled to the brim with loathing. He was the reason why she couldn’t be with Darken right now. The driving force behind all their troubles.


She wanted him dead. Seeing his complacent visage, the desire to kill him became so strong, Alex had to dig her nails into her palms to keep herself from shaping, darting over, and sinking her true teeth into his neck. The spider inside her was biting the air and frothing at the mouth, but she held an iron grip on it.


Oh, she wanted to kill him. She wanted to kill him so badly, she could almost taste his blood on her tongue. But killing him now wouldn’t help Darken. It would only land her in a death cell. They needed to expose Roukewood and his abominable operation, needed the world to see the giant web of lies he and his accomplices had created over the past fifteen years. Only then, Darken—and Alex herself—could be redeemed. That’s why she had to grin and bear it. For now.


Biting her teeth together, Alex watched the senator as he ambled along the gallery, taking his sweet time to study the exhibited pictures as he did. His anthracite suit was impeccable and his dark hair and beard had been trimmed perfectly for the occasion, accentuating his strong chin and the hard line of his mouth. He looked relaxed in every possible way, yet Alex felt a slight tension in his gait. She also noticed the two bodyguards among his entourage who did a very poor job trying to blend in with the rest of the aristocrats. Although they wore no visible weapons, the two muscle heads were way too itchy and too uncomfortable in their suits and much more interested in the people around them than in the displayed art works, incessantly studying their surroundings through narrowed eyes. Like putting two trained attack dogs in a plush dog basket and hoping that made them look like pampered poochies.


Afraid of an attack, Roukie?


A cold little smile turned up the corners of Alex’s lips. She wondered if it had, by any chance, anything to do with Darken being at large. Thinking about it, it was probably quite prudent of Roukewood to invest in his security. Not that those two blockheads would be able to stop Alex if she truly decided to take a bite out of their employer…


“Alexandre, are you listening?”


Alex realized that Bonny had stopped talking and was frowning at her.


She quickly arranged her face into an attentive expression. “Sure. I was just wondering”—she turned and randomly pointed at a colorful picture a little ways down the opposite wall—“could you tell me about that one?”


Bonny’s face brightened immediately. “Hah, I knew there was a true appreciator in you somewhere! That one’s a real masterpiece.”


They headed through a gap between two glass cases sporting beautiful pieces of jewelry—tiaras and bracelets so iced they were sure to drown you if you happened to wear them during a shipwreck—and halted in front of the picture, which was putting the two of them squarely in Roukewood’s path if he continued on his way.


It was an acrylic painting of a naked man and woman wrapped around each other in passionate kissing. Their entwined bodies consisted of vibrant color blotches. The little plate beside the picture called it Rapture, and the artist’s name below was Jean-Pierre Arville-Mysom. If Heloise had mentioned him, Alex couldn’t remember.


She immediately hated the picture, simply for the fact that the way the man cupped the head of the woman reminded her too much of how Darken had held her on the morning she’d last seen him.


“Now,” Bonny said meaningfully, “what is particularly noteworthy about this piece is the expert use of the wet on wet technique that results in these gentle color transitions. There, see how the characters sort of dissolve into each other?”


Alex nodded, although she was distracted by the approaching vibrations of Roukewood’s footsteps which were coming closer and closer around the bend.


Fifteen yards … twelve … ten… 


Her entire body started brimming with tension.


Seven…


The shaper in her was so keyed up, she wanted to bounce off the wall and rake her claws across the closest thing in reach, yet for once she forced herself to listen to what Bonny was saying. “His color blending is almost unique.” Bonny was completely engrossed in the art work. “His lovers almost seem to melt into each other where they touch as if their love is binding them into one…”


Five yards … four…


He must have spotted them by now. As if on cue, the senator’s steps sped up. Alex dug her fingers into the folds of her skirt. Despite the overwhelming urge to look up, she kept her eyes firmly on the painting. Feigning interest in a detail, she bent forward, incidentally exposing a great deal of her cleavage with the move. “Fascinating.”


“Lady de Nuy?”


Alex let out a startled gasp and spun in place, making big eyes. “Senator Roukewood. What a surprise.”


“A pleasant one, I hope?” Roukewood bowed his head with a small smile that clearly put the question in the rhetorical department.


Arrogant son of a bitch.


“But of course, my lord!” Alex curtsied deeply.


She smiled at him from under her lashes while he took her hand and kissed her fingers. The urge to kill him became almost overpowering. Just a tiny little scratch and the bastard would be screaming and squirming on the ground. What a sweet, sweet fantasy. 


Roukewood’s eyes went past Alex to the picture of the snogging couple and he cocked his head in appreciation. “Rapture by Jean-Pierre Arville-Mysom,” he said without having read the plate. “Exquisite. A magnificent piece.”


“One of my absolute favorites,” Alex proclaimed. “We were just discussing his unique use of color blending…”


Roukewood raised his eyebrows. “You don’t cease to surprise me, milady. I wasn’t aware you were a fan of the arts.”


“Oh, I’m certainly no expert,” Alex said with a modest wave of her fingers. “Not like Bernadette here, anyway. But I like beautiful things. Women do, don’t they, Bonny?”


Bonny let out a rather high-pitched giggle beside her. “Yes, yes they do.” She was staring at Roukewood as though he were some kind of celebrity.


Roukewood gave her a spare glance, as if noticing her for first time. His eyes snagged on the organizer’s badge on her chest—as well as the name pin above it—and widened just a smidgen before sharpening with calculating interest.


Alex suppressed a smile of grim satisfaction. Gotcha!


“Lady … Wintering, is it?” Roukewood lifted Bonny’s hand and breathed a kiss onto her fingertips. “But you wouldn’t happen to be related to Master Ramier Wintering, the exhibitor, would you?”


“Actually, I’m his niece.” Bonny sounded a little strangled.


Roukewood inclined his head. “Well, in that case, I commend your uncle’s accomplishments. He is a most renowned man in the upper circles. I’ve only had two brief encounters with him so far, but I am hoping to strengthen that relationship in the future.” He made a sweeping motion with his hand, encompassing the gallery. “The exhibition is truly inspiring.”


Bonny’s cheeks turned as red as autumn apples.


“Inspiring, indeed, my lord,” Alex agreed. “The only sad thing is that these events take place on such rare occasions. I’m afraid where I live it is very difficult to find a good art exhibition. Or art exhibitions at all. Country life.” Alex let out a soft sigh. “It’s a real shame. Art can be so”—she cast a small sideglance at the painting of the kissing couple—“stimulating.”


Roukewood’s gaze flickered from her to the painting and back, coming to rest on her cleavage just a little too long to be considered accidental. The same hungry spark which Alex had seen after he’d watched her dancing with Darken ignited in his eyes. The look of a predator sighting prey. So the idea of seducing her still appealed to him. Good.


Alex returned his gaze point blank, acknowledging his lapse rather than averting her eyes, and lifted one eyebrow a quarter of an inch.


A small, delighted grin tugged at the senator’s mouth. He definitely enjoyed her boldness.


His eyes wandered back to the picture and she could all but see the thoughts flashing through his mind. Well, if the bastard really thought her panties got wet over a piece of canvas with dabs of paint on it, he deserved everything she had coming for him.


Pretending to be studying the painting, Alex furtively glanced at Roukewood from the side, who, on his part, did his best to appear occupied with the painting while secretly pondering her.


He was contemplating it, she could see it in his eyes. But he wasn’t completely sold yet.


Come on, she prayed silently, you want it, Roukie, you know you do.


According to Hector’s newest intel, which he'd shared with her on the way from Helton Manor to the townhouse, the dinner party Roukewood would be hosting at his estate in two days’ time from now, consisted of half a dozen highly influential politicians from different Southern Provinces—all of which were well-known for their art affinity. One of the senator’s maids had let it slip to the butler’s contact that the private gallery at his estate had been spruced up and specially rearranged for the occasion. No doubt Roukewood’s way of planning to impress his royal guests and smarm them into favoring him in the coming election. What better way to win over a couple of voters than having a cultivated dinner and musing over famous paintings with likeminded souls?


Alex and Bonny would make quite an interesting addition to the gathering. Granted, they didn’t exactly fit in neatly. Despite her obvious art expertise and attractive family connection, Bonny wasn’t part of the royal elite, and it took only two minutes in her presence to be able to tell that she wasn't used to being around the high society. Her awed giggling might make her an awkward dinner companion, especially one that covered a political court dance.


And Alex herself didn’t have many credentials to commend her either, except for stirring Roukewood’s libido and being the new debutante from the Summerball everybody was so viciously gossiping about. She supposed, being Stephane’s protégé made her a double edged sword. For one thing, Roukewood could hardly start criticizing Stephane in front of her without risking her giving her backing to her benefactor and making the senator look foolish for inviting her. Plus, he would have to expect that she might report everything back to Stephane, so he would have to be very careful with what he let out in front of her.


On the other hand, if he could show his elevated guests that even Stephane’s very own protégé was smitten with him… 


A chance to pluck her rose was one thing, but an opportunity to damage Stephane’s image by using her? That might just make the risk worth his while.


Bonny was showering Roukewood, who seemed genuinely impressed by her knowledge, with astute details about Rapture while Alex thought hard. Somehow she had to make him believe that he would be able to manipulate her against Stephane. But how? She racked her brain, knowing that she wouldn’t have long before Roukewood would move on and she might have squandered her opportunity.


Think, sugar, think, think, think.


When Bonny had to pause for air, Alex reverted Roukewood’s attention back to her with a heavy sigh, wistfully eying the painting. “I asked Lord Dubois-Léclaire if he could take me to the Royal Palace one more time during my remaining stay in Lancaster,” she said in a slightly doleful tone of voice. “I must admit, I was so excited during the Summerball, I barely had any time to inspect all those magnificent paintings exhibited there. Unfortunately, his lordship is too busy at the moment, especially now that his brother had to return to the Order…”


She paused for a second, hoping he bought her innocent act about Darken’s whereabouts. When he didn’t give any indication of suspicion, she lowered her voice a little. “His daughter told me that he lost the support of Senator Gwydon and Senator Beltan-Debussy and now the election must be the primary focus of the entire family.” She bit her lip and added quickly, “Please, don’t get me wrong. I don’t mean to be ungrateful. Lord Dubois-Léclaire has been more than generous these past weeks.” She said it just right, slipping only the merest hint of dutifulness into her words. “I just wish I could have seen it again before I return to Bouldershore. I have no idea when I will find the time and chance to travel again. But of course, I understand that his political career is more important than the entertainment of a simple houseguest.”


She squinted at Roukewood with bated breath. Too blatant? Blurting out Stephane’s political secrets should be earning her some credibility points, but if she’d been too obvious…


Turning his back on the painting, the senator faced her with a benign smile, and Alex knew she had him.


He cleared his throat. “As it happens, I will be hosting a little soirée at my mansion this very weekend—nothing big, just a few select guests—and I was planning to provide a tour of my private art gallery as part of the evening entertainment. I do not wish to sound immodest, but I pride myself on having a rather impressive collection. Of course, it is not the Royal Palace, but I would be most delighted if you cared to attend, Lady de Nuy. After all, who would I be to deny a lady a chance to indulge in the arts. And if I remember correctly, you still owe me the pleasure of your company for a dinner, milady.”


Oh yes, and if she ended up being his desert, he probably wouldn’t be that upset either. Or if he could milk her for intel on Stephane…


“You, too, Lady Wintering," Rouekwood added with a gracious bow in Bonny’s direction. “I’m sure someone as versed as you will find my selection most enjoyable. And perhaps there is even a piece or two you might find of particular interest to recommend to your uncle for future appraisal. I won’t take no for an answer.”


Alex touched her décolleté and graced him with her biggest smile, doing her best to sound smitten with surprise. “Milord, I don’t know what to say. That sounds wonderful. We would be absolutely delighted to attend, wouldn’t we, Bonny?”


“Delighted,” Bonny echoed, appearing nearly catatonic with joy.


A satisfied little smile played around Roukewood’s lips, no doubt thinking that he had just manipulated them instead of the other way around.


“Splendid,” he said. “I’ll have invitations sent to you by tomorrow. And please, ladies, the name is Cassius.”


One of Roukewood’s bodyguards cleared his throat and demonstratively pointed at his wrist. 


Roukewood gave them an apologetic smile. “Alas, the time. As much as I’d love to further discuss the artistic merits of these masterpieces with you, I’m afraid I still have a few things to attend to before the auction begins. I trust I’ll see you there?”


“Of course.” Alex held out her hand. He kissed her fingers, then Bonnie’s, and tipped his head. “Ladies. I take my leave.”


They watched him march away with his entourage in tow. Bonny was clutching her chest, looking as though she were about to have a happy heart attack. She swerved to Alex and grabbed her arm with a squeal.


“Lord Roukewood’s private gallery! I always wanted to see it, like—forever!”


She started jumping up and down in place and Alex wondered if she should call for a doctor.


“They say he has the only existing memora of Prima Luchesa in there. And an authentic Pompide. Great Mother, Uncle Ramier will flip when he hears this. Just how do you do that, Lexy? The men are at your feet.” 


Alex bit the inside of her cheek. Without Bonny’s show of expertise, she wouldn’t have had a prayer at convincing Roukewood that she was a true art enthusiast and worthy of an invitation to his little dinner show. She felt a little bad for using Bonny this way, but at least the other girl got something out of it, too.


Bonny shot another glance at the corner where Roukewood had vanished. “Cassius,” she giggled and fanned her face. “He’s such a gentleman, no?”


“He is,” Alex agreed softly. “He truly is.” A murdering, blood sucking, corrupt gentleman. And she couldn’t wait to show the world his true colors.


She didn’t doubt that Roukewood had swallowed her bait hook, line, and sinker, but unfortunately that didn’t mean she would be able to make the catch. This had been the easiest part of the plan. It would only get harder from here.


Bonny finally seemed to remember where they were and calmed herself a little. “Oh, but I wasn’t finished with this painting yet.”


Alex groaned inwardly but obediently reverted her attention to the painting. After all Bonny had just done for her—knowingly or not—she owed her that much.


“Now,” Bonny said happily. “Rapture was completed in…”










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










ALEX reached for the townhouse’s front door.


“Alex, wait!”


She swiveled in place to find two pairs of honey-brown eyes peering down at her from the upper landing—Max and Josy leaning on the banister. Before she had a chance to say anything, they pounded down the stairs in a tumble of slippered feet.


“We must speak with you,” Josy gasped as soon as they’d reached the bottom of the stairs, glancing around nervously.


Alex shifted her stance, switching her bag to her other shoulder. “Can’t it wait until I’m back? I’m in a bit of a hurry right now…”


“No, it can’t,” Josy interrupted quickly and wetted her bottom lip with her tongue, eyes darting around again.


“It’s important,” Max added, tugging on the collar of his shirt for emphasis.


Important, huh?


Alex hesitated. She threw a glance at the big mantle clock at the other side of the hall. She really needed to get going, but the way the kids stood, especially Josy—determined, with one foot forward and her chin slightly raised—told her she wouldn’t get away without some serious drama. Sweet Jester, hadn’t she had more than enough drama for one week already?


What was confusing, though, was the cloying scent of nerves Alex tasted in the air around the kids. It wound around them, thick and full-bodied, teasing her sensory threads. An enticing flavor for a predator, like the scent of two rabbit kittens who had crawled out of their den for the first time, watching the world from big button eyes, aware that the fox was stalking the area. Not quite fear but something close enough, tinged with the merest hint of excitement. It gave her the feeling that she wouldn’t like whatever waited at the end of this conversation.


On the other hand, she hadn’t had much chance to speak to either of them since the Flora Canis Rae, had barely seen them at all. Something that wasn’t likely to change in the coming days. If they had something important on their minds, now was probably the last opportunity before…


Alex blew out a breath. “Alright. But make it quick.”


A small flicker of relief washed over Josy’s features, adding to the apprehensive flutter in Alex’s gut.


She had expected them to simply say what they had to say, but instead the children grabbed her hands and ushered her away from the entrance hall, down one of the light-flooded corridors and through a small, plain door at its end. They ended up in a tiny chamber which Alex hadn’t entered before, filled to the brim with cleansing agents, brushes, brooms… A broom cupboard! They were hiding inside a broom cupboard! Alex lifted a slightly amused eyebrow. Now what?


Josy closed the door behind them and pressed against it as though to keep Alex from escaping. A fine guard she made in her ivory house dress with its tiny pink flower stitchings on the bodice. A chocolate-brown curl had come loose from her wavy braid and was bouncing at her forehead. She looked quite ridiculous between all those cleaning supplies, like a princess that had gotten lost in her own castle, but there was a determination in the straightness of her spine that made Alex wary. 


Alex braced one hand on her hip, leaning against one of the shelves. “So, what’s so important that it cannot wait?”


The kids exchanged a small, fleeting glance, the way they usually did when they were about to whack you over the head with their next words. The swept stone floor underneath Alex’s feet suddenly felt a lot less solid than a moment ago.


Josy smoothed down her dress with quiet dignity and opened her mouth, looking as if she were planning to say something highly elaborate, yet in the end the words just blurted right out of her. “We want to help.”


Alex blinked. “Help? With what?”


“With the rescue mission, of course,” Max told her in an isn’t-that-obvious kind of tone.


The—?


Alex closed her eyes as understanding slowly dawned on her.


Of course this was about the ‘rescue mission’. What else could it be about?


She gritted her teeth to contain a string of swearwords which otherwise would no doubt be repeated within Heloise’s hearing range.


There had been a ferocious debate about it, but in the end it had been agreed that the children needed to be told about the plan. They couldn’t lie, there was a non-negligible risk that they would fail, and then the entire Dubois family would face disgrace, and worse. Max and Josy deserved to know the stakes and they deserved to know why they were doing it. Even Edalyne, always so careful to keep them out of everything, had admitted that it would be cruel to leave the kids in the dark in this particular case. Considering what their plan entailed, it would be hard enough for them to face it knowing what was going to happen.


As far as Alex was aware, Stephane and Edalyne had taken Max and Josy aside while she had been at the art gallery with Bonny the day before and informed them in broad strokes about the plan, although when their crude scheme had turned into something as bombastic as a ‘rescue mission’, Alex had no idea. Max’s creativity, no doubt.


Alex had secretly wondered how the kids would take it, slightly anxious about the talk that was sure to follow. It was her idea after all.


She had expected them to corner her eventually. But she hadn’t expected this. They hadn’t come to her to tell her that her idea was mental and to beg her to talk their parents out of it, noooo, they wanted to take part in this insanity! Why wasn’t that at all surprising? Bloody, insane family!


“Mom and Dad would never allow it,” Josy added ruefully.


So they came to her. Alex didn’t know if she should be flattered or angry.


She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “And you think ambushing me will change their minds?”


Max made a small, shocked noise. Josy turned pale. “You won’t tattle, will you?” 


“Tell me one good reason why I shouldn’t.”


“We are part of this family, too!” Josy said emphatically, wringing her delicate hands so tightly that her knuckles shone stark white through her already pale skin. “Darken is our uncle. How is it fair that everybody has a part to play and is risking their lives, while the two of us are asked to sit around and do nothing?”


Alex appraised the indignant note in her voice as much as the fierce one.


“We wish to contribute,” Josy finished.


And how elaborately she phrased it too.


Why me? Alex clenched her teeth. Why couldn’t they just contribute their good wishes and be done with it? The rest of them could certainly need them.


Alex rubbed her temples. “Look, I understand. Believe me, I do. And ‘rescue mission’ sounds all grand and adventurous, but this isn’t a game or a test or anything. This is the real shit, and it’s highly dangerous. The people we’re dealing with have murdered countless of innocents. They are scrupulous, and they won’t hesitate to hurt you just because you are children. I’m sorry to say this, but I’m afraid your parents are right to keep you out of this.”


Of course, they didn’t let it go at that.


“We can help,” Max insisted stubbornly, bobbing his brown cap of hair with an almost angry expression. “We’re not babies!”


No, not babies. But definitely not mature enough to understand the gravity of the situation, either. Which Max’s reaction showed very clearly.


“Sugar, this has nothing to do with you being babies.”


“Then with what?” he retorted madly.


Ahhh, children! If she ever again fancied the idea of having some of her own, Alex seriously hoped someone would remind her of this very moment.


“We helped before.” Josy’s words were quiet, yet they hung between the walls, impossible to be ignored.


“When you were dying outside the Pacified Zone after that man stabbed you in the belly,” the girl said softly. “Maxwell teleported us to Helton Manor, and I healed you. You would have died without our help.” Her eyes bored into Alex’s, daring her to deny it.


Now there was a point. It was true, of course. Alex owed both of them her life. Yet she’d be doomed if she repaid them by endangering theirs when there was absolutely no need for it.


“That was a completely different situation.”


“How so?”


Alex flung her hands in the air. “Because there was no other choice!”


Josy’s delicate, dark eyebrows drew together. “If there is a choice this time, then why aren’t we allowed to make it ourselves?”


Because you are children, Alex wanted to yell at her. Because your parents don’t want you to get hurt. Because I don’t want you to get hurt. Why don’t you understand that we simply want to keep you safe?


Yet the words simply wouldn’t find their way over her lips. Before her inner eye, she saw, once again, Darken vanishing between the trees astride his hover-cycle, and herself, standing helplessly at the upper floor window, not being able to do the damndest thing about it. The feeling of betrayal, the impotence, the pain. Ah, the pain…


He was just trying to keep her safe, too, she knew that. But by making the decision to leave without her, he had effectively robbed her of her choice in that matter, and if he were to appear right now, the first thing she would do would be to slap the hell out of him for thinking he could make that decision over her head. Well. Maybe not the first.


The point was, having lived the life she had, with her choices inherently limited by the compromised deck of cards she’d been dealt at birth, Alex had learned to value every choice she could make. If she wished to do a lap dance for the devil, she would damn well do that, and if she wanted to risk her life for the man she loved she’d do that, too. That was her choice to make, and hers alone.


Now, looking into Josy’s wide eyes, she recognized the same desperation which was eating up her own heart. The desperation which had seeded this entire crazy plan in the first place. The only difference between the girl and Alex was that Alex could do something about it.


The moment she had made the decision to save Darken’s royal ass, the weight of the worry on her shoulders had lightened at least by half. Yes, she knew it was risky, that she might even die, but at least she was doing something, and that was what kept her from losing her mind altogether.


Max was scuffing the ground with his house shoes and absently plucking the bristles from a hand brush, yet Josy kept looking at Alex with those big, bottomless eyes that were filled with anxiety but at the same time with a small, hidden spark of fierceness. She appeared so very young in her house gown and the pink plush slippers with their little bows on top, yet those eyes were older and they were burning with a silent, desperate fire.


At least for Josy, this wasn’t about swinging a sword in the front row nor about some ill-perceived notion of adventure or about proving her bravery. This was about feeling useful, about staying sane when your mind wanted to splinter into pieces from worry. Eventually, it was about being able to sacrifice something for the ones you loved, about … well, having a choice.


So how could Alex, who knew so well how it felt to be left without a choice, condemn the children to the same fate?


She bit the inside of her lip. There had to be something they could do that wouldn’t put them in immediate danger, some kind of token contribution that would, at the very least, take the worst sting out of the powerlessness they must be feeling right now, and still be enough of a contribution so they wouldn’t feel babied again.


Josy’s shoulders hunched as if she were already bracing herself against the rejection she was clearly expecting to come. Alex could all but hear Heloise’s sneering voice asking what they could possibly do to help anyway? But then, Heloise lacked imagination as sorely as she lacked any sense of humor, while life on the streets had made Alex resourceful and creative. Spinning a subtle web was a spider’s daily task, and she had always been a skilled weaver.


No longer tempered by morals and pseudo-parental qualms, it wasn’t exactly difficult to see how the kids and their requisite talents could be useful for their scheme. Stephane and Edalyne would throw a hissy fit if they ever found out about this, but Alex would deal with it when the time came—if they all survived that long, anyway. If not? Well, then at least that was one problem solved by itself.


Leaning forward, Alex raised a hand and crooked her forefinger at Max and Josy in a come-closer motion. “Actually, there is something you could do.” 


The kids stepped forward simultaneously, eyes lighting up with eagerness.


“But”—Alex held up the same finger in warning—“not a single word to your parents. Or to your grandmother. Capisce?”


Eager nods.


From your lips to the Great Mother’s ear.


“Alright, here is what I need you to do.”
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TWENTY minutes later, Alex left the townhouse, feeling distinctly as though she’d just stuck her hand into a wasps’ nest, hoping against hope she wouldn’t get stung.


She shouldered her bag, which suddenly seemed a lot heavier than before. The responsible thing would have been to deny the children’s request, she knew that very well. But responsible had never been her strong suit, and Max and Josy had been so excited about finally being included in the plan that she couldn’t feel all too bad about it. She just hoped Stephane and Edalyne would be lenient with them—and with her. After all, she had done her best to limit the kids’ involvement to the possible minimum.


At first, they had grumbled a little about the small scope of the contributions Alex was willing to allow them—Max in particular had complained about only getting a role in the backup plan, and how was it fair that Josy always got to do so much more than him?—but when Alex had pointed out that the alternative was not getting a role at all, they had both been quick to agree to their offered tasks, too happy to be given one to risk even that.


To be honest, Alex was relieved that Max had so easily accepted his role in the backup plan—or, more accurately, the backup of the backup, although she’d solicitously neglected to mention that. His assignment was grand enough to keep him busy fantasizing about it, while at the same time highly unlikely to become necessary in reality. In fact, Alex wholeheartedly hoped that they wouldn’t have to implement this phase of the plan, because if they did, it meant that she was probably already dead.
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“THAT’s the rest of it.”


Rachel stowed the last wooden box in the trunk of the halfborn rental car and stepped back, wiping her hands on her jeans. The sea breeze played with the white braid dangling over her shoulder, tugging at loose strands and ruffling the owl feathers tied into it.


She crossed her arms in front of her chest and fixed Alex with her piercing blue gaze. “And you’re absolutely sure you want to go through with this, Lex?”


Alex let her eyes glide over the boxes in the trunk and took a deep breath. “Yes, I’m sure.”


When she had arrived at Rachel’s cottage about two hours ago, she had told her friend everything that had happened since they had last seen each other, not omitting any details this time, including her involvement with Darken. She had also told her what they had found out about the Maria P. Carvalis Prison Camp, and what they were planning to do.


Rachel’s eyebrows had crept higher and higher on her forehead. “Well, butter my butt and call me a cookie,” she had muttered when Alex had finally wrapped up. “That prison camp sounds like one special part of hell. I don’t think I have ever heard anything more despicable. This Master-guy needs to be stopped, but darling, what you’re planning? It’s utter madness.”


“That’s about the kindest thing anyone has yet said to me on that account,” Alex had told her with a dry grin.


Rachel hadn’t jumped on her attempt to lighten the mood. Instead, worry had crinkled the skin around her eyes.


“You could die, Lex.”


Alex had sighed. “I’m aware of that.”


Rachel’s eyebrows had arched upward. “Well, then let me rephrase this, darling: You will most certainly die.”


“I know, Rachel,” Alex had told her softly and then quickly raised her hands to stifle further protests. “I know … I know it all.”


“Uh-huh.” Rachel had looked at her doubtfully and pursed her lips. “Is the boy worth it?”


Despite the gravity of the situation, Alex hadn’t been able to stop herself from chuckling.


Rachel had frowned. “Did I say something funny?”


“Seriously, Rach, I think you’re the only person in the world who would refer to Darken as ‘boy’.”


“Well, those are the privileges of the elderly,” Rachel had said. "But you didn’t answer my question, darling. Is he worth it?”


Alex didn’t hesitate for a second. “Yes.” There was no more laughter, only quiet conviction as her heart hummed with the truth of her words. “He is everything.”


“He really means that much to you, huh?”


“I love him, Rachel.” It was a simple as that. And Alex wished she’d had the chance to tell him before he’d left.


Rachel had raised her eyes to the overcast sky where gray and white clouds were battling for dominance and sighed. “You have no idea how long I’ve been wanting for you to say these words.” She slowly shook her head. “I just wish the circumstances wouldn’t have been quite so … dramatic.”


Her gaze had returned to Alex. “And he? Does he love you, too?”


Alex had smiled. “I believe he does.”


Rachel had sighed again. “Very well then. I think I have a thing or two in my repository that you might find helpful for that scheme of yours.”


Now, one hour later, everything was packed in the car, and the only thing left to do was to say goodbye.


Alex pawed the sandy ground with the toe of her boot, watching the sand form little rises around it. In the distance, waves rolled against the sandy shore with a low, incessant mutter. A seagull cried overhead. The air smelled of salt and memories. One memory, in particular, shoved its way into her mind, like a spider squeezing itself though a narrow crack: of one evening, many years ago, when she’d spent the night at Rachel’s place and had sat on the floor in front of her friend’s armchair with her head leaned against Rachel’s lap, both of them snuggled up in blankets, reading books and drinking cheap, heated honey wine while rain pelted the windows. It was such a random memory, she had no idea why it was this one she remembered so clearly right now. Maybe because its mundaneness had made it so special. Maybe because she had been happy that night. Maybe because she was afraid that this was the last time she would see her friend and the fear was trying to woo her away from her chosen track.


She swallowed. It felt like swallowing a mouthful of sand.


“Sure you don’t want my help with this, Lex?” Rachel asked into the stretching silence.


Alex forced herself to smile and gently shook her head, saying again what she had already said five or six times today, “You already helped more than enough, Rachel. I’ve got this from here.”


Not that there was much Rachel could do to help anyway. But the truth was, she didn’t want to put another loved one at risk. Things were bad enough as they were.


“Very well.” Rachel nodded, accepting the truth—and the subtle lie—in Alex’s words. After all, she had been the one who had taught Alex to recognize when it was time to ask for help and when there was a road that had to be walked alone.


Rachel reached into the back pocket of her jeans and held out a small, slightly crooked dagger. It was a beautiful blade clasped in a scabbard of thin black leather with a gleaming black handle inlaid with a silver knot pattern. “Here.”


Alex blinked and took a step back, determinedly shaking her head. “No, I can’t take that one. It’s your lucky knife.”


“Exactly. You’ll need all the luck you can get if you want your plan to work. Take it. It will make me sleep better at night.” She shoved the dagger into Alex’s hand. “By the way, it’s just loaned. I expect to get it back.”


Alex bit her lip as she pocketed the knife. “Thank you, Rachel. For everything.” Her eyes were suddenly burning. The salt. It had to be the salt.


They looked at each other, the silence between them filled with too many words, none of which adequate enough to express what Alex really wanted to say—all the words that were written on her heart with the ink of gratitude, friendship and love that simply wouldn’t find their way over her tongue.


Rachel waved her arms. “Oh, give an old woman a hug.” Alex leaned into the embrace, trying to convey everything that she felt through her touch. Rachel’s arms were warm and comforting and their touch gave her strength, like so many times before. 


Rachel finally broke away, took her by the shoulders and peered into her face, her blue eyes solemn like the rolling waves. “Now, I know these words don’t mean much to you, but for once, please be careful, darling. Promise me you’ll be careful. I mean it, promise.”


“I promise,” Alex whispered, choking on the tears that would no longer be denied. They slipped from the corners of her eyes in hot trickles and added to the salty taste of the sea on her tongue. She hugged her friend once more—a short, crushing embrace—and then quickly climbed into the car before she could crack. She started the engine and drove off, the car jolting in the deep tire tracks of the sandy beach road.


Twenty minutes later, Alex was on the highway, speeding back toward the city. She held onto the steering wheel so tightly that her fingers ached. She had meant it when she had promised Rachel that she would be careful. Only in this case, she wasn’t sure if that would be enough.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










THE magic-fueled street lamps flickered to life like silver-blue ghost lights floating under delicate glass bulbs as Lord Lystiteles Édouard Falcrum disembarked the chauffeur-driven coach at the dead end of Whitestone Avenue. He tossed a couple of bills at the driver, left instructions as to when to pick him up again on Monday morning, and then sent the man on his way to spend the rest of his evening as he pleased. He wouldn’t need his services anymore tonight.


When the coach was off, Falcrum turned around and shuffled his way up the small hill to his manor house.


Falcrum Manor. The sound of it would never cease to delight him.


His home was located in the best part of Aeryum, one of Lancaester’s finest towns, not too far from Gral de Bassano yet far enough away to escape the convent’s foul air for a while.


He could have moved somewhere a little less fancy, he reflected, somewhere closer to the town center, a place that wouldn’t have been so horrendously expensive—but why contend himself with second rate quality if he could have the prime selection? He could afford it after all. His salary as Provost of Lancaester’s Forfeit convent might not buy him any castles, but it more than sufficed for a life with all the comforts and amenities he would never have dreamed of as a boy.


Not that his family had been poor, but they weren’t descendants of the royal elite and simply because of that, certain circles had been closed to them.


Not anymore. The Provost smiled to himself. People were completely right when they said money ennobles. Money—and good connections. Ah, what a little bit of money could do. The parties, the performances, the gala dinners … and of course, the manor. The place even came with a number of trained servants, including a cook, cleaning personnel, and a gardener, who lived close by in town. This kind of luxury was something Falcrum hadn’t thought he would ever take for granted, although he had quickly learned to enjoy its perks. How easy it was to get used to a certain standard of living…


Yes, his position as the head of one of the biggest Order convents in Arcadia had opened him many doors. If only it didn’t come with having to deal with them.


The Provost shuddered involuntarily and threw a quick look around. The soothing glow of the street lamps was falling behind, getting lost in the encroaching gloom. Up ahead, he could already glimpse the warm lights of the manor atop the hill, its bulky shape outlined against the falling dusk, but around him twilight reigned, quickly gulping up the world like a hungry beast.


A soft shiver ran down Falcrum’s spine.


Deep blue shadows pooled underneath the sturdy oaks and alders lining the paved pathway, crawling closer to him the farther he moved away from the street. By the Blind Child’s cursed eyes, he really needed to ask the town major to have some additional lights installed up here. Certainly, considering his position, his bidding would be fulfilled in a blink.


Increasing his steps, he nervously scanned the shadows through narrowed eyes, almost expecting to see two red dots igniting inside them.


You’re behaving ridiculously, Lord Falcrum chided himself.


Darken was probably at the other end of the country by now, perhaps even trying to seek asylum in Tharsis, though it seemed doubtful that it would be granted to him. As far as Falcrum was aware, the Tharsian bastards killed those born with Death’s curse as soon as it manifested itself—a practice Arcadia would have been well-advised to look into as well. For all their military worth, keeping Death’s Servants under control was simply too much trouble. Not that he intended to mention this to his superiors.


Something snapped to his right and he wheeled around, heart beating in his throat, fingers closing around the vocarum in the pocket of his jacket. His gaze snagged on the shadows, but nothing moved nearby. A raccoon, perhaps?


He nervously fingered the smooth little device in his pocket, feeling foolish for wanting to activate it yet unwilling to let go of it either. 


After a few long moments, he forcefully uncurled his fingers from the vocarum, rolled his shoulders in an attempt to get rid of the anxiety tensing up his muscles, and moved on. 


No need to be so jumpy. Not even Darken would dare come here, into the heart of Lancaster. The whole area teemed with Forfeits, and everyone was on the lookout for him. 


Still. Falcrum tugged his jacket a little tighter around himself, feeling chilly despite the warm summer evening. He would only be able to sleep peacefully again once the bastard was finally apprehended.


How hard could it be to detain one man, anyway? It wasn’t like he had anywhere to go. The entire Order was on high alert, dozens of Forfeits had been put on him in all the different provinces throughout Arcadia, and yet he was still running free.


But then, of course, Darken wasn’t just any man. He was one of the Bloodravens, an assassin of the Order, trained to be a Jester-forsaken ghost. And Darken had always been one of his most capable subjects.


Of course, if everything had gone according to plan, Darken wouldn’t have escaped in the first place. If not for subject D73’s betrayal, Darken would be stone-cold dead by now, and he wouldn’t have to worry himself sick.


A thin scowl flattened the Provost’s lips.


Subject D73—the one called Belaris. One of his borderlines. Highly unstable and exceptionally brutal even for Forfeit standards. Eloquent and charming when he wanted to, but if let loose, he’d killed with a vicious delight and reining him in had proved increasingly difficult. Yet he had never disobeyed a direct command before, had never shown the same tendency to insubordination as Darken had.


Oh, Falcrum had known that the two men considered each other friends—a constant source of dissatisfaction among his superiors—though he wouldn’t have thought … would never have expected…


He closed his eyes and gnashed his teeth. Not only had Subject D73 refused to obey his order, but worse, he had sided with Darken against them. The audacity. It was simply unthought of.


Falcrum knew that his superiors weren’t happy with him. They considered this whole mess to be his fault. But how could he have anticipated that subject D73 would disobey a direct order?


It had been a miscalculation on his part. A very unfortunate one. An oversight he would have to live with, and with its consequences.


The pictures he’d received from the guardaí headquarters popped up in front of his eyes again. His gorge rose and he pressed his lips together to keep bile from spilling out. Belaris had killed twenty-seven guardaí—twenty-seven!—and two unfortunate staff members who’d been at the wrong place at the wrong time before they finally managed to bring him down. So much destruction in so short a time. And the pictures… Great Mother, they still gave him nightmares.


Falcrum hadn’t been told what Belaris had sought at the guardaí headquarters, and he didn’t care enough to ask. He only wished he could wipe those images from his memory, afraid that they would haunt him for the rest of his life. Not to say anything of how the entire affair would look in his records. Not just one but two compromised subjects within a couple of days. It had given rise to the impression that he didn’t have his convent under control. All he could do now to stop the whispers and rumors in the corridors was to make Darken’s execution as swift and brutal as possible.


And as if that wasn’t enough, his superiors wanted him to make inquiries as to whether there were comparable relationships among the other Forfeits under his command and, if so, deal with them appropriately. There could simply be no doubt concerning the unwavering loyalty of the Forfeit.


Falcrum swallowed a sigh. Such an inquiry was the last thing he needed right about now. As if his job wasn’t burdensome enough already.


Just a couple more years, he reminded himself. Just a couple more years, and he would live in clover and never have to set another foot in a convent, would never have to deal with their kind again. He just had to hang on for a while.


The manor’s gate peeled out of the dark, flanked by two massive, magic-fueled torches.


Shaky with relief, Falcrum clumsily placed his right hand on the identification panel, keyed the ward with a spark of his magic and admitted himself into his property. Bobbing in place with impatience, he waited until the gate had closed behind him with a click, and the magic ward flared up like a reassuring shield of iridescent armor.


He exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and walked up the path between the trimmed flower beds to the front door with a bit more spring in his step, inhaling the evening air which suddenly seemed a lot sweeter. That ward had cost him a small fortune, but he hadn’t hesitated to install it the moment he’d heard of Darken’s escape. Better safe than sorry, eh?


The Provost opened the door, entered the house, and locked it behind him, even adding the strong bolt for good measure.


Home at last.


Should really add a butler to the staff, Falcrum thought peevishly for the dozenth time as he hung his cashmere jacket on the rack and slipped his feet into his comfortable sheep skin house slippers. His lower back cracked when he straightened, and a low moan escaped his lips. The Great Mother have mercy on him, he felt jaded. The work at the Order was wearing him out, a little more each day. He rubbed his temples. No surprise really. That constant feel of suppressed violence and bloodlust in the air, the ever-present whisper of death around his ‘charges’, it would weigh upon any gentler soul.


Perhaps a long bath would do the trick. And maybe a massage. He could call upon one of the servant girls. Lina was quite nimble-fingered. She would be annoyed to be recalled to the manor after hours, and more so because such a task wasn't considered part of her general duties, yet she wouldn’t refuse his bidding, and a generous tip would keep that annoyance behind sealed lips. Yes, yes, that would be just the thing right now.


But first he needed a drink.


Leaving the entrance hall, he plodded down the long stone tile corridor toward the kitchen at its end. A little bite wouldn’t hurt either. Surely, his cook had prepared something delicious and kept it warm for him in the oven.


After a couple of steps, he paused and rubbed his arms. It was quite cold in the corridor, unpleasantly so, in fact. His servants really should be more observant. True, the house was built from ancient stone and cooled rather quickly, but it was midsummer for heaven’s sake.


With an irritated shake of his head, he walked on. He appreciated them not being wasteful with his money, but this? Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace, it wasn’t just cold, it was freezing. How had the staff managed to let it get so cold in here? Tomorrow, he’d give them a good piece of his mind.


Irritation blossoming into real annoyance, Falcrum stepped into the kitchen and raised a hand to activate the lights with a flicker of magic.


Soft golden light spilled from the antique-style bronze chandelier over the red-brown tiles, the surface of the dark pine table—and the man standing behind it.


Falcrum’s heart jumped to the ceiling, and he almost fell over his feet as he stumbled backward against the wall, a scream catching in his throat.


Dressed completely in black and knitted from the yarn of night, the man fused with the shadows behind the table, the light of the chandelier barely able to untangle him from the swirling darkness. He stood with his back to the door, looking out of the window, his hands loosely clasped behind the back the way soldiers stood at ease. Falcrum new that posture. He knew it only too well.


His heart pounded in his throat, trying to push out of his chest as he pressed himself against the wall.


The man pivoted slowly on the balls of his feet, a graceful dancer’s move that reminded Falcrum too much of a blade being drawn from its sheath. Dark, cold eyes took his measure, boring through his skin right into his soul.


Falcrum shivered under the sleepy, glazed look from those eyes. He wanted to move or scream, but he was frozen, solidified. He couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe. His entire body was rigid with fear like that of a small frightened animal cowering before a hungry predator. Cold sweat built on his forehead as he fought against the paralyzing effect of the Forfeit’s magic, which he, unlike so many others, never seemed to get quite immune against even after all the time he spent in their proximity.


His mental gears slowly reeled into action. How had he gotten in here? The military elite of the entire realm was on the lookout for this man, and he was here! Here! In his kitchen!


Come to kill him. The realization stabbed Falcrum in the gut like an icy dagger.


No. It shouldn’t be possible for him to be inside this house, to come even close to it. The protective wards, the guards—


The guards! A tiny spark of hope hummed through the paralyzing mist that shrouded his nerves. He needed to call the guards. They were his only chance against the Forfeit.


After Darken’s escape, his employers had been gracious enough to assign a handful of guards to his house who patrolled the land around it and whom he could summon in case of an emergency. It was why he carried the vocarum with him whenever he left the house, a portable emitter to send a locatable distress signal to the guards.


The vocarum! The Great Mother have mercy on him, he’d left the blasted thing in the pocket of his jacket!


No problem, he tried to calm himself. No problem at all. There was an emergency button in every room of the house. In fact, there was one right under the kitchen table. He could activate it with a concentrated discharge of his magic. Except that there was no way Darken wouldn’t notice the use of magic, and if he did…


Falcrum swallowed, calculating his chances. Perhaps he would be able to fend the Forfeit off until the guards arrived.


One look into those cold, glazed eyes told him with chilling clarity that he wouldn’t. The guards wouldn’t even be able to identify his remains when they arrived. No, he couldn’t risk to magically activate the button, he had to activate it manually without Darken noticing.


Summon them quietly and stall Darken until they were here. Yes. He could do that. He knew how to handle his kind, and he only had to survive a couple of minutes. He could do it. He wouldn’t die tonight.


Lord Falcrum forced a bit of breath back into his lungs and wrenched his numb lips open.


“D-Darken.” His voice was at least one octave higher than usual, but he couldn’t help it.


Darken smiled. It was a chilling smile that froze his blood.


“Provost,” he said with mocking formality and hinted a bow.


“What—” Falcrum swallowed so hard it hurt. “What brings you here? I-I didn’t expect you.”


“Didn’t you?” Darken lifted an eyebrow. He took a step forward, and Falcrum flinched involuntarily. “I was hoping to get a word—if your lordship can make the time, that is.”


“A word?” the Provost echoed, slightly surprised, then quickly hastened to add, “Of course, of course.” Anything that would keep Darken from making the kill.


He pointed a trembling hand at the table. “Why don’t we sit down?” It would bring him in range of the emergency button and would also put the table more squarely between them. Not that it would provide much of a protection if Darken decided to attack, but it was far better than nothing.


Darken obliged him with an inviting sweep of his hand as if it were for him to offer the table. He settled in a chair with predatory grace, rested his elbows on the polished pine wood and steepled his fingers, watching Falcrum over the fingertips with an unreadable expression.


The Provost crossed the small distance to the table on wobbly legs and gratefully slid into the opposite chair, not sure if his legs would have supported him any second longer.


Now that he was seated behind the table, he realized how small it was. How feeble a protection in the face of one of Death’s Servants. His chest trembled.


Concentrate. Keep him occupied.


“So, what”—he cleared his throat several times—“what can I possibly do for you?” He kept his gaze firmly on Darken, feigning attention while his left hand reached under the table and fumbled for the emergency button. The moment his shaking fingers found it, he sent out the silent call for help.


Darken’s mouth twitched a little as if he were amused by something, but Falcrum was too relieved to give it a second thought. Only a few more moments and the guards would burst through the door and come for his rescue. Just a few more moments.


Darken’s eyes fixed him, burning into him, dismantling his soul and tearing it to shreds. “You signed an order that put me on the blacklist.”


The Provost played with a bread crumb on the wooden table top, giving Darken a small sideglance from the corner of his eye. “I … did sign an order a couple of days ago,” he said evasively, feeling a little more confident now that he knew that help was on its way.


“We both know perfectly well that what is written about me therein is a lie.” Darken’s voice was flat, yet nobody would have missed the soft, threatening thunder rumbling below the words.


Falcrum shivered again. Of course, when he had deployed that order, he had known it was a lie. Now that he was staring into those glazed, sleepy eyes, he feared that it wasn’t.


Somehow, he managed to find his voice underneath his fear. “I-I was just f-following orders m-myself,” he stammered. “I have superiors, too, you know.”


“How convenient,” Darken said quietly. “That’s how people always like to justify their actions, isn’t it? That they were ‘just following orders’.” He balanced the words on the tip of his tongue. “Is that what you keep telling yourself so that you can sleep better at night?”


Falcrum pressed his fingers against the table top, fighting the panic buckling inside him. “When I received m-my instructions, I had no reason to doubt them,” he gushed, the words blending into each other in their haste to escape his lips. “After all, you weren’t there, were you? So how was I supposed to v-verify? And you wouldn’t deny that it happens to all of you one day, would you? The madness. The k-killing frenzy.”


A muscle jerked in Darken’s jaw.


Lord Falcrum felt a small, perverse sense of triumph. He’d touched on a raw nerve. It gave him the audacity to add, “And I, on my part, do not question the orders of my superiors.”


He regretted the words as soon as they were out. You want to stall him, fool, not provoke him into killing you!


Holding his breath, he flickered a quick glance toward the door. The guards should be here by now. What in the Great Mother's name was taking them so long?


“I’m here now.” Darken’s deep voice curled around him like cold, deadly silk wrapping around his neck. “And you are still alive.” He lingered a little too long on the word ‘still’. “So are you going to revoke that order?”


The Provost struggled against a rising feeling of desperation. “Now, Darken, you know I cannot just do that. There are special procedures for that…”


“So, you’d rather condemn an innocent man to death than risk the wrath of your superiors.” Darken’s words were filled with bitterness.


Falcrum’s eyes widened. “You would consider yourself an innocent man, Darken?”


There. Push him in a defensive position, don’t let him get the upper hand. As long as he sees the need to justify himself, he won’t make the kill.


A disturbing, deep-red glow ignited at the back of Darken’s eyes. “I won’t deny that there is a lot of blood on these hands, however, I have done nothing to justify that blacklist order. And if you are referring to the blood I spilled in the name of the Order … that blood is as much on your hands as it is on mine. Would you consider yourself innocent, Provost?”


This was wrong. Completely wrong. He wasn’t supposed to be the one justifying himself. He needed to put a stop to this and quickly. Make this someone else’s problem.


Trying to project composure and superiority as well as a hint of magnanimous consideration, Falcrum folded his hands on the table. “As I said, I had no reason to doubt my orders when I received them, but I do see now that a mistake might have been made. Why … uhm … why don’t you come back with me to the convent? I’m sure we can find a way to clear up this misunderstanding…”


For a second, the Provost’s fear dwindled as the events unfurled in front of his mind’s eye. If he could convince Darken Forfeit to accompany him to the convent, if he was the one to bring him in … all his mistakes would be forgiven.


Darken’s cold chuckle cut through his fantasies like a blade through exposed flesh, carving it to a thousand pieces and leaving him naked and bleeding.


“Don’t play games with me, Provost. You’re not particularly good at it, and I excel at them too much for your good.”


Falcrum shuddered. His eyes darted toward the door again. Where were those damn guards?


A flicker of malevolent amusement danced at the edges of Darken’s irises.


“They won’t come.”


Falcum blinked, puzzled. “Who?” he asked distractedly while keeping one eye on the door, fully occupied with willing those blasted bastards to hurry the hell up.


“The guards,” Darken said mildly. “Which you are so desperately waiting for.”


The Provost felt his features slip. “Won’t…?” He faltered, realizing too late that he should have denied it.


A dark, vicious smile split Darken’s lips as he leaned back in his chair. “I’m afraid they have been temporarily incapacitated.”


Despite the biting cold around him, sweat pooled on Falcrum’s brow and on the back of his neck. He was alone. Truly alone. No one would come to help him. He was all by himself.


Out of options, he threw the one verbal knife he still had at his disposal. “You say you abhor the killing the Order made you do, but how many more people do you want to die because of you?”


He saw Darken stiffen and knew the knife had hit its aim.


Keep going now. Push it in. Don’t let him recover.


“People have already died because of this … unfortunate situation. Like Subject D73—”


“Belaris.” Darken’s sepulchral whisper was laced with fury and pain, the first real show of emotions since the beginning of their talk. “His name was Belaris.”


“Belaris, yes.” Falcrum nodded heavily as if he understood, as if he cared for the differentiation. “I’m sorry. I know he was your friend.” He paused, giving the next words just the right amount of gravity. “But now he is dead. Because he helped you.”


Nothing changed visibly, but the air around Falcurm suddenly … rippled. A harsh phantom wind stirred the papers on the table and flapped the curtains, tugging on Falcrum’s hair and clothes with angry, ghostly fingers. Ice coated the windows with furious speed and blossomed on the tiles.


The Provost stiffened in his chair. His breath condensed in the air in front of him. Cold. So cold.


“He is dead, because you assigned him to kill me.” Darken’s voice was a soft, dangerous croon, a midnight whisper full of graveyards and caverns, more forbidding than any yelled threat could have been. A killer’s voice. The voice of Death.


Falcrum’s heartbeat sped up. The air in his lungs seemed frozen, biting the inside of his throat. A whimper escaped his mouth, and the words rushed out incoherently, “Darken … must understand … an order … left me no choice…”


“That’s your excuse for everything, isn’t it?” Darken snarled. “That you received an order? How many more good men are you willing to sacrifice because of an order?”


“Y-you have the power to end this, Darken,” Falcrum pressed, wetting his numb, frozen lips. “No more men have to die. If you were to surrender…”


Darken’s features were glacial, a cold mask that couldn’t possibly belong to a human. “You have to do better than that.”


Darkness flowed from him in whispering tendrils of black, slithering fury. Falcrum felt the death magic shiver over his skin and wind around his throat, squeezing it together like an invisible hand.


“Darken, don’t be stupid,” he gasped in rising panic. “Make this easier on yourself. If you come quietly now, at least it will be over quickly. If you won’t do it for yourself, then do it for your family. The more people die while you’re on the run, the more publicity it will attract, and it will be your family’s name that will be tarnished. Your niece and nephew, you care for them, don’t you? Do you really think they can suffer another scandal right now?”


Darken’s eyebrows drew together. “What are you talking about?”


Now it was for Falcrum to frown. “The arrest of your brother, of course. The murder charge.” His eyes grew big. “You didn’t know.”


“Murder charge?” Darken asked too softly.


Falcrum nodded hesitantly. “Yes, yes. Early this morning, your brother was arrested at his house in Ciradell and taken into investigative custody at the Blackrock High Security Prison.” He paused, feeling a tiny prick of excitement. This might be exactly the kind of lever he needed. “They are investigating the murder of Senator Edward Debayne. Apparently, a body is involved,” he said slowly, as if considering the information. “Naturally, your mother already tried to post bail, but I heard she was refused. I’m sure you understand … a case of this magnitude…”


Darken’s eyes flared like two pits of hellfire. “You’re lying.”


“By all means, no, Darken. I’m telling the truth. Here, see for yourself.” He nudged the newspaper halfway hidden underneath his fishing magazines on the table over to Darken, pointing at the front-page article. His servants always left the newest issue for him, but he’d already read the paper at work—there had been hardly another topic today.


Darken’s gaze flickered over the article, his face growing darker at every word. “My brother is innocent.”


Falcrum’s mind raced at high speed. Perhaps he could use this to forge a connection, to establish the kind of trust he needed to steer Darken in the right direction.


He touched his chest and let a sympathetic note slip into his voice. “I understand, and personally, I have the greatest of doubts that your brother would be involved in such a nefarious action. But that remains for a court to determine, yes?” He spread his arms. “According to the press, they want to get this affair over with as quickly as possible, to appease the masses, you see. A first hearing before a full criminal tribunal will be scheduled in the near future.” He sighed with a pained expression. “Your family is facing hard times, Darken. Hard times. Spare them any more unnecessary pain.”


He hesitated, as if weighing the next words very, very carefully. “If you wish … I’m not without authority myself as you know … I mean, yes … yes, I believe I could get you into the Blackrock Prison … arrange a last meeting with your brother … a chance for a proper goodbye…”


Darken, the bastard, laughed. “So that they can execute the both of us? Two Dubois brothers for the price of one? I don’t think so.” He gently shook his head, a queer glitter in his eyes. “I would’t even get through the front door without a bullet in my head, you know that as well as I do.”


The Provost helplessly wrung his hands. “Darken, be reasonable,” he pleaded. “You’re just making this worse for everyone involved. You must surrender. You cannot keep running forever. Even you can’t take on the entire Order.”


The look he received from those dark eyes chilled him deeply to the bone.


“Watch me.”


Darken rose. The sound of the chair legs scraping over the tiles was startlingly loud in the brittle silence of the house. Falcrum winced and instinctively crouched deeper in his chair while he watched with rising terror as Darken approached him, shrouded in black wings of misty lightning, eyes two glowing red pools of fire—knowing he was looking Death in the eye.


He was a statue, unable to move no matter how hard he tried. Darken paused beside his chair and bent down to him. Falcrum felt his breath on his cheek, hot like a demon’s. “They invited me to this dance, and I intend to see it through to its very last accord.”


The Provost’s composure broke. He crumbled in his chair, shaking uncontrolledly and sobbing. “Please, d-don’t kill me. I didn’t want … I n-never meant … please.”


A hand came to rest on his left shoulder, long fingers squeezing it in an almost gentle caress, yet the cold that seeped from those fingers bit through his shirt into his skin, and numbed it. Darken leaned even closer, his deep voice saturated with contempt.


“Despite your best efforts to the contrary, I’m not a mindless murderer. I won’t kill a defenseless, unarmed man.” His fingers dug deeper into Falcrum’s shoulder, nails pricking the skin and the cold numbness expanded into his arm. “But I strongly suggest that you never cross my path again. Because if you do, I will kill you, and I will do my best to thoroughly enjoy it.”


Lord Falcrum whined softly and closed his eyes. The hand vanished from his shoulder, and he held his breath, waiting for the death blow which, in contrast to the words, he was sure to come.


Seconds passed. He didn’t hear steps, didn't hear a door closing—didn’t hear anything at all—but suddenly warmth enveloped him as if someone had turned on every heater in the house to full power at once.


When he opened his eyes, the kitchen was empty except for a few small puddles on the ground.


The Forfeit was gone. Like smoke. Like a ghost.


The Provost shuddered and sagged, limp in his chair. Liquid heat trickled down his legs, and he realized he had wet himself.


He knew he should call for help, that he should make an immediate report and send men after Darken, but he was still unable to move. He just sat there, shivering in spite of the returned warmth in the kitchen, praying that he would never have to see that queer glitter in Darken’s eyes again.


It was a long while before he eventually heaved himself up from his chair and made the required calls. After that, still soiled and stinking of urine and fear, he grabbed a bottle of his most potent cognac and sat at the kitchen table facing the door, too afraid to let it out of his sight. Too afraid to go to sleep.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










A WOLF’s howl echoed through the darkness. Another wolf answered, the wild, eerie sound getting lost between the hills.


Alex didn’t stir from her perch on the low ridge above the valley. The pack was six, seven miles away, maybe more, gathering for the nightly hunt. But she wasn’t their quarry.


No, tonight, she was a huntress herself. And she had already sighted her prey.


Hidden in the shadows of a little grove, Alex shifted her halfborn binoculars a little to the left and focused it on Roukewood’s manor that lay about a mile and a half below her vantage point. Huge and dark, curving amidst an immaculately kept garden of vivid greens, it looked like a pampered dragon in emerald silk sheets. But even a pampered dragon would spit fire if roused from sleep.


Turning the diopter adjustment ring, Alex zoomed in on the third story of the house where a few windows were still illuminated; servants getting ready to hit the pillow. It was a weekday, there were no visitors at the house, and one by one the household was getting ready to turn in. When she caught sight of an older woman undressing behind the curtains, Alex quickly lowered the binoculars a little to give her some privacy. She wasn’t a bloody peeper.


The binoculars were standard halfborn issue, though of the better quality—one of the various gifts from Rachel’s treasure chest. Thanks to her shaper senses, Alex’s night vision was nearly as good as her day vision, and her eyesight was naturally keener than that of a regular human, but there were limits even to a shaper’s vision. At this distance, the binoculars came in quite handy.


Alex turned them downwards and surveyed the movement of the guards patrolling the garden behind the high, wrought-iron fence that girdled the entire estate.


The moon was bright tonight, illuminating the perimeter and allowing Alex to see lots of tiny little details. Unfortunately, the same held true for the guards. And Roukewood had many. A shitload of them, in fact. Just in her current field of view she spotted at least five uniformed men, sedulously doing their rounds behind the fence. Approximately fifteen feet high and made from thin, ornate metal, it looked almost feathery, more like decoration than protection, but Alex wasn’t deceived. The fence was completely warded and knowing Senator Roukewood, it was most likely meticulously maintained and charged to kill. The ward’s magic was saturating the air with so much buzzing energy, Alex could feel it even up here, a constant, annoying tingle on her skin.


She shook her head in the dark. Trueborns! To have a ward on a private property! Stephane had told her how abhorrently expensive their maintenance was. Apparently, the main estate of his parents had one as well, though since the death of her husband, Heloise spent less and less time there. You had to be extremely self-important if you thought that you needed this kind of security. Not to mention filthily rich. Or hiding something.


In Roukewood’s case, it was all three.


Alex made a face. Her attendance at the senator’s dinner party three nights ago had confirmed what she had already feared: his home was a freaking fortress, nearly as well-guarded as the Royal Palace itself.


If someone had asked her a week ago if it was possible to break in there, her answer would have been a clear and unambiguous ‘no’.


However, it always depended on the incentive, and with Darken’s life thrown into the balance… She'd still say it was impossible for a human. But for a shaper? Well, tonight would tell.


After a very exquisite dinner Alex hadn’t been able to enjoy one bit, Roukewood had treated his select guests to his private gallery. Alex had acted the part of the awed country flower, pretending to almost faint over a couple of particular boring pieces that were supposed to be the height of artistic grandeur. It hadn’t escaped her notice either that Rapture by Jean-Pierre Arville-Mysom, the painting she’d marveled at so much during their visit of the Kaelta Gallery Center Hall, had occupied a top spot in his gallery. Alex wondered if the senator had meant to buy it anyway, or if he’d acquired it simply as a means to impress her. She wouldn’t put it past him.


It had been rather obvious that the dear senator wouldn’t have minded giving her an even more private tour, just the two of them—touching allowed for a change. Roukewood had shown a possessive fixation on her during the entire evening, from seating her next to him, to staying close and ‘accidentally’ touching her whenever the situation allowed it.


Drawing on that fixation, Alex had lash-batted and cajoled him into giving them a grand tour of his house, feigning great interest in the other paintings and art objects scattered throughout the mansion as well as in the security measures that ensured they stayed in their rightful place. Luckily, the other guests had been equally intrigued and asked their fair share of questions, diffusing the impression that she was purposefully milking him for information on his defense mechanisms.


While clinging to Roukewood’s arm and liberally showering him with compliments, Alex had quietly mapped the building in her mind, committing to memory everything that might be of interest for further visits.


If the opportunity had presented itself, she would have gladly snuck away like she had in Elizabeth Saunier’s home and gone for a little stroll by herself, seeing if she could, by any chance, find some compromising evidence. The voluminous dark-red skirt of her sensuous, floor-length dinner gown hid several big pockets on the inside for just that purpose. However, the senator was very careful with his guests. If someone departed from the group, even if it was to just visit the bathroom, there was always at least one ‘helpful’ servant in vision range, making sure the guests didn’t get lost in the house. Considering that Roukewood was hosting this event for mainly political reasons, and that the ones he tried to twist around his little finger might be secretly giving their loyalty to another election candidate and were potentially just snooping for disgraceful information on him, it was probably smart of him to do so.


To be completely truthful, Alex hadn’t really expected to get a chance to explore, but that didn’t stop her from being disappointed all the same.


Once coffee had been served in the drawing room and the first guests had started to leave, she had sensed that Roukewood was groping for an excuse to keep her there with him. To Alex’s utmost relief, there had been no getting rid of Bonny. The other girl hadn’t left Alex’s side all evening, completely oblivious to Rouekwood’s advances on Alex. Seeing his silent frustration grow had been one sweet bite in the sourness of Alex’s week. When the last of the politicians had departed and Alex and her friend were the only guests left, Bonny had declared that they, too, shouldn’t encroach on the senator’s valuable time any longer, and there had been no gentlemanly way for him to suggest that Alex stay back alone. So they’d bid him goodbye and boarded a cab coach. 


Bonny had no idea how much Alex owed her.


The last light in the mansion winked out, letting the house sink into the darkness, except for the tiny glowing dots of nightlights in the garden. Alex checked the halfborn plastic watch on her wrist. Eighteen minutes past twelve.


She waited, watching the minutes stretch like stale, old chewing gum, while the need to move was making her stir-crazy inside. But she wouldn't ruin this one shot out of impatience.


Five minutes…


…ten…


…fifteen…


At last the watch showed a quarter to one. That should be enough.


Stuffing the binoculars into her backpack, Alex extracted a black ski mask and pulled it over her braided hair, then tugged a thin piece of dark cloth up over her mouth and nose, turning her into a first-rate movie assassin. A formfitting black catsuit made of an elastic material covered her from neck to wrists to ankles, fitting her like a glove. When she’d presented it to Stephane, he had blushed crimson and then made an excuse to leave the room. It was originally meant as an undergarment to wear underneath one of Edalyne’s suits, a sheer affair of pure white, but Alex found it way better suited for her purposes. Wearing it, she was close to invisible in the night and completely free in her movements. This would have been the perfect thing to put on for training after she’d molted. If she survived tonight, she would so keep this one.


Bending low, Alex scurried down the hill, summoning her threads of darkness and weaving them around her, fusing her with the night. A minute, and she was merely a hundred yards away from the fence. She dropped to ground in a small pit in the grass, becoming one with the land.


The magical energy of the ward crawled over her skin with the chitinous legs of little insects. The ward wasn’t the only thing emitting a magical charge out here, but it was the reason why she had limited her magical gear to a minimum and wasn’t going to use any of it as long as she was outside the property. This might not be Gomorrha, and she doubted that Roukewood’s defensive ward was linked to trapping spells the way Gomorrha’s was, but it was still highly likely that any magic used in its vicinity would be detected. She didn’t want to risk getting busted because of the use of magic devices when she didn’t really need them in the first place. Unlike most trueborns, she’d made do without magic most of her life, and that was the ace up her sleeve tonight.


Alex squinted at the darkness before her, her true eyes solid black in her face. The mansion was built like a historical castle, set off from the nearest vegetation by a stretch of clear ground. From her position to the fence, there was no more cover, nothing but the moonlight-flooded expanse of short grass. But that wasn’t what was holding her back right now. It was the motorus tactilis, the magical motion sensor system that was keeping her at bay.


Comparable to the movement detectors the more well-heeled halfborns used on their properties, these metal-inlaid crystal spheres created rotating, overlapping energy fields that stretched out from the fence to a distance of about two feet from where Alex was lying and would sound an alarm if they tracked any significant movement. They blinked at Alex like tiny red eyes, watching her and waiting for her to make her move. In the visual spectrum of her shaper senses, their fields flared like transparent blue wings, performing a constant, intricate dance around each other. The spheres were installed at the top of the fence in regular intervals, and their moving fields overlapped each other almost completely. ‘Almost’ being the operative word.


Alex’s fingers absently rubbed the skin below her right ear. She had spent the last two nights studying the fields’ movements and committing their motional pattern to memory. At first, their movement had seemed random, but after a while, she realized there was a certain pattern to it, leading to tiny unguarded spots between the sweeping layers. No normal human would be able to run quickly enough to make use of those tiny windows. But she wasn’t normal, and for once, she didn’t regret it.


They really were tiny windows, Alex thought uneasily as her gaze followed the flow of the energy fields in front of her. Sweet Jester, this was crazy!


Under any other circumstance, she would have insisted she needed at least another week of training to attempt this dance, better two, but they didn’t have that time. So tonight was the test drive, and it would show if she would hit the wall head first.


Her stomach churned. Alex refused to accept that it was fear. This was the moment of truth. Too many lives depended on her, so she had better get this right.


She closed her eyes. Darken’s face appeared before them, all dashing, aristocratic angles and deadly charm, smiling his roguish smile at her. She missed their squabble. She missed the warmth of his body pressed against hers, missed the deep sound of his voice that caressed her soul like soft velvet gliding over bare skin. She missed everything about him, and every day, the hole inside her grew deeper and deeper.


Her hands curled into fists.


She could do this. For Darken.


Alex inhaled.


Breathe. Calm, deep breaths.


Her true skin rose to the surface, completely replacing her human skin, the subtle, dark patterns unfurling underneath the suit. The black claws slipped from their beds, replacing her human nails, and her fangs slid out of their canals, filled to the brim with venom. It had been a long time since she’d relied entirely on her shaper senses, but right now she needed every bit of her shaper strength and abilities. She needed to be the spider.


One.


She absorbed the sounds and movements around her, sensed the ground through the thin soles of her shoes stretching below her, the softest gusts of wind troubling single grass blades. She sensed the energy of the tactilis fields sweeping the air like huge invisible sails, felt their movements tugging on the threads of energy that made up the intricate pattern of the world.


Two.


Power flooded her limbs, suffusing her entire body with a dizzying rush of energy. It made her feel keenly alive and, at the same time, aware of how quickly that life could end. She was a shadow, the night sowed into a dark creature of legends. She was the human spider. The hunter. And she was ready to strike.


Three. 


Her eyes snapped open and she dashed forward, exploding from her crouching position like a rocket missile. Her feet pelted the ground. Six yards, jump to the left. Run, run, run. Ten yards. Freeze. She felt the field coming, swooping down on her like a bird of prey with extended talons, its precursor raising the tiny hairs on her skin. She dropped down and rolled to the side, coming up in a fluid motion and raced on, never stopping. Twenty yards. To stop in once place was to be caught. Move, move, move. Jump, spin on the toes. Forty yards. She dove to the left and rolled over again, came up on one knee, paused for a split second, then sprinted forward like a streak, covering the last thirty yards in the blink of an eye.


Alex pressed to the ground, catching her breath, feeling the tactilis field swoosh over her head.


The fence towered in front of her, appearing impossibly high when looking up from the ground. One nip and she would be deep-fried.


Not tonight. Rolling to the right, Alex gathered herself, waiting for the moment when the fields above her detached for a millisecond.


One, two—


Alex crouched, looked up, and jumped. It was a difficult jump without any run-up or room to maneuver. She shot up into the air before the fence and cleared its top, tucking her knees tightly to her stomach but still just barely missing the ward’s edge. She dropped on the other side, overbalanced, got caught on the top of a small tree with her foot, lost control and fell to the ground, slamming it hard. The air woodshed from her lungs in a chocked puff.


No time to check if anything was seriously injured. Alex surged up, ignoring a jabbing pain in her left foot, dove to the side and hid behind some bushes. She froze and held her breath. Her heart was thundering like a haywire drum. 


Two guards appeared only a moment later, pointing their magic torchlights to the area where she had landed just a few seconds ago.


Alex tasted the copper of adrenaline on her tongue. Her skin tingled, and not just from the magic energy in the air.


But the guards weren’t overly concerned. They casually flicked their flashlights around a couple of times and returned to their assigned posts to continue their rounds, talking easily amongst themselves. Apparently, they trusted the ward to do its job.


Alex allowed herself a soft exhale. A quick inward check revealed that her left ankle was bruised but not too badly. Her pride was a little more scratched, though. Being brought down by some stupid plant! Oh well, she would survive.


When she’d scanned the structure with her binoculars from the ravine, she’d spotted a half-open window on the second story. That was her entrance card.


Alex waited patiently until the guards had passed her hideout once more before making her move. The moment the vibrations of their steps faded away, she dashed over to the house, jumped and grabbed the top of the balcony rail. She pulled herself over it in a fluid motion and landed soundlessly in a crouch behind it, then quickly backed away from it until she was pressed against the wall between the balcony door and a window, completely hidden from sight.


Alex leaned against the brown stone and dug into her backpack. Out came two less than palm-sized black spheres with a blood-red crystal embedded in their backs. Alex turned one of the devices to its belly, manipulated the little dials located there, and activated it with the tiniest spark of her magic. It shivered on her palm before eight slim, segmented legs slid out from the body, turning it into the semblance of a big spider. In the army, they were called Black Widows or spider jammers. These little babies weren’t from Rachel’s treasury. She’d gotten these from Stephane who, on his part, had taken them from Darken’s vault in the townhouse cellar where he had stored a range of military devices from the Order. Alex particularly liked these little gadgets.


She set the first one against the wall to her left and let it go. It immediately scurried away on its black legs, moving eerily reminiscent of the animal it was modeled after. It was programmed to hide, evade, and move in a certain range.


Alex repeated the same procedure with the other spider jammer, and it crawled away in the opposite direction, vanishing in the darkness within a blink.


The Widows were designed to send out a jamming signal that would disrupt the ward around the estate and make it penetrable without alerting the security system. The security personnel might notice tiny fluctuations and interferences, but since the Black Widows were constantly in move and only their combined signals were strong enough to cause the disruption, they wouldn’t be able to pinpoint a jamming source. This was high-grade military technology, and its use by civilians was severely punishable. Well, Alex figured, if you broke into the dragon’s lair and already faced a death sentence, the least you could do was doing everything in your power to really deserve it.


Alex produced a pair of thin, black gloves and slipped them over her hands. She preferred naked skin contact, and her senses worked better when not covered in tissue, but leaving compromising fingerprints was out of the question.


All set, she slunk to the right edge of the balcony. The open window had been here somewhere. Let’s see… Ah.


If she was correct, it led to the drawing room where they’d had coffee with the politicians the other night.


Listening to the movements of the guards below, she waited until the coast was clear, then climbed the wall of the mansion, scuttling along like the spider she was. When she reached the window, she grabbed the top edge of the decorative arch above it, swung her legs to the side and up so that they fit through the window’s top, then let go and dropped down into the gloom of the room, coming up in another silent crouch. A small smile tugged on her lips. Apparently, she hadn’t lost her touch.


Well, don’t uncork the champagne yet, sugar. The trickier part was yet to come: finding the proverbial needle in this haystack of a house—something that was hard enough when you actually knew what said needle looked like.


Leaving the drawing room behind, Alex slunk down the stairs to the ground floor, following the plan of the building stored in her head.


She tiptoed along a wide corridor like a silent shadow, her feet making not the slightest sound on the soft carpet, when steps suddenly vibrated through the floor behind her.


Oh shit!


Alex jumped straight upward, changing her center of gravity in a heartbeat, and clung to the ceiling of the corridor like a lizard.


Bright lights flared in the hall, blinding Alex for an instant. She froze like a deer caught in the headlights.


A disgruntled looking, middle-aged woman with curly ginger hair, waffled into the corridor, slightly dragging her slippered feet, the edge of a long, white nightgown peeking out from below a lopsidedly buttoned dressing gown.


Not daring to breathe, Alex held her position, fitting herself as tightly against the ceiling as possible. It would only take one fleeting look up and the woman would be in for a hell of a nightmare. Alex could already imagine the screams.


The woman’s low mutters met her ears, “…next time … can get his own damn pills…” She passed right below Alex, keeping on muttering to herself about men and taking things for granted, then took a sharp left.


The building’s layout snapped up before Alex’s inner eye. The kitchen. The woman was headed for the kitchen. To get pills for whomever and probably a glass of water. It wouldn’t take her long to come back this way. Time to move.


Carefully monitoring the vibrations of the woman’s steps, Alex soundlessly dropped from the ceiling and vanished in another corridor, quickly creating some distance between them.


Prized paintings, statues, and vases flashed by her on both sides, the sale of which would probably feed the entire Trash Bin for a month. Alex almost regretted that she wasn’t here to steal anything.


Two more intersections, and she stopped in front of a shiny wooden door. It was inlaid with mother-of-pearl and gold, forming the ancient arcane glyph of the combined male and female: a six pointed star, comprised of two overlapping triangles. The one with the tip pointing upward was the stylized version of a male’s privates, while the triangle with the point down symbolized a woman’s womb.


The door led to the guest bathroom on the ground floor, which she’d used a couple of times during the night of the dinner party. 


Alex gently pushed against the door, stepped in, and closed it behind her. Soft lights automatically flared inside, golden and muted. A small antechamber separated the men’s and ladies’ restrooms. You really had to have a lot of space if you felt the need to build separate bathrooms for men and women in a private house.


Alex entered the ladies’ room and waited for the automatic lights to ignite. A marble washstand with two oval basins was flanked by two potted plants. The marble was beige and shot through with gold. A stack of neatly folded, fluffy hand towels rested between an ornate soap dispenser and an empty wicker basket where you could throw the used ones. Small scented candles, although not lighted at the moment, perfused the room with the smells of vanilla and lilies. The floor leading towards the toilet cabins was a rich russet marble. Roukewood certainly liked for his guests to pee in style. Not at all like her bathroom in the Bin, where there had barely been enough space to step out of the shower without tripping over the toilet bowl and getting everything completely wet.


Alex slid her backpack off her shoulder and set it on top of the counter, opened the zip and pulled out a worn old teddy bear, which looked so well-loved that it didn’t have much of its stuffing left. Two neat patches covered rips in the seams, the brown terry-cloth fur was balding in places, one leg was notably thinner than the other, and one beady, gold-brown resin eye must have fallen off at some point and been replaced by a not entirely equal one, giving him a look of cute but not-so-bright curiosity.


Alex held him with both hands and stroked the plump, furry rump with her thumbs. It strangely—painfully—reminded her of Bobble, the stuffed white bunny she’d used to drag around everywhere as a toddler. Her best childhood friend.


She realized with a pang that she had no idea what had happened to him after Aunt Sheila had sent her off to the orphanage. Bobble hadn’t been with her then, so she supposed he’d stayed at her sire’s mansion and ended up in the trash faster than anyone could have said the word ‘spider’. Alex pressed her lips together and swallowed back a trickle of grief. This was a bad moment to go to pieces over a cuddly toy.


Pulling herself together, she glanced once more down at the teddy in her hands. He looked back at her with an innocent question in his dissimilar eyes.


Oh well, a promise was a promise.


Gently, so as not to damage him any further, Alex placed the bear on the marble counter, positioning him halfway behind the towel box like some deliberately added deco object where he wouldn’t stick out too much on a cursory glance. The teddy did his best to fit in.


“Stay,” Alex told him, then picked up her backpack and left the bathroom.


The corridor was clear, so she moved on, slinking through the dark, silent mansion like a hunting spider on the search for prey.


Next stop: Roukewood’s study.


Since she didn’t exactly know what she was looking for and where to look for it, the study was her best bet. While Roukewood had been extremely obliging about showing off the house, he’d merely allowed them a tiny glimpse into this particular room—and only because Bonny had specifically inquired about the Rhinoux which happened to be in this room—declaring it ‘of little interest’ otherwise, unless they wanted to be bored with how much paperwork a politician had to do. This had elicited good-natured chuckles from the other senators. Alex had laughed too, but she’d filed his reaction away for later. It also hadn’t escaped her notice how his eyes had quickly swept around the room, focusing just a second too long on the master desk before he’d hurriedly closed the door and herded them to his next attraction.


Where better to keep some compromising papers than in a room full of, well, papers?


Of course, there were other rooms and parts of the house they hadn’t seen, like the cellars. If she drew a blank up here, she’d go down there next. One of the invited politicians, a Lord Henley, had mentioned rumors according to which Roukewood was supposed to have an Iron Dragon Security Vault in his house. Judging by the reaction of the other guests, it was quite a big deal, though the term had told Alex nothing.


Roukewood had smiled indulgently and said, “People gossip a lot of things about me. I heard quite a few rumors about you too, Alfred. Should I believe all of those as well?” But he hadn’t denied it either.


If it was true, the vault shouldn’t be hard to detect. Alex had looked up the basic design the moment she got home. They were huge, massive things, the kind they used in money institutes where the trueborn royal elite stashed their riches. Not something one could hide easily.


Alex reached the end of the carpeted hall and turned the eagle-shaped knocker. Locked. She raised one eyebrow. To keep out nosy servants, perhaps? Why would he lock this room at night if there wasn’t anything worth hiding in there? A spark of excitement pulsed through her.


Fishing out her cherished lock picking kit from her backpack, Alex selected her tools. It didn’t take long before there was a satisfying click, and the door opened into the room.


Alex entered on soft paws. The room was bathed in shadows, but her true eyes pierced them as if they weren’t there. She gently closed the door behind her and examined the room, using her visual as much as her sensory senses.


A huge desk on the left, couches and bookshelves on the right, all dark and masculine in style. The scents of cigar smoke, mint oil, and cognac clung to the furniture in addition to floor polish and male aftershave. Alex could almost see Roukewood lounging on those couches with his co-conspirators, boozing and smoking cigars while planning how to get ahold of more shapers for their sick machinations.


There was also a faint buzz of magic in the air, although Alex couldn’t really pinpoint the source of it.


She slowly circled the master desk, flipping through the neat stacks of papers and taking inventory of the other items on the surface: a holographic printer; a couple of things she wasn’t sure were either decoration or magical devices; something looking like a pretty old dagger—for whatever reason the senator would have an antique dagger on his working desk.


She rifled through the content of the drawers, working diligently, afraid to miss something important, but all she found was boring election-related stuff: official province accounts, petitions, invitations and so on. She closed the final drawer with a bit too much force, frustrated by its lack of helpful content.


Damn! She’d really thought that Roukewood’s strange behavior had been a broad hint…


With a soft sigh, she moved on to the couches and walked around the glass table. Stopped. Froze.


Taking two steps backward, she turned her head to the side and leaned toward the bookshelf.


A memora in a black frame glared back at her from the lower shelf. Why, hello. Alex reached over and picked it up, raising it to eye level. It showed three men in their twenties in full military dress uniforms complete with ensigns, medals and badges of honor. 


The one in the middle was unmistakably Prime Gerald Beauchamp-Mareille, fair and handsome with his gold crown of hair, grinning his youthful, disarming smile at the recordare.


To his left, a younger version of Cassius Roukewood jauntily leaned on a flash pike.


On his other side, Arlington Shinner, visibly a little older than the other two, stiffly stood at attention with his slightly sardonic smile, a ceremonial rapier belted at his side.


Now, wasn’t that sweet? Three army buddies without a care in the world. Hand them all an instrument, and they’d make a great trio rock band.


From the way the shot was taken, the picture reminded Alex a lot of the memora of the three Dubois brothers she’d seen on Stephane’s desk. Glancing around, Alex noticed that there were no other pictures in this room, and she didn’t remember seeing any on their tour through the mansion either. No pictures of his parents, no stupid children’s photos, no pompous family gatherings, nothing. Just this memora of him and his brothers in arms.


That was exactly what these three men considered themselves as, Alex realized. Brothers. And not just in arms.


At the Summerball, Roukewood had told her how he grieved for his deceased father, except if common talk could be believed, their relationship had been rather reserved. And while he regularly sent big bouquets of expensive flowers to his mother, who was housed in a facility for senile dementia patients, and made it a point to visit her every few weeks, rumor had it that he did it more for his public image than for the woman herself. Alex was more than inclined to believe those rumors.


Roukewood didn’t think of his parents as his family. The other men in this memora, they were his true family. His chosen family.


Alex extracted her halfborn camera and took a couple of snapshots of the memora, just to be sure that there was a good one among them. The quiet whirr of the camera sounded unbearably loud in the silence.


Afterwards, she returned the picture to its former place and turned on her heel. Scanned the room. She must have missed something during her search. Her eyes narrowed but nothing new revealed itself to her. Nothing but that strange magical buzz that had no clear source. It had been stronger on the left side of the room…


Alex returned to the door, putting herself in the exact same spot where Roukewood had stood when he’d shown them this room, and stared at the desk, trying to see through his eyes. There was no secret drawer in the desk, she’d checked for that during her search. There was also no hidden trap door underneath it or anything.


She let her gaze slide up and down slowly. It snagged on the huge oil painting that hung on the wall behind the desk. The revered Rhinoux. She almost rolled her eyes. La Misa de Verra. Low-keyed, in colors between green and brown flecked with gold, it wasn’t one of the ugliest painting she’d seen in this house, but she still didn’t get why everybody was making such a fuss—


Wait just a minute! Alex rose up on her toes, bringing herself up to Roukewood’s height. Maybe … maybe it hadn’t been the desk he had looked at. Maybe it had been the painting.


Alex marched past the desk and inspected the frame. Solid wood. She slid her hands along its sides. It took her a moment, but then her fingers found two spots that gave way. She pressed them simultaneously. The painting rolled forward about three inches, revealing a silver handle at its back.


Alex grinned. Well, well, look at that! Only Roukewood would dare to hide something behind a painting in the presence of which most people hardly dared to breathe, let alone get the idea to touch it.


Good thing that she had no such qualms. Alex grabbed the handle and pulled.


The painting swung open like a door, revealing a tall rectangle big enough for a person to step through in the mural behind it. Magic splashed out of the opening like an invisible waterfall, rising the hairs all over her body.


Alex peered into the darkness behind it, piercing it with her true eyes. On the left side of the small room, a tall, black mannequin dressed in the exact same uniform she’d just seen in the memora drew her eye, the royal blue half-shoulder cloak fastened over it with a beautiful golden clasp in the shape of an ivy leaf. Speak of vanity.


And on the other side of the room… Hello, Roukewood’s vault.


The descriptions hadn’t done it justice. It was truly monstrous, taller than Alex by at least three handspans and three times as wide, consisting of armor-plated black metal covered in arcane glyphs that were softly glowing with pale-blue magic. Iron Dragon, indeed.


Alex was about to jump through the opening to take a closer look, but a primal instinct made her stop. The spider hissed, puffing out invisible fur. Trusting her gut, she reached into her backpack and tossed a small cloth decoy into the room.


With the softest clack, magic discharged and a volley of small arrows whistled past her face and punched the opposite wall from the ceiling down to the floor in a tight line.


Tack tack tack tack tack.


Woah! Alex needed a moment before she remembered how to breathe. Roukie, you sick little bastard, you. He certainly didn’t take any chances. If she’d taken one step into the room, she would have been perforated like a cheese hedgehog by now, ready for Roukewood to have a little feast on.


Magic still pulsed from the vault, but the undefined magic buzz in the air was gone. Apparently, her decoy had deactivated the defensive spell, or whatever it had been. Alex tossed another decoy for good measure, but nothing happened, and it just bounced off the opposite wall of the room. 


Still slightly unnerved, she climbed through the hole and approached the vault, probing it with her sensory threads, taking a taste of the magic surrounding it. The magic sheen coated the entire vault like a ward, and she had no doubt that if she touched it, it would do something equally nasty like stunning her senseless, or killing her, or sounding an alarm, or, perhaps, all of it. The only unguarded spot was the two by two inch wide fingerprint identification panel.


A smug little grin curved her lips. The clever spider comes prepared.


While spying out Roukewood’s defensive mechanisms during the dinner party, Alex had also pocketed quite a bit of stuff that could possibly be helpful for a later break-in. Stephane, Edalyne and Heloise had created a list of items which might be particularly useful for creating spells and sigils and for disarming typical security measures: a few strands of Roukewood’s hair collected from his jacket; a finished cigarette for saliva traces; the napkin he’d used to wipe his hands and mouth after dinner.


After Lord Henley had mentioned the security vault, and someone had muttered something about personal identification, Alex had even taken the risk to swipe one of the small shot glasses he’d drunk from.


Alex fetched a small, unremarkable black box from her backpack, opened it and inspected the two flesh-colored pieces of silicone-like material resting on the padding.


Despite Stephane’s initial reservations, Alex had taken her loot to Bartholomeus Farlow, Darken’s science genius friend from the Pacified Zone. After a lot of squirming and writhing and repeatedly muttering, “just don’t tell me what this is for,” he’d checked the items for fingerprints and, between the glass and the cigarette stub, had reproduced prints of Roukewood’s right forefinger and thumb and created these little babies for Alex. In contrast to his words, Alex would bet that Barthi hadn’t even waited for her to leave the Academia before checking whom these fingerprints belonged to. She just hoped for all of their sakes that Darken had chosen his friends with care.


She removed the fingerprint dummies and slipped them over her own fingertips. They fit snugly. With a deep exhale, she turned to the vault and raised her hand. Roukewood was right-handed. Here’s hoping Roukie hadn’t followed a whim and used his left hand when programming the identification panel.


Alex placed her coated forefinger on the screen. Energy threads rolled over the blue surface, nipping at the dummy. The panel gave an ominous beep and flared red. Alex’s chest and neck turned broiling hot. She swallowed. Shaking slightly, she shifted her hand and placed her thumb against the panel instead.


Please, Great Mother, please.


Magic nipped at her false thumb, scanning.


Please, please, please.


Green light ignited this time. The magic coat vanished, and the door opened with a dull metal clack.


Alex trembled with relief, exhaling her anxiety through her nose.


One lock down.


If the vault followed the typical construction, there would be three locks, though their composition differed in accordance with the customers’ preferences.


After trading the fingertip dummies back against the glove, Alex opened the door. Behind it was a second door of simple black metal with a slim keyhole in the middle.


Alex pondered the lock. Hunting for the key in the house would be futile. Roukewood certainly wouldn’t be stupid enough to leave it anywhere nearby, and she didn’t even know what it looked like.


She checked her watch. Half past two. The clock was ticking. She prided herself on her lock-picking skills, but she had a feeling they wouldn’t get her anywhere in this case. So, she could either waste precious time she didn’t have or…


Going through the items in her backpack, Alex pulled out another gadget from Darken’s military stock. It was a clavica universalis, loosely translating as a ‘universal key’. It looked like a plain metal ring she could have slipped over her ring finger, with a one inch long, thin metallic rod attached to it. They were very rare because there weren’t many magic crafters powerful enough to manipulate the metal in the right way. Alex had heard of them—anyone who’d wandered the twisted roads of the criminal underworld had at one point or another—but she’d never actually used one before.


Alex stuck the rod of the clavica into the lock hole, sent a tiny spark of her magic through her hand and waited with bated breath. Magic ignited within the keyhole, swirling in blue-silver tendrils, scanning the lock. The metal rod expanded, matching the form of the hole and suddenly Alex felt a drag. She turned the ring. The lock clicked.


Alex closed her mouth. Sweet Jester, this was beyond cool. If you had a handful of these, all doors would be open to you, literally.


Its magic charge used up, the rod disintegrated and crumbled into fine, powdery dust, leaving Alex holding a useless metal ring. Right, that was a drawback. They only worked once.


Two down, one more lock to go.


Alex pulled the second door open—and almost laughed. Roukewood sure had a sense of humor.


It was a classical combination lock. After the other defenses, this one seemed nearly trivial, except it wasn’t. Oh, Alex could almost picture all those magic heavy weights plowing through the other defenses as if they were nothing but sawdust and then being stumped on a lock that could have been used on any halfborn safe.


A little probing with her senses confirmed her suspicion. The safe had a relocking system with a plate of tampered glass as a trigger. If fiddled with, magically or otherwise, the glass would shatter and the relock system would be activated and block the bolt mechanism of the safe from operating, permanently locking it. In that case, it could only be opened by the vendor company’s own safe technician or another expert, and all her time and effort here would have been wasted for nothing. You couldn’t drill, break or magic your way through this door. No, you had to open it the old-fashioned way.


Luckily, Alex had her fair share of experience with combination locks like this one. As a teenager, fending for herself on the streets, and during her work for the Duke, she had cracked quite a few of them. She might be a bit rustic in the department, but as they said, it was like riding a bike—you never forget the moves.


Alex crouched down and placed her right ear against the safe door. A normal human would need a stethoscope for this, but her shaper hearing was acute enough to do without. At least, it always had been before. She pulled her sensory threads toward her and turned them inward, focusing all her senses on the safe door.


She touched the dial wheel and turned it gently. Turn, turn, turn. A faint, muffled sound announced the first tumbler falling into place. Alex reversed the dial.


One, two—a mechanic click, not too different from the first sound, reached her ear. Alex hesitated, unsure. Fake tumbler or not? A drop of sweat rolled down her forehead. She wiped it away with her other hand. Fortunately, she didn’t sweat easily, or she would have been drenched in her own fluids by now.


Fake, yes, no? She wavered. Fake, she decided. The sound had been just a tad too loud. Praying to the Jester that she was right, Alex kept on turning. Another click. There, the real tumbler. Phew!


And again. Turn, turn. Something tugged on Alex’s senses, a person moving somewhere in the house. She blocked it out, focusing her attention back on the safe door.


Concentrate, sugar! One miss and you’re doomed!


She swayed slightly and blinked her eyes. Breathe, damn you.


Turn. Turn, turn, turn, click. The last tumbler fell into place with an audible sound. Alex straightened, grabbed two arms of the silver wheel handle with shaking hands and spun it. The door slid open with buttery grace. She nearly wept in relief.


Inside the vault, folders upon folders holding crystalline papers piled on top of each other beside boxes filled with small, silver memory chips and Echeranion Spheres. It also contained a glass jar full of deceptively real looking crystals.


Alex’s eyes lit up. Yesss, come to mama!


“Looking for something?” a low voice asked with quiet menace from behind her.


Alex jerked around with a start, unleashing her claws. A glaring white light blinded her, and she instinctively raised her arms to shield her sensitive eyes. For a split second, she saw a tall, blurry shape outlined against the glowing rectangle in the wall, then something hit her hard over the head and her lights went out.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










ONE hand resting on the hilt of his sword, Darken crouched inside the stony archway and listened to the whispering chorus of the night.


In the middle of the walled-in yard behind him, a single lantern doughtily tried to banish the darkness—a lone soldier fighting for a lost cause. Beyond the archway, the lumpy expanse of an old, neglected graveyard stretched underneath a starless night sky that covered the world like a heavy blanket. Wafts of mist pooled within the hollows in the ground, spilling out between the crooked teeth of overgrown tombstones like the ghostly fingers of long dead people clutching at the world of the living.


Darken was inside the deepest halfborn territory, in a derelict neighborhood named Mourningwillow in the Province of Daerlion. It was long past midnight, and there wasn’t a soul in sight. The inhabitants made a wide berth around the graveyard, even during the day, convinced that it was haunted. A somber smile curved Darken’s lips. Tonight it would be.


He shifted a little and leaned against the stone, his dark eyes scanning the yard. Except for the wind moaning through the wispy trees, everything was sinister and quiet. For the moment.


His pursuers were close. He could sense their approach with the certainty of a predator sensing the presence of blood-hungry competitors. During the past days, having the advantages of rest and resources on their side, they had steadily gained ground on him, slowly tightening the invisible noose around his neck. Twice they had almost been on him, and he’d only escaped by a hair’s breadth. Tonight, the running would come to an end.


Darken’s lips pulled upward in a small grimace. He’d been well aware that it would be a risk to show up at the Provost’s door step, that it would be like shooting a flare gun in the night. Oh yes, he’d known the risk and he had taken it willfully, considering the possible benefits…


The grimace turned into a bitter scowl. He’d been a fool to think that Lord Falcrum would have the backbone to help him. That sniveling, self-centered bastard was far too attached to the cushy life he’d built for himself to endanger it, even if it meant doing the right thing.


Still, Darken had hoped. Well, he had tried. It hadn’t been the main reason for his visit, either. Danger or no, he’d made a deathbed promise to Belaris, so to speak, and he’d had to at least try to fulfill it. He owed his best friend that much.


Four days ago, he’d collected Belaris’ package at their usual hiding spot in a spell-sealed cave a couple of miles from the Order convent in Gral de Bassano. The problem was that he couldn’t deliver it in person without endangering the life of Belaris’ sister Adira. At the same time, he had no idea how long he could actually survive this cat-and-mouse game he was playing with the Order.


Placing the Provost’s sigil on the mail piece had seemed the most effective way to guarantee that it would be delivered speedily and without questions. Since getting into the convent was out of the question, it had only left Falcrum’s private manor.


Darken would have attempted even riskier ventures to fulfill Belaris’ dying wish. Now, the box was on its way, and no matter what might happen to Darken, Adira would get her goodbye and, maybe, it would bring a little bit of peace to Belaris’ soul.


Darken bent his head when the serrated teeth of grief tore at his heart. Belaris’ daredevil grin filled his mind, that arrogant, beloved face that said, ‘come on, give it your best shot’.


You’d miss me if I weren't there. Words spoken in jest only weeks ago. It felt like years had passed since then.


Yes, Darken thought, I miss you, my friend. You have no idea how much.


The familiar anguish clamped his body and shook him, followed by burning regret, and the question, always the question—could he have stopped it? Could he have done something to prevent Belaris’ death from happening?


Oh, the logical part of Darken was aware that these kinds of questions were toxic as they led to nothing but more regrets, because no matter how deeply you dug and how many stones you turned, you could never find the answer to it. Only more doubts. But, ah, those doubts…


The Custodian’s voice rang through his mind, fresh and vivid, as though he were standing right beside Blayde inside his hotel in the Pacified Zone. I see death in your future, Darken.


A warning he’d set at naught at the time. But now that Belaris was dead…


That a key wasn’t broken doesn't mean it is unbreakable. Another warning. A cold finger whispered along Darken’s spine. It was the reason why he had left Alex behind at Helton Manor even though it had almost torn him apart. If he had taken her along, and she’d died because of it…


No! No more sacrifices for him, from no one, especially not from Alex.


A feeling of deepest betrayal seared the inside of his chest. At least, it was how Alex would see his action, he was painfully sure of it. Still, he didn’t—couldn’t—regret his decision. Not when it meant that Alex was safe. That was what gave him the strength to keep fighting. Nothing else mattered.


No, he didn’t regret his decision. What he did regret was the fact that their brief but glorious time together would be overshadowed by notions of anger and betrayal. It pained him to think that her last thoughts of him might be tainted with regret. That she might never forgive him.


And yet, if that was the price he had to pay so that Alex would survive, get a chance to solve this entire mess and—if the Great Mother was merciful—have a shot at a full, long life, even if it was without him, he wouldn’t hesitate to pay it. More than anything, he wanted for her to be happy.


Alex wouldn’t be lost without him. Stephane and Edalyne wouldn’t just abandon her. They would help her as best as they could, there was no doubt in his mind in that regard. Except, of course, his brother was currently sitting in a cell in a high security prison, awaiting his murder trial. Fury simmered through Darken at the thought. The Provost hadn’t lied about that.


How had Debayne’s body been discovered at the townhouse? How had the news of the circumstances of his missing reached the ears of the law enforcement so quickly? Something didn’t quite add up here, but Darken couldn’t put his finger on it—yet.


After he’d left the Provost’s mansion, he’d felt dangerously tempted to return home right away and hunt for answers, but that would have been ill-advised. Acting rashly usually resulted in catastrophes. For all he knew, the entire situation might have been arranged specifically to lure him back to the family seat. And when he’d realized that he had deadly shadows on his heels…


No, Stephane’s imprisonment wasn’t his most acute problem at the moment. His brother could afford the best lawyers in the Republic, and the preparation of a trial took time. For the time being, Steph was probably safer than the rest of them. And when the time came … well, Darken would get to the bottom of it—that was, if he survived the night.


The hoarse cry of a crow echoed over the graveyard, Death’s herald calling an invitation to the funeral feast.


Darken tensed and let his gaze travel across the walled-in yard once more. It was still deceptively deserted, but the night had its own way of announcing intruders. The wind sighed in the branches of the trees scattered throughout the graveyard, singing a soft, keening lament for the dead and for those who were about to join them.


Despite of what he’d said to the Provost, Darken knew he wouldn’t be able to outrun the Order’s death squads forever. One of these days, there would be a blood-shedding, and if he had to face them, he’d much rather do it on his own terms, in the arena of his choosing, instead of having them force the confrontation upon him when the situation was to their advantage. Since his visit to the Provost, Darken had barely slept, moving nearly non-stop, eating only field rations. Considering the state he was in, he needed every advantage he could get on his side.


His eyes flickered west for an instant. His hover-cycle was well-hidden half a mile away in a little grove just outside of town, cloaked in a camouflage spell. Darken’s teeth flashed in the dark. Should someone try to break that spell by force, he’d be in for a hell of a surprise.


The darkness in the yard suddenly shivered like the surface of a lake that had been broken by a stone. Darken stiffened as a whispering chill licked at his skin, raising the hairs on his arms as though invisible ghosts were crawling toward him over the cobble stones, and he instinctively knew that he was no longer alone. Nothing had changed physically, but all of a sudden, the night seemed to have become deeper, darker. Even the wind over the graveyard had died down. Death was stalking the vicinity and every living thing hushed and hid, hoping she would walk past without taking notice.


Darken had no such luxury. In fact, he had invited her for this dance.


In the yard, three shapes in hooded black cloaks peeled from the drifting shadows and stopped just at the outer edge of the lone street lamp’s light cone, forming a half circle, still mostly immersed in the darkness.


Since they knew he was there, there was no point in hiding any longer.


Without a sound, Darken disengaged from the wall and glided out from under the arch until he stood at the opposite end of the light cone with about fifteen feet of neutral ground separating them.


As if on a silent signal, the three men reached up and simultaneously pulled back their hoods.


For a long moment, they sized each other up.


The two men in the middle and to the left were from the rare older generation of Forfeits, veterans of the trade.


Rojas and Jyulian. Darken knew both of them from his service at the Order. He’d even had a couple of assignments together with Rojas in the past, and they had stayed together at the convent in Lancaster often enough to be on what Forfeits considered cordial terms. It didn’t make them friends by a long shot, but serving together, relying on each other to have the other’s back during a mission inevitably fostered some kind of wordless comradeship, some sort of mutual respect for one another. It wouldn’t stop Rojas from killing him, Darken harbored no such illusions, but it might make him hesitate a second longer.


When the state took everything from you, including your birth name and any chance of a normal life, a certain code of honor, no matter how twisted or crude, was all they could hold onto for themselves. Most of the Forfeits adhered to it. It was the kind of honor that was frail and short lived, and as soon as they started to fight, they would all fight dirty, would all fight to survive, but at least those who knew him personally would rather face him than stab him in the back.


The third man in the row was unfamiliar to Darken, a handsome blond hunk of a man who could barely be past twenty and didn't know where to put all his overflowing testosterone.


The massive handle of a long bastard sword peeked over his muscular shoulder. It was a murder weapon that could cleave an enemy’s skull in two with a single deadly blow. However, it was the kind of weapon best used against lesser swordsmen. While it could cause massive destruction in an instant, if one didn’t get in a killing blow right away, it could quickly turn into a heavy, clumsy tool that would easily tire its wielder and might be his undoing.


Darken pondered the youngster. Arrogant, eager, and reckless. Typical traits of many of the younger Forfeits. They either grew out of it—or died.


Besides being blond, blue-eyed, tanned, and conceited enough for three, the young buck looked nothing like Belaris, but he still reminded Darken so much of his best friend when they had first met that his innards constricted with a sharp pain.


Wrestling down the riot of emotions that wouldn’t serve him in the coming fight, Darken settled his face into its typical cold, indifferent Forfeit mask.


“Darken.” Rojas, the man in the middle, dark-haired and rough with one side of his face heavily distorted by burn-scars, inclined his head in a curt military greeting.


Darken returned it with a short nod, then tipped his head to the man at his left. “Rojas. Jyulian.”


He turned and inclined his head toward the youngster who only gave him a disparaging look and then demonstratively spat to the side. Darken lifted an eyebrow in mild irritation. Not even basic curtesy, then?


With a taunting grin, the youngster reached up and drew his monstrous sword. He flipped the weapon to his other hand and turned it over with an exaggerated flourish, pointing the tip in the direction of Darken’s throat.


Darken inwardly shook his head. Arrogant fool. Oh, it certainly looked impressive. It was also a waste of energy and showed Darken that he had a light tendency to favor his right side. You just didn’t give an opponent an advantage like that—unless you sorely underestimated them or just as sorely overestimated yourself. Both could be equally deadly.


Showing himself unimpressed by the swagger, Darken shifted his attention back to the two older Forfeits who would be the far more dangerous opponents in this fight.


A faint smile curved Rojas’ lips, lifting the corner of his mouth on the unharmed side of his face while the burned half remained eerily motionless.


“You’re a hard man to find, Darken,” he rasped in his broken voice.


Darken gave a silky shrug. “I’ve been on a busy schedule lately.”


“One that has made you many enemies, it seems,” Jyulian observed drily and raked a hand through his short, grizzled hair.


“It would seem so,” Darken agreed just as drily.


“That’s what happens when you break the rules of the Order, traitor!” the young buck snapped, raising his sword a little higher in its aggressive position.


Rojas shot him an annoyed glance. Beside him, Jyulian stiffened and pressed his lips together.


Much more intrigued by the other men’s reactions than by the kid’s jibe, Darken merely graced the youngster with a dismissive sideglance, not rising to the bait. He’d been at the game too long to get riled up and lose his temper because of some cocky remark.


Rojas and Jyulian exchanged a swift look but, by some unspoken agreement, let it go.


After a long moment of tense silence, only broken by the soft lament of the wind, Rojas said quietly, “I was sorry to hear about Belaris. He was a good man.”


Darken clenched his teeth but the regret in Rojas voice wasn’t feigned.


Not meant to goad him, he decided, but an expression of sympathy. He bowed his head, allowing his pain to surface for one small, fleeting instant. “Yes,” he agreed softly. “Yes, he was.”


Jyulian grunted in agreement.


“Just another traitor,” the youngster muttered disgustedly.


A furious crimson glow flared in Rojas’ eyes and for a second Julian looked as if he would reach for his own weapon and whack the young buck over the head with it.


From the Order’s perspective, the youngster’s statement was nothing but the truth, but some things simply weren't done. One didn’t soil the memory of a deceased Forfeit brother no matter his crimes—because they had all committed so many that they were beyond the right to judge.


Watching the kid’s mouth tighten in defiance, Darken contemplated the power dynamic in this death squad. Rojas was clearly the one in charge of this combat cell, and he and Julian saw eye to eye. The little whippersnapper, however, appeared to only be grudgingly accepted. Why was that? Usually, a squad would be comprised of men who harmonized well. It was better for the job and avoided inconvenient casualties—on the Order’s side. Why send someone with them who’d grind on the rest like a sore tooth?


Darken cocked his head. Maybe that was exactly the reason why the kid was part of the group. The Order’s leadership knew that both Rojas and Jyulian were experienced and efficient—perfectly suited for the job—but they both also had personal experience with Darken, and after Belaris’ betrayal…


Perhaps they weren’t quite as confident in the loyalty of their own agents as they used to be. So, they added someone young and eager, someone who still loudly sang the credo of the Order to keep the rest of the squad in line.


Well, well, well, what do you know. Darken smiled, not bothering to hide how pleased that thought made him feel.


The youngster’s eyes blazed with an angry red fire. His fingers tightened on the hilt of his sword. “What are you laughing at?”


“I find your filial obedience touching,” Darken replied smoothy, letting his eyes wander down the youngster’s virile physique. “Tell me, was it sufficient to put a leash on you, or did they have to snip off your balls, too?”


Jyulian made a chortling sound that might have been suppressed laughter. The youngster’s knuckles turned bone-white on his sword hilt, and his face gained an unhealthy shade of purple.


“I’m gonna cut off your balls and make you swallow them!” he snarled and took a threatening step forward, lifting his sword over his head.


Rojas simply raised a hand. The young man froze mid-step, his body shaking with restrained ire. Pure loathing distorted his features as he looked from Rojas to Darken and back, but he heeded the silent command. Speaking about unconditional obedience.


Darken pointedly raised his eyebrows at him. Feeling the leash, kid?


Watching the young man silently choke on his fury, Darken felt almost sorry for him. Still so eager to fight. Still so eager to prove himself. Give him a few more years of killing orders, punishment and forced sexual intercourse strapped to a narrow bed, and he’d likely change his tune.


Sure, there were Forfeits who embraced this kind of life and even found some perverse enjoyment in it, but most members of the brotherhood were somewhere more or less high up on the vast scale of bitterness. The young buck might yet shed his loyal servant coat, but that was still a long way off. Tonight, his enthusiasm made him volatile and dangerous. He saw himself as the Order’s rightful instrument and Darken as a traitor. Arrogant or not, he shouldn’t be underestimated.


The wind picked up again, moaning and screeching around the tombstones, rattling the branches like brittle old bones. The night was growing old. Nothing more to be said or done. It was time.


Following the same train of thought, Rojas tilted his chin up. “This is it then.” He sounded almost regretful.


Darken nodded. “This is it.”


He reached over his shoulder and unsheathed his sword in one fluid movement. The single-edged blade wasn’t as good as his favorite sword which Stephane had crafted for his twentieth birthday, the one he had lost in Duncan’s Teeth, but it had tasted a lot of blood in his hands already, and it would serve him well in this fight. Automatically falling into a fighting stance with his legs slightly apart, his head gently bowed and his shoulder muscles relaxed, he held it at his side at a downward angle, passive but ready.


Magic snapped from him in a wide arch and throughout the dark yard arcane glyphs ignited with bright white-blue light, spiraling outward from his position. A transparent dome formed above the rectangle of stone, condensing into a magical cage that confined all four men until Darken fell or released them.


Above the glyphs, ghostly shapes rose from the ground, not quite human in form, more specters made from smoke and pulsing light vaguely reminiscent of human bodies. The Syphoners. Manifestations of his magic, they would sap the strength of any living being that came into contact with them and transfer it to Darken through the ghost-ring.


The dead were the anchor and the fuel for this spell. So close to a graveyard, this kind of magic was at its most potent. By way of a blood offering, Darken had watered most of the graves in the cemetery and thereby keyed the ghost-ring to his own magic signature, making himself the Master of the Dead.


A grim smile bent Darken’s lips at the brief flickers of surprise in his pursuers’ eyes. They hadn’t caught up on him so quickly because he had been resting his feet.


The shadow of a grin traveled over Jyulian’s face as if Darken had just introduced a challenging new rule to the game they were playing that was going to make things a bit more interesting.


The blond youngster appeared a little shocked as his head swiveled from side to side, no doubt never having seen this kind of magic in action before, but then he bared his teeth and let his death magic roll up and down his arms in smoky black tendrils.


Darken just waited. He was outnumbered, they all knew it, and no amount of trap spells was going to make that much of a difference.


Under normal circumstances, Darken wouldn’t bet his life that he could take on the three of them by himself. Three other men? Easily. But three other Forfeits? That was another matter altogether, even with the help of the dead.


But the circumstances were far from normal.


Darken didn’t think that any of the other men had any desire to die, but he also didn’t think that any of them wanted to live as much as he did.


He had always thought that he had made peace with the fact that his death was just a question of time—and it had been true. But then Alex had stumbled into his life. Alex with her teeth and claws, her prickly tongue and biting sarcasm, ensnaring him with her spider threads. His beautiful, stubborn, irritating spider. He thought about the way her eyebrows tended to curve upward when she got feisty, about the incredibly blue shade of her eyes, about the way her hair had felt when it slid through his fingers, like cool, snowy silk…


He also thought about Maxwell and Josepha, about his brothers and Edalyne. Half a dozen reasons to live for. Half a dozen reasons to die for. But, damn it, he really didn’t want to die!


Across from him, Rojas and Jyulian also drew their weapons, Rojas wielding a blade much like Darken’s, which came free from its scabbard in a glittering arch like a fallen star in the darkness, while Jyulian raised two short-handled battle axes sharpened to a razor’s edge.


They pondered him, careful, assessing, the way predators circled an intruder in their territory, not afraid but wary and alert. Darken had a reputation among the Forfeits, and he hadn’t earned it for nothing.


Rojas raised his free hand and spread his fingers. “You know it is nothing personal.”


“I know.” Darken turned his sword over and raised it in front of him, holding the hilt with both hands, and let his death magic unfurl behind him like black wings. When he raised his head, his eyes were two burning pits of hell. “This isn’t personal either.”


As one, the three men attacked.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










BLINDING pain exploded in Alex’s head as though someone had rammed icicles under her skin. She jerked upright with a hoarse scream that changed into a pained yelp when the movement almost tore her shoulders from their joints.


Her lids fluttered. Bright light stabbed her eyes and she recoiled with a hiss, blink-blink-blinking while her pupils alternatingly constrained and dilated in an attempt to adjust to the lighting conditions.


“She’s coming around,” a cold voice said, sounding as if it came through a thick layer of cotton. “Again—just to be on the safe side.”


Another shot of icy cold splashed over her in a liquid cascade, pricking her skin with thousands of tiny needles and leaving her gasping and shivering in the frigid, stale air. Alex’s body instinctively tried to shy away from the wet, stinging sensation, but sharp metal dug into her limbs, holding her firmly in place.


Slowly, her surroundings cleared enough to make out schemes. A small room, all naked stone and concrete. Probably some sort of basement. No windows. It was completely dark, except for a spotlight trained on her that dunked the rest of the room into inky shadows.


That Alex hadn’t been able to move was due to the fact that she was shackled to a sturdy chair, with her hands cuffed behind the backrest and her ankles chained to its legs. Someone had stripped her down to her underwear, and she was soaked to the bone. Her head throbbed viciously from the blow she’d received—probably concussed—and the chattering of her teeth only added to the throbbing pain.


With a sick feeling, she noticed the white plastic wrap covering the floor beneath her chair—just like in a bad halfborn movie right before the bad guy shot one of his own employees in the head for his failure. Not good. Not good at all.


A tall, wiry man in a black leather apron over gray coveralls was just setting an empty bucket back to the ground where several more buckets, filled to the brim with water, waited in a neat row. The guy was at least fifty, rugged and sinewy. Not a bodyguard from the looks of it, but someone used to hard work all the same. He straightened up and nodded curtly at somebody else in the room.


Ignoring the shooting ache in her neck and shoulders, Alex forced her head to follow his gaze.


Senator Roukewood stood across from her chair inside the cone of the spotlight, holding a cigarette and watching her with his head tilted to the side.


He was meticulously dressed as always. His suit was that particular shade people called gunmetal-gray that worked equally well for business meetings and gala dinners and always screamed ‘rich as fuck’ at everybody. It was the last thing you’d expect someone to wear in a dark, filthy little cell such as the one they were in right now. It made Alex wonder if he’d come here directly from some kind of appointment without taking the time to change, or if he’d specifically dressed like this for the occasion, knowing that they were going to have a little ‘talk’.


Without access to an outside light source, even for a shaper like her it was hard to tell how much time had passed since she’d been knocked down in Roukewood’s secret vault. If her nagging hunger and the degree of pain her body was in from sitting in this chained position were any indication, it must have been several hours. Early afternoon of the next day, she’d guess. Alex’s stomach flipped. She would be missed by now.


Roukewood took a measured step toward her and seized up her half-naked body from top to bottom and back up. Despite the overwhelming urge to try and jump for his throat—something that would result in nothing but more pain for her—Alex simply glared back at him, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of showing any sign of fear.


Just like that one time when they had met on the balcony of the Royal Palace, the senator seemed in no great hurry to get started with whatever he was about to do to her. He took a drag on his cigarette, blew it out slowly, and watched her face through the haze of smoke. The smoke particles irritated the sensitive hairs inside Alex’s throat, and she couldn’t help coughing.


Roukewood smiled a small, private smile.


“Shapers,” he said in his low, cultured voice. “Such a tough lot but at the same time … a bit of water”—his gaze flickered toward the empty bucket—“a bit of smoke”—he stepped closer and blew the fumes directly into her face, watching her retch with an amused expression—“…so easy to subdue if one knows how.”


Alex furiously twisted her hands in the cuffs behind her back, but all she achieved was rubbing sore skin even sorer. She tried to summon the spider, but unfortunately, Roukewood had hit the nail square on the head—the water had chased it deeply into the den of her core, effectively cutting her off from the bulk of her shaper strength and proving him right with a fucking cherry on top. The bastard had incapacitated her most effective weapon. Smart move. He certainly knew his way around shapers, but after all they had learned about his vile organization that could be expected.


“You’d know, wouldn’t you?” The words came out as a hoarse croak, but Alex still loaded as much disgust into them as she could. “You’ve tortured and killed enough of us to be an expert.”


Roukewood’s lips parted in a sharp grin. “Spirited as always.”


He leaned forward and pressed the smoldering tip of his cigarette against Alex’s shoulder, taking his time to grind it out on her naked skin. With great difficulty, Alex managed to swallow the scream that hurtled up her throat, but her entire body buckled in its restraints, uselessly trying to get away from the source of pain.


Roukewood carelessly flicked the butt past Alex’s cheek into the darkness, before bending so close that they were almost face to face, his hands clamping the chair’s armrests while he studied her the way she would have studied an exotic bug she’d stumbled across in her kitchen—somewhere between disgust and fascination, yet definitely not something she wanted in her home.


“Such a pretty face.” He reached out, running his finger along the line of her jaw without actually touching her skin. This time Alex didn’t restrain herself—she bit at the senator’s hand. The cuffs hit the back of the chair with a rattle, and a sharp jerk in her shoulders pulled her short so that she only caught air between her teeth. Roukewood laughed and backhanded her hard across the face, causing her head to painfully snap back. “Yet such a monstrosity inside.”


Blood dribbled from a chap on Alex’s upper lip. Completely unconcerned, Roukewood stepped back from her chair and shrugged out of his suit jacket, handed it to the other man, unbuttoned his shirt sleeves and carefully rolled them up on his forearms. When he was done, he pulled up a chair from the shadows outside the spotlight and sat on it the wrong way round, facing Alex and resting his arms on the chair’s back.


“Well, well, you really don’t cease to surprise me, Alexandre—although I suspect that isn’t your real name.” He tapped his index fingers together. “I’m not a man easily fooled, but I must say you deceived me fairly well, my dear.”


His tone was conversational, almost indulgent, like that of a teacher who’d found out that one of his favorite students had managed to hide the fact they hadn’t done their homework for an entire year and couldn’t help feeling a little impressed by their impudence.


Oh, how she wanted to wipe that indulgent expression of his face. With both fists and her claws extended, preferably.


“I almost expected Stephane to make a move against me,” Roukewood told her. “At the latest after we discovered that that Forfeit scum of a brother of his had been at the prison camp. Oh yes”—he acknowledged the involuntary jerk of her eyebrows—“we know it was him. He was careless enough to lose his precious sword…”


Alex willed her expression to remain blank despite the worry squirming through her. His sword? They had identified Darken by his sword? Of course it was a very special weapon, but it still was a detail that only someone close to him would recognize. The informant had spilled the beans on them again. But who the hell was it? It had to be someone from the most inner circle.


Please, Sweet Jester, don’t let it be Hector. Alex had come to like the gentle old man so much, she would be heartbroken if she found out that he’d been betraying the Dubois family all this time. But if it wasn't Hector, then who else could it be?


Roukewood kept on talking lightly. “I was sure Stephane would come at me one of these days, maybe even here, at my very own mansion, which is why I doubled down on my security measures. But truth be told, I thought he would send Darken. In fact, I would have put a lot of my money on that. However, I never suspected you.


“Oh, I was sure Stephane was using you as a source to get intel about me,” he added as if Alex had inquired in this respect. “Yet I never believed you were consciously involved. I did a background check on you, and the information I received seemed quite sound. Darken’s handiwork, I assume? Everything about you appeared so legit, so very … innocent.” He laughed softly. “You can probably imagine my surprise when I found out about”—his hard eyes traveled once more over her exposed body, more repulsed than lustful—“this.”


Alex’s fingers curled into fists, but she didn’t deign to answer.


“Yes, you had me fooled pretty well,” Roukewood repeated with a slow shake of his head and his mouth curved in a small, self-deprecating smile. “I pegged you a country rose. How ironic that you should be the spider, spinning her web between its thorns.”


You have no idea, sugar! And just how she would love to give him a true spider’s kiss. She would make it very memorable, too.


When Alex still didn’t say anything, Roukewood got up from his chair and fetched her backpack from the floor beside the wall. He sat back down, unzipped it and turned out its contents, curiously studying each item.


From the way his mouth puckered when he popped open the box containing the fingerprint dummies, Alex could tell he was reluctantly impressed. She could see the gears behind his forehead working, piecing together how and when she had collected all the necessary tools. He didn’t like the answer to that. He didn’t like it at all.


“You certainly came prepared,” he said stiffly after a moment and snapped the box shut.


When he held up the binoculars, a slight frown creased his face. “Halfborn technology.” He said it dismissively, the way she would regard a piece of rock in a museum, used by ancient humans to cut meat.


“To avoid detection by the wards, I suppose?” Roukewood glanced up at her with his eyebrows slightly risen, dangling the item from his fingers. “How did you get past them, anyway, if I may ask? The wards, I mean. And the motorus tactilis. I honestly did not think it would be possible without detection.”


As if they were simply having a cultivated conversation over a five course dinner. The nerve!


“I ran,” Alex told him with sweetest venom. “Very quickly.”


Chew on that, asshole!


The senator blinked, clearly not sure if she was pulling his leg. After a moment, he shrugged it off as if it didn’t matter either way.


“Too bad for you then that you triggered the silent alarm in my strongroom when you opened it.”


Damn! So that was how she’d been napped. There had been so many different magical signatures, she must have missed one of the defenses.


Roukewood put the binoculars away and studied the camera instead. It took him a moment to figure out the buttons. By the change in his expression, Alex knew the moment when he saw the picture of himself, Shinner and Prime Gerald on the display screen.


His gaze returned to her, the frown deepening. “What was your plan?” he asked quietly. “To gather evidence against us? And then? Who would even deign to listen to such an outrageous—” He paused. His eyes bulged out from his ever so self-satisfied face—an expression that would have been sweet to watch if her situation hadn’t been quite so precarious.


“The arrest…? But no … no, he wouldn’t dare…”


Getting hot. Not that Alex had any intention of telling him more than he could gather by himself. Something on her face must have confirmed him, though, because his mouth curled incredulously. “I’ll be blowed, the arrest really was a calculated move, wasn’t it?”


He rose and slowly walked up and down in front of her chair, swallowing the implications.


“Provoking a public trial to get things out into the open? Damn it, Stephane has more gall than I ever gave him credit for.”


He stopped and glared at Alex. “It might actually have worked, you know.” He sounded surprised—and a little shocked—by that realization. “Any evidence presented in a murder trial would have to be at least considered by the judges…”


He rubbed his chin and shook his head before taking a small, affected bow in her direction. “Well played, my dear. Very well played.”


Then his smug expression gradually returned. “Unfortunately for you, this doesn’t seem to be one of those cases where fortune favors the bold. In fact, I’m afraid your plan has backfired.”


Roukewood made a sharp, waving gesture over her head. A few moments later, the man in the black apron reappeared, lugging a large, heavy box that contained the folders, Echeranion Spheres and memory chips Alex had glimpsed inside Roukewood’s vault. She tensed in the chair.


Roukewood followed the other guy over to a big fire bowl on a low iron stand, standing just outside of the light cone in a spot where no plastic wrap covered the floor. Magic flared like a massive candle as Roukewood activated the big sigil attached to the base of the bowl. Alex identified the arcane glyph incen, for fire, the moment hot, bright blue flames shot up from the bowl, dancing in a ragged circle.


Chimaeric fire. The magical fire burned hotter than normal fire and wouldn’t stop until the magic charge in the sigil was used up or if it was deactivated. You could burn entire cities down to the ground with chimaeric fire in a trice.


In front of Alex’s helpless eyes, Roukewood picked up her backpack, raised it to her in a silent salute, and dumped it into the center of the fire. Alex flinched as the flames greedily consumed the fabric and its contents—cutting the last physical thread to her childhood. And Rachel’s lucky knife! Not even the steel would withstand the heat of the chimaeric fire. Angry tears pricked at her eyes.


Next, Roukewood reached for the box. “I should have destroyed these ages ago,” he said casually as he started throwing folder after folder into the fire. “We have copies of all the relevant information at safer places, but I liked to keep a set at my own place. I believe it was a streak of sentimentality that made me do so. Thank you for correcting this oversight for me.”


Alex pressed her lips together as she watched all the evidence burn and glimmer until nothing remained but a film of smoldering, blue-tinted ashes.


Roukewood extinguished the fire with a casual flick of his fingers and returned to the center of the light, looking as smug as a tiger after a satisfying meal.


“I suppose, I must thank you, my dear,” he said. “In the end, your little scheme played right into our hands. Alistair Devilier will take a lot less incentive to be persuaded to back down from the election—if he doesn’t oust himself from the race before with his insufferable primness.” He chuckled softly. “Stephane, on the other hand, he was the real piece of work, the true opponent, and I must admit that he put up a very good fight. But now I have him in the bag—caught in his own trap. Oh, it’s just too good. Now there is no one left who will be able to stop me from becoming governor of the South this year.”


Alex couldn’t hold herself back any longer. “What? So that you and your bosom buddies Shinner and Gerald can play Lord and Master together? So you can finally be the ones calling the shots instead of following the orders of others? What are you, like five?” She made a rude noise. “I bet the three of you were also always the biggest bullies in the sandpit, the boys who took the shovels from the younger kids and beat them with it, right? The kind of boys who liked to torture and kill little animals for the fun of it. But you do realize you’re killing actual people now and no longer just ants and worms, don’t you?”


Alex pursed her lips. “Well, I guess the hundreds of dead shapers at the Maria Carvalis Prison Camp don’t rank much above ants and worms in your eyes, but what about the other people who had to die for your and Shinner’s advancement? Senator Kelephan. Senator Virges-Dessallam.” She threw a couple more names she remembered from Belaris’ list at him.


For a second, Roukewood actually looked taken aback.


Alex bared her teeth at him in a taunting grin. “Oh yes, sugar, we know everything. About the prison camp. About the tortured and murdered shapers whose shed skin you used to produce fake jewels, and how you sold them through the GemRock Consortium to finance your and Shinner’s stellar political careers. We also know about all the people who had to kick the bucket for your success, and we know the names of those you coerced to support your devious little organization. Like Governor Ferhus. Like poor Edward Debayne. I was there when he died, you know.” Alex vividly remembered the senator’s expression right before the life fled his eyes. She swallowed. “He was so afraid of your retaliation against his family, he rather killed himself than help us dismantle your crimes. Were you the ones who gave him that poison capsule? Was it shaper poison?” Alex leaned forward in her chair as far as her chains allowed. “I realize killing shapers doesn’t make you lose any sleep, but how can you live with the deaths of all those others?”


Roukewood didn’t bat an eye. “In war, there is always collateral damage.”


War, huh? Alex snorted. “Well, Rookie, in that case, I have news for you. The war is over. It’s been over for more than fifteen years.”


Roukewood shook his head in the mild, infuriating fashion adults might do to a child who insisted that the color of water is blue; an understandable mistake but still a clear sign of sheer ignorance.


“The war is never over, my dear. Even if no bloody battles are being fought and no corpses are piling up in mass burial sides, our enemies do not sleep.”


“Enemies? What enemies? Tharsis had been Arcadia’s only enemy in the last five hundred years, and we have a peace treaty with them.”


“People may call it a peace treaty, but in the end it amounts to nothing but a cease fire,” Roukewood said sneeringly. “Just as we’re speaking—as this country is falling prey to the lures of laziness and comfort—the Tharsians are building up their armies and waiting for a sign of weakness to strike again.”


Alex arched an eyebrow. “I might not be a Healer, but I think your condition is called paranoia.”


Roukewood’s lips flattened, and his face contorted. “Don’t talk about things you don’t understand!” He calmed himself almost instantly and returned to his benign manner. “But what can you expect from an underbred half-blood mongrel? How could you possibly understand what even the vast majority of the trueborn society won’t comprehend either?”


He stopped before her chair. “Gerald, Arlington and I, we are soldiers in a war that most people aren’t even aware of. That is the very purpose of the military, its privilege and its sacred burden. To be the select few who face the ugly truth, so that the rest of the population, all the innocent civilians, can sleep peacefully in their beds at night and go about their daily business untroubled by the horrors of that reality.” Roukewood’s eyes glowed with professional pride when he said these words.


Wow. He had really liked military life, that much was obvious. And why the hell not? It had given him purpose and made him feel powerful. During the war, they had done unspeakable things—murder being just one of them—and they had been praised and honored for it and treated as the secret heroes of the nation. They said all was fair in war. Well, the war was over, but it seemed Roukewood and his friends hadn’t quite left it behind them.


Alex bent forward. “Please, correct me if I’m wrong, but to my knowledge, you and your beloved friends left the army years ago. You are no more soldiers than I am a trueborn lady.”


“Once a soldier, always a soldier,” Roukewood said solemnly. “This isn’t about the rank or the title, this is about the mindset, about the heart, though I don’t expect an immoral shaper to understand things like that.” 


Funny, that he should speak to her about morals. Freaking, murdering psychopath that he was.


“We fought for this country, we bled for this country, and we would do it again in a heartbeat. A true soldier does not need to wear the uniform to serve his country.”


Great! They weren’t just spoiled, bored, oversized boys with a power complex. No, they actually saw themselves as ardent patriots and thought they were doing all this for the good of their country. It made them even more dangerous. Great. Amazing. Could it get any worse?


“Nice speech,” Alex scoffed. “Why don’t you tell this to all the innocent citizens who died for your noble cause.”


Roukewood seemed completely unaffected by her words. “As I said, sacrifices must be made for the greater good. Those who have served and stood under the golden banner of the Republic understand this. Gerald does before all. Unfortunately, his father, our revered Old Prime Willem, was one of the blinded fools who couldn’t see the truth. If he’d had his way, we and the Tharsians would have all been dancing in a big circle, holding hands and caroling. He was so besotted with the idea of peace, he would have sold this country off for chicken feed and left our border open for hostile invasion.”


Water under the bridge, wasn’t it? Alex reflected. Willem hadn’t gotten his way because he had bitten the dust before the peace negotiations had been concluded, which had forced Gerald to assume his seat at the bargaining table, resulting in a much more favorable deal for—


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! Alex stiffened so suddenly, she strained a muscle in her neck. A terrible thought crossed her mind. Memories of people talking about Willem’s sudden demise came back to her. An unexpected, tragical death. Unclear diagnosis. Probably a heart attack.


“You killed him,” she whispered. “Didn’t you?”


Roukewood smiled coldly. “Very good, my dear. You aren’t as stupid as most of your kind, I give you that.” He leaned on the backrest of his chair with both arms. “Technically, it was Gerald who did it. Just a few drops of shaper venom in his father’s evening tea… Nobody ever suspected his death to be anything but an unlucky stroke of fate. After all, he had been under a lot of stress at the time…”


Alex stared at him, shocked. After all they had found out in these past few days, she had thought that nothing would be able to shock her anymore, but, oh, how wrong she’d been.


“He killed his own father? Because of a stupid treaty?”


She had never been a glowing supporter of Old Prime Willem—she was only ten when he died and politics had been about as important to her as retirement planning and the lower parts of a male’s anatomy—but she knew that the public had worshipped him. To think he’d been killed … by his own son!


Roukewood shrugged. “Again you fail to see the bigger picture. The treaty was only one part in a greater plan. Even before the war, Willem had let this country become weak, soft.” He shook his head. “Allowing the spread of your kind. Abolishing the prosecution of racial defilement and conniving the dilution of our ancestors’ pure blood.” He made a deeply disgusted sound. “Willem allowed this country to rot from the inside out. He was a weak link that had to be eliminated. Gerald just did what was necessary to protect this country.”


A castle built on rotten beams. Part of the riddle the Augur had shared with Darken in the Pacified Zone. Oh, there was rot in this country, alright, but Alex didn’t think Willem had been the reason for it.


“When I am governor of the South, Arlington, Gerald and I will have the absolute majority in the High Council,” Roukewood concluded pleasantly. “We will make this country strong again, and we will do everything in our power to protect its rightful citizens from any given danger, be it from the outside—or from the inside.” The look he gave Alex clearly told her what inner dangers he was referring to.


He was talking about a shaper genocide as if it were just a little spring cleaning. Alex felt sick to the stomach. “You’re completely mad.”


“Being a cell of the cancer that needs to be cut out, I do not presume that you would see the logic in this. If it is any consolation, you won’t live long enough to witness the obliteration of your brothers and sisters.”


Great consolation, thanks a million!


The senator braided his fingers together and watched her over their tips. “Not that it really matters, but I’m curious. Tell me, how long have you been working for Stephane Dubois-Léclaire?”


Alex was about to play stubborn and make him work for his answers, but he was so very talkative at the moment, and she wanted his information more than she wanted the little triumph of fueling his frustration.


She looked him in the eye. “Since you tried to abduct his children and failed miserably.”


She saw the exact moment as recognition dawned on him. Old anger flashed in his eyes. “You’re the shaper who picked up Dubois-Léclaire’s children in that bar in the halfborn nether before my men could take them.” A short pause, then, with more fury, “You killed my men.”


“Bullseye, Roukie,” Alex confirmed sweetly. “That was me. The shaper you framed for cop murder. That was you, wasn’t it?” It was more of a rhetorical question since she already knew the answer to that. At the time, she hadn’t been aware of it, but defaming a shaper for the abduction of Stephane’s children must have fit very neatly in Roukewood’s plan to weaken Stephane’s position in the election while strengthening his own, which relied so heavily on making a bogeyman out of shaper kind. Another thought occurred to her at this. Her eyes narrowed.


“Were you also the one who ordered the shaper murders at Manor Creek County?” she asked. “All to boost your candidacy?”


Again, surprise coated the senator’s face. “You really were thorough in your investigations, Alexandre. Yes, that was our doing. Getting my hands on Stephane’s children should have been enough to drive him to his knees, but I’m not a man who likes to put his eggs into just one basket. Which proved quite prudent in hindsight, didn’t it, given that the children escaped? And now I even know whom I have to blame for that.” Fury distorted his features. “You are a lot more trouble than you let on, my dear. It’s truly a shame you didn’t die outside the Pacified Zone as Stephane claimed.”


It’s a shame I didn’t kill you when I had the chance!


“Instead, Darken took you into his brother’s house, and Stephane made you his pet shaper. Even passed you off as a family friend.” Roukewood shook his head, looking grossed out. “I knew Stephane was an opportunistic fool, but to think he could stoop so low…”


Alex’s lips stretched into a smirk. “Interesting. Only two days ago, I remember you were the one who was quite eager to get his tongue into my mouth.” Her smirk turned coy. “Or was it your dick?”


Roukewood jumped out of his chair so quickly that it clattered to the floor. His hand closed around Alex’s throat, squeezing her windpipe together. His nostrils flared, eyes seethed with bloody rage.


Alex didn’t struggle, not daring to enrage him any further. Sure, she’d meant to step on his toes, but she didn’t want him to strangle her right then and there. And if his fingers slid up just a little more…


She held completely still. She saw it in his eyes, the desire to press the last drop of life from her body, to snap her neck and spit on her dead body—they were a mirror of her own desires. If only she could get her hands around his throat, she wouldn’t hesitate for a second.


The pressure increased another bit. Alex wheezed. Her face started to burn the same moment her field of view started to shrink in from the edges. Oh shiiiii…


Just before she fainted, the hand let go with a shove. Alex’s head flopped forward and she coughed, gasping for air like a fish on land. Air, sweet, sweet air! 


The room slowly reappeared. Roukewood stepped back from her chair, his face once more controlled and hard. He produced a white handkerchief from his trouser pocket, diligently wiping his fingers before dropping it to the ground at her feet.


“I believe it is time to show our guest how we treat her kind around here.”


The guy in the black apron stepped into the light, carrying a long leather bundle. Alex noticed the sharp tips of metal tools sticking out on both sides. Her stomach tightened. Torture equipment. Every fiber inside her tingled with fear, but she kept her expression defiant. She wouldn’t grovel in front of Roukewood. No fucking way.


The senator cast her a half glance. “It really is too bad that we have no way to process your skin at the moment, or I would have you molt until no more drop of pain could be wrung from your worthless body and then create a fitting memento from your skin.”


“Why, I’m flattered, my lord.” Alex was rather proud of the tart tone of her voice, especially since it didn’t match the shaky feeling inside her. “I had no idea I meant so much to you.” 


Roukewood’s knuckles cracked as one of his hands balled into a fist. Oh yes, she was extremely good at getting his cruel temper to the surface.


He rolled his neck and smiled frostily. “Fortunately, you can still be of use to me otherwise.”


He nodded at the other man. “Find out exactly what they were planning and who was involved in this little scheme. If anybody else knows about our … organization, I want their names. I don’t care if you have to break her every single bone for it, but do not kill her—yet.”


The torturer bowed his head. “Yes, Master.”


“You will get nothing from me,” Alex squeezed through gritted teeth.


Roukewood watched her with an almost cordial expression that made her want to rip out his throat. “Oh, I think we will. Since you’ve done your homework so well, I suppose you know that we have our ways to handle shapers.” He cocked his head to the side. “Did you know that when a shaper is forced to molt several times after another in quick succession, they develop a certain … tolerance … against the pain? One has to get very creative to inflict enough damage to trigger the process anew without killing the subject. It is an art, to say the very least, but my men are very skilled crafters. And Ruben here”—he pointed over his shoulder at the man in the black apron—“has had years of experience.”


Roukewood sighed with put-on regret. “This should be quite entertaining to watch, but alas, I have more important things that require my attention.”


He turned on his heel and started to leave, then stopped beside Alex’s chair almost as an afterthought. “Oh, and feel free to scream all you like, my dear. The sound sigils around this room are of the best quality.”


With that, he was gone and Alex was alone in the cell with the torturer. The man put the leather bundle on a small table and unrolled it, blocking her view but making enough noise to fuel her imagination. Not that her imagination needed fueling. Alex shivered and it had nothing to do with the damp coldness in the room.


The torturer turned around to her with a wicked looking hook in his hand.


“Shall we start then?”
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SENATOR Cassius Roukewood swiftly climbed the stairs from the basement and stepped out into the main corridor of his mansion.


So, Stephane thought he could play games with him. That he could outsmart him.


Bold, Stephane. How very, very bold.


He closed the reinforced door behind him and made sure it clicked shut. He wasn’t a man to take chances and experience had proven him right.


When he turned around, the mansion’s matron came hurrying in his direction, a slight frown wrinkling her round, age-softened face.


The elderly woman stopped before him and performed an immaculate curtsy, holding out the green skirts of her ironed servant’s uniform.


“Milord, you have a call. A Commander Gee,” she said. “I told him you were busy at the moment and did not want to be disturbed, but he was very … persistent.”


She sniffed. It was obvious from her tone of voice that she didn’t approve of the callers behavior at all.


Roukewood hid a smile. What would his dear matron think if she knew that she’d been talking to the Prime of Arcadia himself?


“Thank you, Mathilde,” he said mildly. “I’ll take the call in my study.”


The matron hesitated. Roukewood could tell she was rather curious about this caller and why her lord would so readily respond to a man who showed such rude demeanor, but she was also too well-trained to inquire where it did not behoove. He made sure all his servants knew their place.


Roukewood walked past the older woman but paused in the door. “Please make sure that my coach is ready for departure at five thirty. I have another appointment in the city this afternoon.”


He was graced with another impeccable curtsy. “Of course, milord.”


The matron receded and Roukewood made his way to his study to see what Gerald could want from him that he would risk contacting him this way, something they usually refrained from doing to keep their relation as secret as possible.


He shook his head. When they had been in the army, Gerald had always been the Commander, a nickname he’d earned from both rank and demeanor. Arlington had been the Butcher and he—he had been the Master. It had seemed rather fitting to keep those monikers from their youths when they had started off with their enterprise.


Thinking about it, Gerald’s call actually came at a most convenient moment. By the time Roukewood reached his study, an idea had taken form in his head that would make sure to eliminate the threat of the Dubois once and for all. And Stephane… Roukewood smiled coldly as he closed the study door behind him and added a solid soundproof sigil to it. Let the bastard scream!










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










AT the sound of the cell door being unlocked, Alex struggled to lift her head and fought to break through the thick, pain-induced fog that filled her mind.


Heavy boots scraped over the concrete floor. She barely had a moment to brace herself before a gush of icy water doused her body from head to toes, plastering her hair against her neck and shoulders. She clenched her teeth against the chill, then howled wildly when the cold turned to liquid fire. That son of a bitch had salted the water so that it burned in her open wounds as if someone were rubbing down her skin with hot sandpaper.


Alex twitched and jerked in her restraints. Overly taut muscles screamed in agony.


Drained by that small exertion, she sagged in her chair like a wet rag doll, curling in on herself as much as the chains allowed.


The unhurried steps of her torturer moved past her chair. Alex didn’t even find the strength to open her swollen eyes. Not that they would show her anything she hand’t already seen during the last twelve hours.


Twelve hours of pain-filled agony.


Twelve hours of nourished hopes being shattered and crushed into dust over and over again.


Unlike Scarface, the man who had tormented her outside the Pacified Zone, her current torturer went about his job with cold, clean professionalism. While Scarface had reveled in her pain, Roukewood’s man was eerily unemotional. There was no disgust or hatred in his eyes when he studied her, only intent. He didn’t get excited by her screams, he didn’t sneer and taunt her when she writhed and squirmed. His pants didn’t tighten when his hands touched her in places no man was allowed to touch but Darken.


Alex doubted he even saw her as a human being, or, for that matter, a being at all. To him, she was nothing but a work project, like a piece of marble to a sculptor. He observed and evaluated the material, then chose his chisel from his toolset and applied it where he thought it would break her the most effectively in the shortest of time without damaging the substance beyond repair.


Her pain was the key to a lock he sought to open, and his repertoire of keys was still far from being depleted as they went through the same cycle again and again and again and again.


Every hour, the mandatory dose of water to keep down the spider. Every hour, the same questions accompanied by controlled bursts of excruciating pain, followed by a small reprieve that was too short to let her recover and only served as enough of a breather to spur her dread for the upcoming round, allowing her host to tend to his own human needs while hers were blissfully ignored. No food, no water, except for what she was regularly being showered with, no sleep but moments of microsleep she was jolted out of by a slap or a splash of water while the glaring spotlight pounded on her sensitive eyes like a drill that was trying to bore its way into her skull. 


The thirst was making her dizzy. Her mouth and throat had turned into a dry, burning wasteland hours ago, but now the saltwater was sucking the last bit of moisture out of her tormented body. To cap it off, she had vomited during her torturer’s last ‘visit’, and the reek rising from the puddle of puke was almost as bad as the pain itself.


Her entire body was on fire, locked in its awkward position by the cuffs and shackles, painfully stretching her shoulders back and pulling on muscles already strained to the breaking point. There was no escaping the pain, not even for one minute. When one cycle ended, the next would start soon, like clockwork.


At least that routine made it easy for her to track the passing of time. Alex almost wished it didn’t. Because since it did…


Something had gone wrong. There was no use in denying it any longer. When she didn’t report back at the appointed hour, the backup plan should have been set in motion. If everything had gone according to plan, someone would have come for her rescue by now. That no one had… 


Alex’s craggy lips split when she pressed them together. Edalyne and Stephane had told her about the special way of communication they had established should Darken ever be blacklisted. They’d said, if he received their message, he would know it was an emergency. They’d said, if he was at all able to, he would come immediately.


But he hand’t come. Which most likely meant … it meant Darken was…


No! Alex’s lips pressed harder onto each other until she tasted blood in her mouth. It didn’t necessarily mean that Darken was dead. There could be other reasons for his delay. Sure there could. He might have been held up by something.


She was grasping at straws, she was aware of that, but she wasn’t ready to accept this particular conclusion yet. Probably never would be.


Not that it looked like she would be having much time for grief. Besides, despair and guilt already filled her to the brim. Why had she come up with this stupid plan in the first place? It had been doomed to fail before they even got started, and she’d known it.


Yes, she had known it, and she had accepted that risk. As had Stephane. But still, to think of Darken’s brother rotting in a death cell or, worse, being executed because she had persuaded and pestered him into joining her lost cause… To think what it would do to Max, and Josy, and Edalyne… All the lives she had gambled with to realize her mad plan only so that she could get a shot at her own personal happily ever after… 


And Darken… Alex’s lips trembled. Darken.


Exhaustion and tiredness leached every drop of physical and mental strength out of her, not even allowing her the relief of tears. Sweet Jester, she was so tired. So drained and empty. Nothing but an empty vessel, ready to be filled with pain. Pain, turning into agony, turning into hours, turning into eternities, turning into pain. A never ending cycle of dread.


Alex vaguely heard her torturer fiddle with his tools but couldn’t concentrate on it. She drifted in and out of the pain-filled fog, unable to keep a clear thought while the pain scraped away layer upon layer of her mental skin, leaving her raw and soul-naked in a salty sea of agony. She wished it would stop for a moment. Just one moment. She was so horribly tired.


Please, let it stop.


She hadn’t realized that she had moaned the words, until a soft, soothing voice murmured beside her ear, “I know, my dear. You’re tired.” A gentle hand stroked her hair. “You want to sleep, no?”


Alex whimpered softly. Sleep. Yes, she wanted to sleep. Great Mother, she wanted to sleep so badly, her body painfully convulsed at the thought of it. To stretch out only for a second … ah, to forget…


The voice caressed her, sympathetic and full of understanding. “You’re in pain, no?”


Pain, yes… Sweet Jester, the pain. She wanted it to stop. She would do anything to make it it stop. “Please,” Alex groaned and her body trembled. “Please … s-stop.”


“It’s okay, my dear,” the voice soothed. “I can make the pain go away.”


Alex wanted to believe that voice. Oh, how she wanted to believe it, but something, some subtle instinct, told her that the voice couldn’t be trusted for some reason.


She tried to pull back but the hand tightened in her hair, not hurting, yet not letting her go either. It slid down to cup her face. “I can make it better, see?”


A water-soaked piece of cloth touched her bloody lips. Sweet, cold water. The tissue burned on the cuts, but Alex still greedily sucked on the wet cloth while her parched body screamed for sustenance. More, more!


But the cloth withdrew before it could even start to quench her thirst, leaving her aching for more. Her whimper turned into a low, desperate snarl.


“You want more?” the voice asked softly, and the cool cloth touched her forehead, soothing away the burning ache there. “Then you will get more. Much more. But first I need you to do something for me.”


Fingers caressed her cheek before lifting her chin up. “Can you do that for me? Can you be a good girl?”


If it made the pain stop, she could. Anything to make it stop. Alex weakly nodded her head, too exhausted to speak.


“Good girl,” the voice crooned. “I’ll make the pain stop. Soon. But first, tell me what I want to know.”


The voice was right beside Alex’s ear, low and reasonable, urging her to do its bidding. “Who else knows about the Master’s organization, about the prison camp, the murders. Tell me, and I promise I will make the pain go away.”


The fingers holding her chin increased their pressure, matching the urgency of his words. “Names. Give me the names, and I’ll make it stop. Just a few paltry names in exchange for some water and some sleep…”


Alex shuddered. It would be so easy. Saying a few names and the pain would stop. She wanted it. She wanted it so much. Right now, she would have killed for a gulp of water, for just a few moments without that pounding, grueling pain munching her body between its vicious teeth. Just a few names. Part of her was almost ready to give in. But the other part…


With immense effort, Alex forced her eyes open and glared at her torturer. Her cracked, swollen lips split. “Go to hell!”


The torturer gave a small, regretful shake of his head and reached for his tools.


“I’m afraid you first, my dear.”



[image: ]


DARKEN slumped against the mural beside the arch and looked down at the three dead bodies strewn across the yard. Blood dripped from the tip of his sword, hissing sharply when it touched the cobble-stones. The magic of the ghost-ring was already fading around him.


Rojas’ empty eyes stared up at him without an expression, dull black stones in the rugged landscape of his scarred face. 


Their deaths had been swift. It was the only concession Darken had been able to make. In a battle of weapons and magic in which steel clashed against steel and will clashed against will, his will to survive had proven to be stronger than theirs to fulfill their duty, and while his death magic countered their coordinated magical attacks, they had stood no chance against the deadly wrath of his sword. He had cut through them like a vicious whirlwind, without mercy, impossible to stop.


Darken closed his eyes and rested his head against the cool stone. His hands shook, but it wasn’t from physical exhaustion. No, his body was still riding the aftershocks of his blood-induced high, still brimmed with the ecstasy of being sheathed in a darkness that wasn’t as rich and comforting as a woman’s womb but just as intoxicating.


Inside him, his magic squirmed, deceptively docile and pliant, like a content beast after a lavish feast.


Once unleashed, it had howled and buckled inside him, a torrent of destructive fire racing through his veins, begging him to kill. He had craved their pain. Oh, how he had craved their pain, yearning for the succulence of the other men’s souls, the bitter-sweet taste of their desperation.


Darken exhaled sharply and clenched his hands into tight fists. He had fed. But only enough to kill—no added pain, no prolonged death agony, although it had cost him a lot of strength to restrain himself that way.


Right now, he was almost satiated, a feeling that wouldn’t last long. It never did. Yet while the killer in him was more content than he had been in weeks, the rest of him felt worn. Tired. Empty to the core, and repulsed by the fact that some part of him had deeply enjoyed the killing.


He turned his hands and studied the gold-and-black tattoos on their backs. There was no splatter of blood on them, but he still felt as if they were slick with the hot, red liquid of life.


Even now.


Even now, though he had left the Order, they were still forcing him to kill, and with every person he killed, he felt their firm hands still holding his leash and wanted to scream. Still a puppet on their bloody strings, dancing to their sick tune.


Even worse, this time his victims hadn’t been strangers. He had known and respected both Rojas and Jyulian, in Rojas’ case even genuinely liked the man. Now they were dead by his sword, and he was the one left behind to deal with the bloody pieces. He should probably be angry or resentful—they had tried to kill him, after all—but the only emotion he could muster was regret.


More men dead. More good men crushed by the wheels of a conspiracy they weren’t part of and knew nothing about. Nothing but tools in a bigger game.


With a soft sigh, Darken opened his eyes. His gaze fell onto the face of the blond youngster whose body had dropped inside the light cone. The pale light reflected on his handsome face, turning the rich golden skin sallow. A look of genuine surprise was etched into his features. To the very last, the young buck had thought himself invincible—until Darken’s blow to his gut had proved him wrong.


Death had washed the sneer from his face and without the cocky expression, he looked shockingly young, just like a boy, really.


Darken’s mouth tightened into a thin, slashing line. Another dead kid. Another sapling cut down before he could grow into a tree, before he had a chance to find out what kind of man he could become. His only fault: juvenility. That—and being born with the wrong talent. A talent he hadn’t asked for, that neither of them had asked for.


Usually, juvenility was a vice Darken could easily forgive, but today he had exploited it mercilessly. There would be no redemption, no second chance for this one.


His memory served up the image of another cocky youth. Belaris, too, had thought himself indestructible before age and experience had turned him a tiny little bit wiser. Not by much, though. Darken pressed a fist to his mouth.


I always bet on you.


Yes, Darken thought bitterly. You did bet on me. And look where it got you.


How many more men were going to die until this was over? How many more would he have to kill?


The answer to that was as simple as it was brutal: it would never be over—at least not until it was his blood watering the ground and his torn flesh feeding the crows. The Order would never stop hunting him.


The Provost’s harried voice reverberated in his ears. You have the power to end this, Darken.


Yes, he would end this. But on his terms, not theirs.


First, however, he had to hide these bodies and cleanse the murder scene. The longer he could keep the next death squad from picking up his trace, the more time it would give him to find a place to recover and get some much needed sleep.


The rusty light of dawn creeping across the ragged city outline urged him to hurry. Luckily, the graveyard waited just beyond the wall, its misty ground eager to swallow up the evidence of his crimes. It was one of the reasons why Darken had, cold and calculating, chosen this site for their confrontation. A glacial smile tugged at his lips. The Order’s training was too deeply ingrained in him.


He pushed himself off the wall and flinched as a sharp pain stabbed his side. When he touched his hand to his ribcage, his fingers came away bloody. He grimaced with a soft curse. One small slip, one little opening, but it had been immediately punished by a nick of Rojas’ blade.


Pulling up his shirt, Darken quickly inspected the wound. It was only a shallow cut, but it still needed to be cleaned and treated. If it got infected and he was struck by a fever, he would be easy meat for his pursuers.


All in due time.


Darken took a step towards Rojas’ corpse. Something grazed the back of his head. He spun in place with a snarl, teeth bared and sword risen for the strike.


Behind him was nothing, only the stone wall. His nostrils flared as he scanned the still dark yard for hidden attackers. Empty. Yet the feeling was still there. The feeling that he wasn’t quite alone.


Again, that featherlight touch. Darken wheeled around, his magic racing through his blood, ready to explode outward and kill whoever thought could creep up on him. But—nothing. Wait! He stood very still, his heart beating in his fingertips. There was nothing physical, but something was there, something … inside his head!


Tense to the point of tearing a muscle and still filled to the brim with his magic, Darken slipped inward into the vast darkness of his mind, focusing on that subtle invading touch. He quickly found its source, a humming thread that buzzed like a mental bee in the deep, velvety silence. He was about to swat it away and tear the thread apart, but hesitated.


There was something strangely familiar about the feeling of that thread. It drew him in, called to him—almost like a voice that was calling his name.


Suspended in the endless darkness, Darken wavered. It could be bait to lure him into a magical trap. Some magics involved mental manipulation and those spells were nothing to trifle with. If he was right, and he triggered the spell, he might find himself locked in a cage of pain, unable to control his body, or worse.


But there still was this familiar something.


Cautiously, like a mountain feline smelling prey but sensing a hunter’s snare, he followed the tug along the thread, allowing it to lead him through the subtle darkness.


It was like floating blindfolded through the night, guided by a bodiless voice toward an unknown destination. It led him to a softly pulsing knot of darkness that was even deeper than the surrounding night, a glowing black bubble lit from within. When he floated closer, a hot tangle of emotions seared him. Irritation. Exhaustion. And a knife-sharp sense of urgency.


Still wary, he reached out with a mental finger and touched it, ready to withdraw immediately if it turned out to be some kind of trap.


*Darken,* a deep gravel-grinder voice filled his mind, faint and choppy, the way it was when you used a halfborn mobile over a great distance and the reception was bad. *Finally.*


“Blayde?” Darken spoke the name both in his mind and with his lips, unable to mask his surprise, then swore viciously. *How did you—?*


*Never mind that now,* Blayde interrupted sharply, although his voice sounded strained as if he were hefting up weights while speaking. *Your sister-in-law is desperately trying to locate you, but it seems you are beyond her reach.*


Darken froze at the wall. There was only one reason why Edalyne would try to locate him with her magic. Something had happened to his family, something terrible!


Fear burned through him at the same time his hand shot up to his chest where the small, flat disk of the porta unicanis that he always carried with him was hidden in a secret inner pocket.


In case he was ever declared rogue—not a farfetched possibility considering that the Order had it in for him since he’d first defied them—he and Stephane had devised a way for his family to contact him, should they truly need him. Since it could be tracked by magical means and therefore amounted to nothing short of a call for a suicide commando, it was an absolute last resort. His family wouldn’t call him for anything less than a life-and-death emergency.


All his fears came crashing down on him. Darken was already running toward the hiding spot of his hover-cycle, ignoring the nagging ache from the wound in his side.


The porta unicanis was a special little device. You could think of it as a single-use one-way portal that was primed at a specific location where the device’s counterpart was stored and would magically transport its user there without needing the assistance of a Portalist or a Teleporter. However, Portalist magic was used in their creation, and they had a bad reputation for malfunctioning, especially if you bought the cheaper versions available in the open market. In the best case, you ended up at the wrong place, in the worst, you didn’t end up anywhere.


Well, Darken had not the slightest doubt that his own device would work. Purchased from the most renowned supplier of Arcadia’s military, Stephane had manipulated this particular set of disks in several ways with his gift for magic crafting. If the receiver device on his family’s side was activated, the main device in Darken’s possession would respond so that he knew that they needed him, allowing him to initiate the transport home. To avoid others from being able to summon him this way, the receiver was protected by a blood sigil so that it could only be activated by blood of his blood, which meant that only a Dubois could trigger the device.


As a further precaution, the signal could only be sent to Darken’s device if his current coordinates were entered into the receiver. That’s where Edalyne’s clairvoyance came into play. To get his coordinates, his brother’s wife would have to locate him. The combination of these precautions, while not completely excluding it, reduced the risk that the mechanism could be employed by a third party to get ahold of Darken.


There was a snag, of course, as there always was. Although Edalyne was a level two Clairvoyant with a naturally strong gift, her talent was still limited to a certain radius around her own position. It consisted of about two hundred miles before it gradually got jumpy and eventually failed. Which was why she hadn’t been able to locate Maxwell and Josepha when they had teleported all the way to Bhellidor.


Darken’s mind was racing faster than his legs, the urgency inside him blending with Blayde’s, whose mind was still loosely connected to his.


After leaving Alex behind at Helton Manor, he had rapidly created some distance between him and every known Dubois family seat while at the same time making painstakingly sure to stay within Edalyne’s location range, ready to come running should the Master or his minions try to target other members of his family next.


However, that was before he’d paid his little home visit to the Provost’s house and waved the red rag. As he’d expected, it had drawn the Forfeits in the area to him like goaded bulls, and the moment he’d realized that a death squad had taken up his trace, he’d been too busy trying to shake them off to closely monitor his distance from the family, needing all his skills to stay ahead of them. At some point, he must have crossed the invisible line that cut him off from Edalyne’s reach, rendering him unable to receive their call for help.


And if Blayde hadn’t contacted him… 


A stray thought occurred to him and he focused on Blayde’s mind which was pulsing softly inside his own, slowly drifting away. *I thought you didn’t interfere with matters outside your borders.*


He could almost feel Blayde’s galant shrug through the connection. *Oh, I’m merely relaying a message to a friend. I would hardly call that interfering, would you?*


Despite his worry, the hint of a smile traveled across Darken’s lips. *Of course not. I still appreciate it.*


*Thank me later, Forfeit,* Blayde replied with feverish urgency just as the connection started to break. *Hurry … Darken … key … breaking …*


The words lashed Darken like a burning whip. His heart skipped a beat. The warning might have been cryptic to others, but not to him. The chill inside him solidified into a blazing hot fury. Alex!


Before he knew it, he was sprinting along the deserted street, his feet pounding the asphalt, squeezing every last drop of speed out of his battle-tired legs. The town vanished behind him and trees flashed by on the left. A horrible feeling of déjà vu clamped him, choking him until he couldn’t see straight. Everything blurred behind a ragged, bloody veil.


The key is breaking.


Foolish, stubborn woman! What had she done now? He had left her behind so that she would be safe. Why couldn’t she stay out of trouble for one minute?


He swerved from the road into the grove, vaulted over a log and skidded dangerously on the mossy forest floor. He didn’t slow.


That a key wasn’t broken doesn’t mean it is unbreakable. I see death in your future, Darken. Blayde’s cryptic warnings. Warnings he hadn’t taken too seriously at the time. Now…


They key is breaking.


The clearing loomed before him. Gnarled trees covered in silver moss bent toward each other in the dusky light of dawn. He flung out his hand and the camouflage spell tore like wrapping paper, revealing his hover-cycle wedged between the roots of an ancient oak. Sheathing his bloody sword, Darken jumped onto its back and charged it. A moment later, the hover-cycle burst from the grove and careened onto the road, dangerously low above the asphalt, speeding in the direction of Lancaester, back toward Edalyne's location range.


I’m coming, Alex!


Darken clenched the handles, pushing every bit of his magic into fueling the hover-cycle’s speed. Great Mother, please, please don't let me be too late this time.


In front of him, a crimson sun climbed above the horizon, casting bloody shadows over the land, while Blayde’s warning hovered above him like the glinting edge of a drawn sword.


The key is breaking.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










THE cell door opened with a soft groan. Alex automatically tensed in anticipation of the cold shower of water that was usually the first thing to hit her when her torturer returned, but none came.


Instead, she heard several different pairs of feet trot into the room behind each other. At least three people.


Now, that was new. The novelty roused her enough from her pain-induced delirium that she managed to perk up her ears while feigning to be still unconscious.


Low voices brushed against her consciousness, taking their sweet time to trickle through the layers of bloody mist fogging her mind. Alex had to strain to understand them and suspected she could only do so at all because her shaper senses were slowly reawakening due to the delayed water dose.


“How is our guest?”


Roukewood’s cultured voice. Alex’s jaw tightened.


“Oh, she possesses quite the stubborn temper,” her torturer replied in his calm, obliging way, and Alex couldn’t help cringing in response to the sound of his voice, a small shiver infused with hatred and apprehension. “Not surprising for a shaper, though. They are a tough lot to crack.”


“So are cockroaches,” Roukewood said dismissively. “But one has to pursue.”


The torturer grunted in assent. “She keeps on insisting that Lord Dubois-Léclaire and his Forfeit brother are the only ones beside her who know about the enterprise, and I am inclined to believe her, milord. No one can suffer through that much pain and still muster the energy to lie convincingly.”


Wrong, asshole! Alex’s mouth twitched into a small, malicious smile while she kept her head drooping low between her burning shoulders, still pretending to be unconscious.


Thought he’d broken her, did he? Well, it would take more than what he got to break her. Torture broke a lot of people, but brutality had been part of Alex’s life since childhood, and she’d learned to suffer through a freaking lot.


Oh, she had certainly done her best to convince Mr. Torture Master over there that he had managed to crush her spirit. Between screams and howls of pain that hadn’t been feigned at all, she had repeated again and again that she, Stephane and Darken were the only persons aware of the prison camp, the conspiracy, and the murders. To sweeten the bait, she’d even spilled some random information about Stephane’s career and private life filled with enough verifiable half-truths to give it some merit. Nothing suited to ruin his career but delicate enough to believe that she wasn’t in control over her wits any longer.


Although every cycle of pain made it harder and harder to resist, she hadn’t once said the names of the others who knew at least part of the story: Edalyne, Max, Josy, Hector, Barthi, Blayde … even that snarly old bitch Heloise.


If she was fated to die here in this dark, dirty hole of a cell, she’d at least make sure not to engulf others in the abyss.


Roukewood said something else, but it was so low, Alex didn’t get it.


A third man spoke, just as lowly. Alex’s entire body snapped to attention as if she’d been tasered. She knew that voice. No, impos—


Feet scuffed the floor and icy water poured over her in a waterfall of pinpricks. Taken completely by surprise, Alex swallowed a mouthful of water before she knew what was happening, choked on it and then coughed and spat, rocked by spasms as she tried to get some air back into her lungs.


Finally able to breathe again, Alex trembled in the frigid air, steam rising from her naked, mutilated skin.


Roukewood walked around the chair—and he wasn’t alone.


Alex’s lips twisted into the bloodless semblance of a sneer. So her ears hadn’t deceived her.


“Well, well,” she drawled. “If that isn’t the snake biting its own tail. The little informant finally shows his face.” Her words slurred a bit due to her cragged, swollen lips, but they were distinct enough to be understood.


Tyler’s pale, pointed face stared back at her in shock. “So it’s true!” His gaze traveled over her half-naked body, clearly searching for the signs of Alex’s true skin which she so desperately wished she were able to summon. “She really is… ?” 


He took a small step back and shook his head as though he couldn’t believe his eyes.


Well, same here! Alex wouldn’t have been more shocked if it had been Edalyne or even Stephane himself who had stepped out of the shadows. She would have suspected anyone to be the informant, but seriously, Tyler? Tyler-I-can’t-tie-my-own-shoelaces-and-start-to-stutter-in-the-presence-of-other-adults-Tyler?


Sure, she’d known he was a bit of the bad apple in the family’s fruit basket but betraying his own family to Roukewood? His brothers? The kids? It just seemed so … unthinkable.


The initial surprise on Tyler’s face slowly shifted toward fury. “It appears I’m not the only one with a secret.”


Beside him, Roukewood looked the epitome of smug. Oh, how he must have enjoyed it, being fed information about Stephane’s activities not just from inside his very own house, but from inside his very own family. If her hands had been free, Alex would have strangled Tyler on the spot. Since she didn’t have that luxury…


“Your family knows what I am,” she snapped hoarsely. “But I doubt they have any idea what a traitorous little piece of shit you are.”


Tyler’s pale face distorted with rage. “Shut your filthy mouth, you stupid shaper bitch! You have no idea what you are talking about!”


“Don’t I?” Alex narrowed her eyes, her own fury making it difficult to produce clear words. “You sold out your family to him.” She pointed her chin at Roukewood. “You were the one who gave them all the compromising information.” Another thought occurred to her, and a burst of heated anger slashed through her chest. “You’re the reason Darken was blacklisted!”


Sweet Jester, so much made sense now. The Master’s goons knowing when the kids were going to Helton Manor as they tried to abduct them, the intercepted calls via Stephane’s private vis-aural emitter, that they knew about Darken’s sword. The only thing that simply didn’t make any sense…


“Why?” Alex just couldn’t wrap her head around it. “Why on earth would you betray them?”


The little moron had everything: name, standing, money, a loving family—well, if one ignored the existence of Heloise—and he’d done his best to ruin it all. It simply didn’t add up.


Tyler started pacing in front of her chair, his features taut with anger. “You’re honestly asking ‘why’?”


“Of course, I’m asking! Your family loves you. Your brothers would burn the fucking world for you. I’m sure Darken would—”


“Yes, Darken!” Tyler spat with an ugly expression on his thin face that erased any likeness to his brothers. “It’s always Darken. Darken, Darken, Darken… Never about anything else. Just bloody Saint Darken. ‘Have pity on the poor boy, he can’t help it.’,” he mimicked in a nasty voice. “‘It’s not his fault he was born that way.’ No matter what he does, everyone always makes excuses for Darken, while nobody ever makes any excuses for me. No leniency for the ‘normal’ boy, just criticism when something goes amiss!”


Just wait a minute! “You’re not actually jealous of Darken, are you?” Alex stared at him, completely flabbergasted. “Do you even know what he had to give up—what he is suffering through—because of the caste he was born into?”


“Yes, poor, poor Darken. Suffering so much,” Tyler scoffed. “He’s not the only one who’s had it hard, you know? He was born a bloody monster—a freaking mass murderer—and still I’m the one being treated like the bad seed of the family. Because of Darken, our family skidded from one scandal to the next, and since he had the prior claim on being a public embarrassment, I couldn’t get away with anything!” His lips pulled away from his teeth. “Because of Darken, my life has been hell!”


Alex slowly shook her head in utter disgust. “Oh no, sugar, you made your life hell yourself.”


“What do you know?” Tyler retorted madly.


“Oh, don’t get me started, sugar.” Being treated like the dirty secret of the family? She could tell him stories that would curl his toenails.


Tyler’s hands clenched into helpless fists at his sides. “You have no clue what I suffered through because of Darken!” Spittle flew from his lips. “Stephane always preferred him to me. I could never do anything to garner his approval. Darken could kill an infant and eat his bloody heart and Stephane would still be there and defend him from the world. But when I spill so much as a drop of coffee in public, I’m told to clean up my act and think about the family’s image.”


“Poor dear, my heart bleeds for you.” Alex might have felt pity for him if he hadn’t been so incredibly pathetic.


She bent forward as much as her chains would allow. “I’ll tell you a secret, sugar. Everybody has problems. Grow a pair and stop feeling so incredibly sorry for yourself!”


Tyler took a threatening step toward her, fists raised, face a distorted grimace of fury. “You’re having a big mouth for someone in your position.”


Guess what, my teeth are even bigger. Just come a little closer, and I’ll show you!


Wild rage was ripping at the seams of Alex’s skin. If she had been able to shape, her true skin would have taken control by now.


“So let’s get this straight, Tyler. You’re doing all this because you’ve been throwing yourself one giant big pity party?” This had to be a bad joke. 


“Shut up, bitch!” Tyler yelled, looking desperate. “All I wanted was for Stephane to finally fail at something, too. You don’t know how they were all raving about him, the perfect son, on his way to becoming the governor of the South. The greatest triumph of this family yet. But now he won’t!” A flicker of triumph lighted his eyes. “And when he doesn’t make it to governor, everybody will see that he’s not as perfect as they all think. Even Stephane Dubois-Léclaire the Great and Mighty is fallible. Maybe he will finally have a little more compassion for me when he knows how it feels.”


He was pacing agitatedly in front of Alex's chair. “I organized it all so well. The men, the abduction, the coaches. And then everything went awry! And why? Because Darken had to meddle again.” He spun around, his eyes throwing daggers at Alex. “Darken and YOU!”


There was something on his features that surpassed hatred. Well, the feeling was quite mutual.


Still, uncalled for as it was, she could see where his anger for his brothers came from, but… “And you were ready to sacrifice the lives of your niece and nephew for your childish vendetta?”


“Maxwell and Josepha were never to be harmed,” Tyler said sharply. “I would never hurt them! They were in no real danger.”


No danger, huh? “They were almost killed, you moron!”


“You’re lying!” Tyler snapped, but for the first time, he looked a bit unsure. There was genuine concern in his eyes, and Alex realized that he truly cared for the kids, at the very least.


Tyler took up his pacing again, a shadowy version of Stephane’s furious lion-strut and Darken’s panther-like grace.


“All Steph had to do was drop out of the election, but no! He couldn’t even do that. All that would have been lost was a bit of pride, but he had to be his stubborn nobody-tells-me-what-to-do self and keep going, whatever the cost.”


Oh, that was rich, coming from him!


Tyler flung his hands in the air. “It’s all Steph’s fault that everything got out of hand! His and Darken’s!”


Wow, he really seemed to believe that. He had caused this giant mess, but of course it was everybody else’s fault, just not his. If self-centeredness had a personification, it was definitely Tyler Dubois-Léclaire. 


“This entire mess is your fucking fault!” Alex snarled. “Because you’ve been acting like a whiny little sissy everyone is in danger, your brothers, the kids—”


“Shut up!” Tyler screamed. “SHUT! UP!” He whirled around and punched her. His fist connected with her left temple, grazing off her nose and mouth. Half a dozen cuts re-opened on her face, weeping sticky blood. It was a good thing that he punched like a little girl, or it might have been a lot worse.


When the world finally stopped spinning, Alex laboriously lifted her head and spat a clump of blood to the side before running her tongue over her bleeding upper lip. She glared at Tyler, who was trembling with fury and something that bordered on panic. How delicious it would be if this was your blood and not mine.


Wrestling down the murderous rage inside her, Alex tried to fight for reason. Tyler might be a whiny little dick with a chip on his shoulder the size of a baseball stadium, but he was not a coldblooded murderer. Deep down, he had to care, at least a little. Somehow, she had to get through to him and convince him that he could still change things.


Ignoring Roukewood’s complacent visage, she mustered up as much understanding as she could find in herself. Tyler might be her last possible ally in this.


“Look, Tyler, I get that you are mad at your brothers, but do you really want to be at fault for their deaths? Darken is hunted down by the Order’s assassins right now, and Stephane is in jail and might be convicted for murder.” The latter being her fault, too.


Tyler waved his hand dismissively. “They’ll never do anything serious to him. Not to his High and Mightiness Stephane Dubois-Léclaire. They’d chop off their own hands first. And Darken is the king of hiding.”


Sweet Jester, could he really be so naive? Alex forced every last ounce of calm and reasonableness into her voice. “Tyler, listen, it’s not too late—”


“It is too late!” Tyler replied shrilly, looking positively deranged. “I chose my side! I proved my loyalty!” His eyes popped so much, she saw the whites gleaming in them. “I killed Governor Ferhus to show my worth!”


Alex’s jaw dropped. Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! He was right. It was way too late for him. He was in this up to his freaking eyeballs. 


Roukewood cleared his throat. “I'm sure you two still have a lot more to say to each other,” he said, sounding so thoroughly entertained all that was missing was a big bag of popcorn. “But Master Tyler and I really must be going. There is a trial we have to attend.”


Feigning surprise at Alex’s bewildered expression, he clasped his hands in front of his chest, eyes shining with barely suppressed glee. “Oh, how incredibly rude of me, I’m sure no one sought to break the news to you yet”—Why, aren’t we in a funny mood, my lord!—“so I’ll take it upon myself to do so. Lord Dubois-Léclaire’s trial has been preponed. It’s starting”—he made a big show of glancing first at his horanium iactari then up at Alex—“in about one hour.”


Alex’s heart did a funny flip inside her chest as if it had jumped, hit a ceiling, and then sprawled on the bottom of her stomach. Her face became hot.


Roukewood smiled thinly. “Good contacts are a blessing, don’t you think? The Prime didn’t tarry to give his nod for an accelerated trial. We all want this unsightly affair sorted out as soon as possible. I must say, the evidence is crushing… Who knows, the Tribunal might even be able to hand down a sentence by tonight.” And we all know what this sentence will be. All, it seemed, except Tyler.


Alex was shaking with fury in her bonds, her face a bloodless mask. “You’ll pay for everything you did.”


The bastard just kept smiling. “That’s a pretty threat, my dear. But honestly, I don’t see that happening.” He leaned forward. “And now … enough of words. We have a hearing to attend and you, my dear, you have to die.”


He jerked his head at the torturer, a curt, sharp gesture of his chin. “Kill her, and make sure to milk her for every last drop of her venom before you dispose of the body. I will have some compensation for this. It’s the least she can do for us after causing us so much trouble.” The senator lifted a non-existent hat in a mocking salute. “Good day, Lady de Nuy.”


With that, he walked out. After one more uncertain glance at Alex, Tyler bolted after him. The heavy clang of the door closing behind them sounded awfully final in Alex’s ears. She shuddered, dripping more blood onto the plastic wrap.


Her torturer walked over to his little table with unhurried steps to select the tools for her execution. Alex was so exhausted, she could barely muster up any fear. What little strength she’d had left had been used up by keeping her shit together during her conversation with Tyler and Roukewood. Now, her body felt as if each pound of flesh had doubled on weight, dragging her mercilessly down toward the floor. She slumped in her bonds, more tired than she had ever been in her entire life. The cuffs cut into her wrists, but she was so used to the feeling by now, she barely noticed it.


It would change in a moment. During their first conversation, Heloise had been right about one thing, though what she’d said wasn’t limited to shaper kind—they were all nothing but animals below the skin, and when faced with death, primal mortal terror would be the last prevailing instinct. A gut reaction designed to mobilize last reserves to help the body survive. Not that it would do her much good in her situation.


It was over. The realization sunk in with the force of a shell being released from a bazooka. She couldn’t claw, threaten or sweet-talk her way out of this.


Every hope she’d secretly entertained that she might still be saved in a last minute rescue attempt was blasted to pieces. Nobody would come for her.


She would die here, in this dirty, cold basement. Alone. Not even knowing if Darken had made it.


Her chest tightened so much it hurt to breathe. Darken’s face swam up before her inner eye, filling her mind. If she was about to die, she wanted to spend her last minutes with him.


It was almost funny in a way. After what happened with Tristan, she had sworn herself that she would never fall for a man again, that ‘true love’ was a myth for starry-eyed teenagers and soppy romance books, a thing that simply didn’t exist in the real world. But she hand’t reckoned with Darken. He had burned his way through all her shields, melted her armor and had left his mark on her heart, irrevocably claiming it for himself. And she had eagerly handed him the match.


Well, at least she got to experience that before she died. If for nothing else, she was grateful for that.


If she could somehow reverse time and strike a bargain for her life against a future without Darken, she wouldn’t take it. Not for a second. Not even now, at Death’s door. She’d rather die here, chained to this cursed chair, than live without him.


Alex’s eyelids fluttered closed. Darken smiled at her from her memories, that lazy, arrogant come-hither smile that had made her heart rate accelerate for the first time in a stolen halfborn car on a crazy chase through the country. Darken spun her across the dance floor of the Royal Palace during a forbidden dance on the knife’s edge of unconcealed passion and secret desires. Darken’s hot fingers caressed her skin, shaper skin and human skin alike, while he told her that she was beautiful, while he told her that he loved her—


A sharp bolt of lightning seared through her entire body, pulling a hoarse scream from her throat and ripping the image apart, brutally bringing her back to the dark, cold cellar.


Her torturer was looking down at her, that same neutral expression on his rugged face that he’d worn during all the hours they had spent together in this room. In his hand, he was holding a magic taser, a thin tube of glassy-looking, silver-blue metal, slightly reminiscent of a spellgun, with two thin, exposed metal prongs at the wider end.


Alex’s stomach turned over and would have emptied itself if there had been anything in it but dread.


“I’m sorry, my dear,” he said as he frowned at the instrument and then pushed the charge button to the very top with his thumb: set to kill. “The pain will be excruciating, but in my experience it will be over rather swiftly.” Great! Now, that’s some solid comfort right there. “This method will also keep your body from cooling too quickly which will make harvesting your venom easier for me.”


Efficient to the very last. Alex clenched her teeth and balled her hands into fists, knowing there was no way to prepare for the pain to come.


Please, just let it be quick.


Magic sparked and hair-thin threads of white-blue energy ignited between the exposed metal prongs of the taser. Alex could see them with perfect, sickening clarity as he raised his arm and moved the pronged end toward her chest, a bright glow that kept her mesmerized. Her body trembled violently.


Alex squeezed her eyes shut. Her heart hammered against her ribcage. Sweet Jester, please, please, let it be over soon!


A second passed.


Another.


And another.


Taut to the breaking point and barely breathing, Alex cracked her eyes open a slit. Her torturer had frozen with the taser about a handspan from her chest, a slightly confused look on his face.


Alex watched completely baffled as a fine line of red swelled at one side of his neck and spread down across his collarbone to his other shoulder. His eyes narrowed a little, and he made a small questioning sound before his head slid to one side, neatly cleaved off from his torso, and dropped to the floor with a wet plop.


His lower half remained upright for a second longer, unwilling to accept its fate, then toppled backward to the ground, the right hand still clutching the taser. Its spark died. Blood gushed onto the plastic wrap in a dark-red fountain.


Alex stared, eyes huge. Behind the dead body stood Darken, tall, unearthly, and demon-eyed, holding a bloody sword, flanked by Maxwell and Josepha, the boy cradling a patched, old teddy bear to his chest and the girl clutching a big combat knife in her knuckle-white hands.


The picture was so surreal that for a moment, Alex wasn’t quite sure if she had already died or not.


Her eyes found Darken’s. The lethal fury in them couldn’t possibly have been conceived by her imagination.


He was here. He had come for her.


Alex managed to arch an eyebrow, even though it made her entire face hurt, and rasped in a slurred voice, “I do realize that coming five minutes earlier wouldn’t have been quite as dramatic, but I certainly would have appreciated it. I was kinda worried there for a sec…”


The fury seeped out of Darken’s eyes and was replaced by shaky relief. He bridged the distance between them and dropped to his knees beside her chair, working on the chains.


Suddenly, her arms were free. They flopped down her sides like two filled sandbags, too heavy to lift. Pain bathed her entire body, yet it was the sweet pain of being alive, and Alex embraced it.


The moment she was no longer shackled to the chair, Darken lifted her up and gathered her against his chest. His eyes were liquid gold as he carefully wrapped his coat around her, ignoring all the dirt and blood covering her body.


“I’m sorry, Alex,” he whispered over and over again as he gently held her bruised body. “Great Mother, I’m so sorry. Edalyne tried to locate me for hours, but I had company and had moved out of her range…” 


Alex tilted her head up and mashed her lips against his, cutting off his words. It hurt like hell, but it didn’t matter. She was alive. He was with her. Nothing else mattered.


Darken’s arms tightened around her, then quickly released her again when she winced in pain.


Alex leaned against his strong, warm body, inhaling his rich, dark, dominant scent, hardly daring to believe that it could actually be real. Sweet Jester, please, don’t let this be a dream.


She tasted tears and wasn’t sure if they were hers or Darken’s. The only thing she was sure of was that she wanted to sink into this embrace and never resurface.


Instead, after a couple of seconds, she leaned back and punched him. It wasn’t a hard punch—not that she would have had the strength for that. Still, the impact almost knocked her off her feet. Damn bloody body!


Keeping her steady with one hand, Darken rubbed his chin with the other and looked down at her, half incredulous, half amused. “What was that for?”


Alex planted her feet. “If you ever again tell me you love me and then leave without me, I swear I’ll kill you!”


A wry smile curved Darken’s lips. “Duly noted.”


“I hope so,” Alex growled.


After delivering the punch, she remembered the even more important thing she had wanted to do. She looked into his eyes, those deep, wild, demonic eyes and the untamed fire burning at their bottoms, and whispered, “I love you.”


Darken cupped her face and softly brushed his lips across hers. “I love you too, spiderling.”


Alex pressed her mouth to his, jerked back with a tiny yelp when one of her cuts opened, just to lean in quickly again. Ah, what the hell! She was alive, who cared about paltry things like blood and aches.


Someone giggled. It sounded suspiciously like a child’s giggle. It reminded Alex that her Black Knight from Hell hadn’t come alone in her vision. Since he seemed to be real, she might not have imagined the presence of Max and Josy either.


Taking a wobbly step back, Alex raised her head and opened her mouth, yet before she could utter a single word, the world started folding in on her.


Oh fuck! She might have overdone it with all the kissing.


Blackness wrapped itself around her, pulling her downward. She felt herself being lifted and propped into a chair—No, not that cursed chair again!—and flailed in blind panic. A soft hand touched her cheek and suddenly gentle warmth flooded her skin, easing the pain the way a cool river brought relief to a feverish body. The pain in her limbs dulled almost instantly. Alex gave up her fight and surrendered to the touch.


When the cell returned, someone was leaning over her. Dark hair. Big, luminescent, honey-brown eyes.


Ah, yes, Josy. Both of her.


Wait, what? Alex blinked her eyes. Josy? What on earth was Josy doing here?


She jerked backward, earning herself an annoyed, “Hey!”


The luminescent glow of healing magic vanished from Josy’s eyes, replaced by an irritated frown.


The room was still wobbling a little, but Alex could see again. She could also feel her legs again, thank the Jester.


A ring of amplifier crystals formed a circle on the ground around her chair and Josy. A few feet away, Darken was crouching beside Max, who was still hugging his favorite teddy bear, looking anxious and more than a little peaky.


So, she hadn’t dreamed it. The kids really were here. In Roukewood’s basement. In her torture cell. Where she’d nearly been fried to death a moment ago!


But she wouldn’t yell at them. Oh no. She would be calm and reasonable.


When Alex tried to rise from the chair, Josy leaped forward and relentlessly held her down. They fought a short but fierce battle, which Alex lost miserably.


Fine! She could deliver her message from here just as well.


Calm. And. Reasonable.


Calm—“What in the Jester’s fucking name are you two doing here?” She didn't yell exactly, which—admittedly—was more due to the fact that she ran out of breath two words into the tirade than for any other reason and had to force the rest of it through gritted teeth.


She glared at the kids, trying to convey her anger through her gaze at least. “Are you mad? How could you possibly do something so risky?”


That had never been the plan. First, despite all the talk about a backup plan, she had never actually intended for Max to teleport to Roukewood’s mansion—and, more importantly, had never thought Darken would allow it when it came to that—and, secondly, in no reality had Josy ever been meant to be involved in the rescue.


“We had no choice!” Max protested, immediately looking a little fiercer again.


“He’s right,” Josy quickly jumped to his aid. “When Mom finally managed to locate Uncle Darken, she was so overspent that she fainted. Grandmother is caring for her now. We told her”—Josy bit her lip, having the decency to blush—“well, we told her that the plan had always been that we would accompany Darken to Roukewood’s. And she couldn’t really say anything because she didn’t know all the details, did she? And we didn’t tell her we were actually going inside the house, so it didn’t sound like we were taking that big of a risk. And that’s when Uncle Darken appeared via the porta unicanis, and when we told him how much time had passed since you should have returned, we all agreed that he would never make it in time if he took the hover-cycle, so Maxwell had to teleport him, and we also figured that you might need a Healer, which is why I had to come along as well. And we were right, weren’t we? Darken would have been too late if we hadn’t teleported in, and you would have been dead,” she gushed. “And you do need a Healer, so you don’t really have any reason to be mad at us at all.”


Well, if she put it that way…


No. They wouldn’t get off that cheaply. Alex raised her chin. “Still. That’s no reason to justify—”


“You agreed with us on the plan,” Josy said, sounding utterly reasonably.


“Yes, I did, but—”


“And you brought Bear and stationed him in that bathroom.”


“Yeah, well, that’s true, but—”


“How could you put Bear into a girls’ bathroom?” Max interrupted in an indignant—and slightly accusing—voice. The way he said it made it clear that, in his opinion, that was the only really important issue here.


Alex blinked and shrugged, failing to see the problem. “It seemed the unlikeliest place for him to be spotted.” Women seeing a teddy bear in a bathroom would most likely go ‘awww cuuuute’ and go about their business while men might get suspicious or even throw it away.


“Still, it’s a girls’ bathroom.” Max put a big emphasis on the world ‘girls’ and shuddered exaggeratedly. “It’s for girls. I’m a boy. I can’t go into a girls’ bathroom!”


Oh, for the love of—


“Don’t worry, sugar,” Alex told him confidentially. “Your balls won’t shrivel up just because of one little transgression.”


The boy looked down his front and turned an unhealthy shade of green. Darken, who had gotten up and moved to stand protectively over Alex’s chair, suddenly also wore a slightly pained expression as though he, too, didn’t want to think too hard about shriveled assets. Men! One word about busted balls and they all got whiny as hell.


Darken cleared his throat. “Speaking of risky actions.” His fingers touched Alex’s shoulder. “From what I’ve heard so far, your entire plan was one big risk. Entrusting your life to the teleporting talent of a ten-year-old level one Teleporter, even as a backup … some people would consider that suicidal.”


Alex waved a hand with a weak smile. “Oh, I knew he could do it.”


Max beamed, sitting up a little taller.


It wasn’t entirely true, but Alex was sure the Great Mother would forgive the little white lie. Just imagining all the things that could have gone wrong…


Well, there were too many things that could still go wrong, so there was no use in getting fussy about what might have been. They had to get moving.


“We need to get out of here,” Alex rasped, trying to get the lingering hoarseness out of her throat. She needed water. And something to eat, preferably with meat in it. And a lot of other things, for which she didn’t have time now. “Max, can you teleport us back?”


Seeing his nephew’s alarmed expression, Darken gently nudged the boy’s shoulder. “You’re feeling up to it, buddy?” 


Max looked as if he’d rather lose his breakfast then do another teleportation, but he nodded bravely. “Sure.”


“Good.” Alex pushed herself out of the chair and promptly swayed precariously on her feet.


Josy rushed forward and grabbed her arm, trying to maneuver her back into it. 


“No!” she said in her most frightening Healer’s tone. “You can’t be moved yet, Alex. I need to do a proper healing on you first. I only healed the most life-threatening injuries and only perfunctory. You’re not over the worst yet. One wrong movement and you might rip up something vital again. I cannot allow—”


“There’s no time for that!” Alex interrupted harshly, raising a hand to override any coming protest. “Roukewood came in here for a final round of gloating about an hour ago, mainly to tell me the big news himself. Your father is on trial. Right now.”


Josy stopped in her effort of forcing Alex back into the chair and stared at her face, seeking the confirmation that Alex wasn’t joking around. Whatever she saw there made her turn completely pale. She clasped a hand over her mouth. “Great Mother, we have to stop them.”


Seeing his sister’s distress, Max clutched Darken’s sleeve, eyes full of panic. “Will they hang Daddy?”


Shoot him, more likely, Alex thought. Hanging was long out of fashion as far as she was aware.


“Nobody’s gonna get hanged,” Darken said grimly, turning back to Alex. “You do have a plan, right?”


Alex bit her lower lip, suddenly wishing she hadn’t turned down Josy’s healing offer so out of hand. The ground was starting to roll beneath her again. She swallowed carefully. “That depends.”


“On what?”


“Your definition of ‘plan’.”


Darken’s irises flared. “Alex!”


“Oh, alright, alright, calm your tits, sugar. I’m on it.”


Okay, concentrate, Alex.


Her eyes wandered to the fire bowl in which all her possessions had been reduced to ashes many hours ago, including Rachel’s lucky knife and her other weapons. They moved on and came to rest on the combat knife dangling from Josy’s belt. Yep, that would do.


She held out her hand. “Can you hand me that knife, please?”


A little confused, the girl obeyed.


Darken’s eyebrows drew together in a frown when Josy pulled the knife from her belt and gave it to Alex. “What—”


Tightening her grip on the handle, Alex took a deep breath, and stabbed herself in the neck.










CHAPTER THIRTY










MURMURS fluttered through the courtroom.


Stephane Dubois-Léclaire, recently still designated governor of the Southern Provinces now prime suspect in a murder case, tried to relax his stiff shoulder muscles and project calm confidence—a politician’s last line of defense in any situation.


He stood inside the locked prisoner’s box across from the yet empty judge’s bench on which the Criminal Tribunal would be seated once the process began, his back to the already packed auditorium where the royal elite had gathered for the spectacle.


A pair of sturdy tempering rings stamped with arcane glyphs cuffed his wrists together in front of his body, more a symbol than an actual detaining necessity. It wasn’t as if he could have exited the prisoner’s box at will, and even if he could have, the daunting number of court marshals armed with spellguns and batons lining the walls of the chamber would nip any idea of escape in the bud. Nevertheless, on the stage of the court, appearances were just as important as procedures, if not more so.


Ah, appearances, the elite’s ubiquitous substitute for substance.


Behind him, a transparent pane of bulletproof glass formed a protective semi-circle around the box, a measure that was meant for his safety while still having him on show—a farcical reminder that he was, at least for the time being, still an important public figure worthy of such protection. Yet whereas it kept people from stoning him prematurely or pelting him with rotten tomatoes or eggs, as had been quite popular in long bygone times, it did nothing to block out the busy chatter of the audience.


They were in the biggest court room available in the courthouse of Arcadia’s High Court, the Republic’s supreme court, but Stephane doubted that it had ever been so full in here in its long history of trials. If his ears hadn’t deceived him, they had even carried in additional chairs, creating extra space for the parched elite, always so avid for the next scandal.


Stephane made it a point not to turn around and look at the audience, but he felt their eyes on his back, the speculation in them, the doubts, the rage, all reflected through their agitated whispers.


A dead body, was it really true? Yes, they had found Lord Debayne’s corpse in his basement. No, there was no doubt about that… 


…can you believe? … never would have thought … his friend … could be innocent … always known there was something wrong with him…


Stephane closed his eyes, trying in vain to drown out the murmurs that were like constantly dripping water wearing away the stones of his nerves.


True, many of the spectators were still fiercely promoting his innocence, but just as many were already convinced that he was guilty on all counts. Ah, what a few well-aimed words in the media could achieve. Didn’t he know for himself how useful a tool they could be?


The people who believed those words were already calling for his head on a spike. Shapers killing trueborns was a dreadful atrocity but not unexpected, yet a member of the elite killing one of their own… The effrontery, the shame!


Well, Stephane thought with dry self-irony, the real shame was that he might not be able to disprove them.


He exhaled slowly and let his gaze slide over the empty seats of the glossy wooden judge’s bench. Somewhere, not far away, thirteen men and women were getting ready to pass judgement on him, and the Great Mother make sure they weren’t as prejudiced by the media as was the public.


When the prison guard had brought the breakfast tray to his cell this morning and informed him that his trial was to commence that very afternoon, it had been immediately clear to Stephane that everything that could have gone wrong with their plan must have gone wrong.


‘Awfully rushed’ didn’t even begin to cover the course of his proceedings. No, it meant their enemies were aware that something was cooking, and they were pressing this trial to avoid evidence of their deeds to surface. It meant their plan hadn’t gone as expected. Alex must have had gotten busted, or worse, and he, being confined in an isolation cell and cut off from any information source, had no way of knowing if she or Darken were still alive. No way of gauging whether there was still any hope left for him to get out of this tricky situation he’d thrown himself into, or if the walk over from the prison to the court had been his last steps as a more or less free man. 


His lawyers, whom he’d been allowed to speak to this morning in preparation of the surprise-trial, painted a dire picture to say the least.


They had put in a request for a postponement and tried every possible legal subtlety and trick, but the Tribunal had turned a deaf ear to it all. All things considered, it wasn’t much of a surprise since they couldn’t put forth any credible reasons that would suggest that they would be able to procure more evidence at a later court date. And without any evidence … well, his lawyers were rather pessimistic about his chances, to put it mildly. They hadn’t beaten about the bush, which he appreciated. If he was convicted, he could expect the ultimate penalty. Nothing else would sufficiently soothe the flaring tempers of the royal elite.


It would be the first execution of a member of the elite in thirty years. Well, huzzah, if not as governor, he would at least make it into the history books on that account.


Stephane briefly rubbed his thumb over the simple golden band of his wedding ring. Edalyne would be throwing a hissy fit if she could hear his thoughts right now. She wasn’t one to throw in the towel before the sound of the bell. Ah, his beautiful, gentle wife, who could turn into a wild lioness in the blink of an eye if her family was threatened. How he loved that woman.


He stifled a sigh. He hadn’t heard a word from her yet, neither with regard to the mission nor with regard to the trial, which didn’t bode well either.


It would be easy to blame Alex for his situation, but he had never been a man who took the easy way out. Wasn’t that why he was here in the first place? No, the only person he could blame for the quagmire he was in was himself. He had agreed to the spider’s plan, knowing he might end up right here in this very spot without any escape route. It had been her idea, true, yet there was no denying that part of him had not only reluctantly consented to but had fiercely approved of it. Its boldness, its gall. Why, it had been exactly to his liking.


It hadn’t been a bad plan, either. Crazy, yes. Risky, for sure. But not bad. And considering their lack of alternatives, Stephane hadn’t thought twice about agreeing to it. Rolling over on his back and accepting defeat simply wasn’t the Dubois way.


For a moment, Stephane was glad that the audience couldn’t see his face because none of them would have understood why he was smiling in a situation like his.


She fit in right well with his kin, the fierce spider with the snowy hair.


Ah, brother, what a woman you’ve chosen. 


To think he had come to thoroughly enjoy the company of a shaper. That he had started to think of her brazen candor as refreshing.


Alex had brought a breath of fresh air—what was he thinking, a breath? A hurricane was more to the point!—into his orderly house. While his mother resented it—which wasn’t exactly a yardstick to measure anything by as she resented any kind of change—he, and Edalyne, welcomed the changes she had initiated, especially seeing the positive effect they had on Maxwell and Josepha. His sweet, serious daughter had blossomed in the past weeks since Alex’s arrival like a rose that had finally found the courage to open its bud to the sun to discover its own beauty and, he thought ruefully, the fact that it possessed thorns as well. His head wasn’t too bloated by his noble descent to acknowledge that he had, in large part, Alexis Harper to thank for this. Something about the bristly shaper had touched a chord that all their encouragement hadn’t been able to reach so far, and they owed her for it.


Unfortunately, it looked like there wouldn’t be any chance for repayment.


Well, nothing to be done about it now. Right now, the only thing he could do was stick to the truth and go into battle with a fierce smile. That’s how Dubois fought. Head high, eyes front, smile on. Down, perhaps, but not out. Not yet, anyway.


The heavy wooden door to his left swung open with a prolonged creak and the voice of a court clerk boomed through the room.


“All rise for the honorable Tribunal.”



[image: ]


THE vis-a hummed as a connection built up.


A slightly distracted male voice poured out of the speaker. “Sylvaigne?”


“Makesh!” Alex almost cried out in relief at the sound of the familiar voice.


Shocked surprise. “Alex?”


“Yes, it’s me.” Alex paused, hoping fiercely that she wasn’t making a big mistake. “Brother … I need your help.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










DARKEN brought the hover-cycle to a jerky stop at the edge of a freshly cut lawn. The moment it touched ground, Alex slipped off its back, caught herself before her nose headed for the floor, and hurried toward the side building with the huge clock tower that marked the meeting point, Darken only one step behind her.


Using the number code Makesh had given them, they had entered the court grounds through the less frequented employees’ entrance, a small, unremarkable door in the high, ivy-clad wall that encompassed the premises, instead of using the main gate where they would have run a much bigger risk of stumbling right into the hands of court marshals.


According to her brother, the grounds as such weren’t heavily guarded, but the courthouse itself? That was a different matter. From what he’d told them about the security measures, there was no chance in hell for them to get into the building through the front door. So that was right out.


With its trimmed lawns, shade-giving trees and wrought-iron benches, the court grounds gave off strong vibes of a quaint university campus rather than a place where people were convicted for their crimes. Alex could easily imagine students sitting on the grass, poring over their latest assignments, enjoying the breaks between classes.


Right now though, the grounds of the High Court were practically deserted as Alex and Darken scurried along the well-swept stone walks between buildings and grassy lawns. Everyone was probably either present at Stephane’s hearing or seeking another way to stay tuned to what was happening inside that specific courtroom.


Good for them. Still. Coming here was beyond risky. But the time for secrecy had long passed. It was that time in the game when you staked everything on one card and either won big—or lost everything.


Without forewarning, Darken grabbed her arm and yanked her into a gap between two buildings. Alex held her breath and dug her fingers into his shoulder, waiting for two court marshals to pass their hideout. The men vanished around a corner. She nodded at Darken. All clear.


They moved on, swift and silent. When they reached the other side of the mess hall and the clock-tower rose up behind another big lawn, Alex spotted Makesh pacing nervously underneath a big tree close to the beige brick wall of the building. He was dressed in a traditional black court clerk robe with a white band collar. The moment he saw them, he stopped in his tracks and raised his arms, urgently waving them nearer.


Alex and Darken abandoned the stone walk and made a beeline across the grass toward him. Since Alex’s limp got more pronounced with every step, Darken wrapped one arm around her waist and supported most of her weight.


Despite Josy’s provisional healing in Roukewood’s cellar, and a little more she’d strewn in while assisting Alex with the most superficial clean-up of the century and helping her into some fresh clothes, Alex was still exhausted to the bone and pretty weak in the legs. Well, at least she could walk without leaving a trail of blood in her wake.


Darken had offered to carry her, but she had snarled loudly enough to make him back off. She was no puny damsel in distress and being carried around would most definitely attract attention, which was the last thing they needed right now.


The moment Alex had been stable enough to be moved, Max had teleported them back to the Dubois’ townhouse to face a very distressed Heloise, who had almost gotten a heart attack at the sight of Alex. Or maybe her smell.


Edalyne had still been out cold, which was probably for the best. Between learning what her children had risked and her husband currently being on trial, she would likely have passed out again right there and then.


Max, too, had been in a rather bad shape after the second long-distance teleportation and had started vomiting on the spot. After Josy had promised to take care of him, and they had made sure the house was as secure as possible, Alex and Darken had mounted his hover-cycle together and taken off toward Shazam, where Arcadia’s High Court was located, hoping that nobody expected Darken to be suicidal enough to actually show up for his brother’s trial.


Although they had taken the fastest route over the northeastern coach highway, it had taken them more than two hours to get there. A lot could happen in two hours, and the Jester only knew what they had already missed.


Makesh impatiently bobbed up and down on the toes of his gleaming black leather loafers as he waited for them to reach him, the same thing he’d done as a kid when he’d been anxious about something. His blond hair was done in a neat ponytail fastened at the nape of his neck with a royal blue velvet bow. A true advocate in the making. Their sire would have been bursting with pride.


Alex’s heart flipped inside her chest. She’d taken a giant leap of faith contacting him and still wasn’t sure if she’d done the right thing—not that they had much of a choice at this point.


When they were almost at the tree, her brother rushed forward to meet them.


“Enforcer.” He gave Darken a curt, breathless nod, then turned to Alex. The moment he got a good look at her, shock slapped his face. Hardly surprising. While the internal damage might have been repaired by Josy’s healing efforts, on the outside Alex still looked as if she had apprenticed in a boxing club—as punching bag.


“Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace, Alex, what in the name—”


“Long story,” Alex interrupted with a sharp wave of her hand. “I’ll gladly share it over an ale later, if you want to hear it, but now we really need to hurry the hell up.”


Makesh wavered only for a second before turning and motioning for them to come along. “Follow me.”


During their brief call, Alex had only given him the most basic information: Stephane was on trial, he was innocent, and they might be able to prove it—if they could manage to get into the courthouse in one piece and get a chance to speak in his favor.


Her brother had reluctantly promised to smuggle them into the courthouse. As for the chance to speak … well, one step after the other.


Moving single file, they slunk along the wall of the clock tower building to a section that was shielded from the grounds by high cherry laurel hedges.


Makesh led them behind the hedges until they reached a niche in the wall where the grass had been allowed to grow untamed. He prowled back and forth for a few minutes, searching the ground for something, then leaned down and pushed at a tangle of grass and leaves. It turned out to be a woven net that covered a wooden trap door with a heavy lock. Her brother produced a key ring from the inside of his clerk robes and knelt beside the trap door. Alex noticed the pronounced tremble in his fingers as he stuck a big key into the lock and opened it.


Below the trap door was a sleek black cover with an inlaid identification panel. Makesh placed his right hand onto the panel, keyed the magic lock, and the cover slid aside soundlessly, revealing a slim concrete staircase leading down into absolute darkness.


Makesh pointed his chin at the staircase. “Go. I need to close the door behind us.”


Exchanging a fleeting glance with Darken, Alex squashed a bout of upcoming unease and took the lead down the stairs. Her true eyes pushed upward immediately, penetrating the blackness.


When she reached the bottom, automatic lights flared along the ceiling of a white tunnel, sending spider-webby whispers of magic over her skin. She quickly probed the area with her sensory threads. Empty, as far as she could tell. 


“What is this place?” she asked in a hushed voice when the others came to stand on the ground beside her. Being in this tunnel brought back unpleasant memories of her being marched to her interrogation through the catacombs of the Royal Palace.


Her skin crawled. Sweet Jester, how she hated to be underground! She hated it so much!


Makesh looked up from a piece of paper he had started unfolding, which showed a maze of criss-crossing lines.


“Oh, these tunnels connect the courthouse with both the Blackrock High Security Prison and the Juvenile Borstal of Gota,” he explained, sounding almost relieved to talk about something mundane and not having to think too hard about what he was doing. “They are used to transport prisoners, who are either facing a danger to their lives, or who are likely to attempt a break out, directly from custody to the courthouse. They provide access to every courtroom in the main building.” His forefinger trailed one of the lines on the paper. “We use entrance points like this one”—he jerked his eyebrows toward the staircase—“to quickly get in additional security if need be and sometimes to ferry witnesses who should not be exposed to the public. Every court clerk has the access keys…” His voice trailed off, and he looked a little sick. Throwing one more glance on the paper map, he folded it in the middle and pushed past her. “This way.”


Makesh guided them through the maze of tunnels, taking turn after turn until even Alex wasn’t sure she would be able to find her way back without help.


While they walked, he quickly put them up to speed on the trial.


“The indictment has already been read,” he said. “After that, the Tribunal put in a short recess during which I cleared out. The presentation of the prosecution’s evidence should be almost complete by now. After that, the defendant gets the opportunity to present his evidence. I’ll be blunt—it doesn’t look good for Lord Dubois-Léclaire. If one can trust the office grapevine of the clerks, no exonerating evidence has been submitted by the accused’s lawyers in preparation of the trial, though admittedly they weren’t given a lot of time to prepare.” His lips flattened. He didn’t seem happy with the run of the trial so far.


Alex lengthened her stride to keep up, heavily leaning on Darken. “Is that untypical?”


Her brother nodded grimly. “Yes. Especially when such a serious charge is involved. It’s almost bordering on short-circuiting the law, if you ask me. Everyone deserves a fair trial. That is one of our highest maxims.” His jaw tightened. “If the accused cannot present any conclusive evidence during the hearing today and the reasoning of the prosecution is sound, the Tribunal may decide to pass an ad hoc verdict in his disadvantage. I don’t think I have to tell you that this would be disastrous. If you have anything that might help his lordship, you must submit it before the Hearing of Evidence is closed. After that, the chance is waived.”


He glanced anxiously over his shoulder, not quite meeting Alex’s gaze. “You do have some kind of evidence, right? You’re not planning a crazy break out or something like that, are you?” He said it jokingly, yet his laughter sounded a little too forced and brittle to be convincing. A sheen of sweat had formed on his brow. He definitely appeared sick now.


The look Darken gave him was bone-chilling, but the comment made Alex realize that she might not have been the only one who had taken a great leap of faith with this meeting. Her brother, too, was risking a lot by helping them—and not just his young career—while he knew as little about her true motives as she did about his. For all she knew, he might be leading them straight into the arms of a battalion of court marshals. And for all he knew, they were taking advantage of his help to attempt a daring escape. Goodness knew she might have grown into some hardboiled mercenary who wouldn’t mind slaughtering a room full of people. And taking Darken’s reputation into consideration…


Perhaps it was time to offer a little trust.


Alex took a deep breath and told her brother in the broadest strokes what they were planning to do.


When she was done, Makesh was staring at her with mouth agape. “Mother’s mercy and Jester's grace and the Blind Child’s cursed eyes in the dark,” he finally whispered. He’d gone from pale straight to ghostly white. “That is…” He opened his mouth, looking as though he wanted to say something, then just shook his head and increased his steps. “We better hurry.”


Alex allowed him a moment to process it all, listening to the sounds of his swishing robe and their footsteps echoing dully between the naked white concrete walls.


“Anything we ought to know about the presiding Tribunal?” Darken asked as they rounded another corner, his deep voice eerily calm. Alex stole a glance at his face. It was cold and terrible and so emotionless it was frightening.


Once the children had been out of earshot, Alex had no longer been able to hold back what she’d found out about Tyler and had let Darken and Heloise in on his betrayal. True, the kids had as much a right to know, but she hadn’t wanted to drop that bomb on them too right then, not with all the horrors going on at the moment.


Darken and his mother had reacted with the same chilled fury, and for the first time since they had met, Alex had appreciated that they were actually related.


During the entire hover-cycle ride to Shazam, she had felt Darken’s muscles tremble from the strain of containing his anger and pain, had felt his magic rage underneath his skin, trying to break out and destroy everything in its wake. Now, he had gone behind that wall again, the wall that cut him off from his emotions and let him function when deep inside him, his heart was ready to burst.


Alex understood. Oh yes, she understood. A betrayal was always bad, but from inside the family? It was the most bitter pill to swallow. She didn’t think anyone had suspected little twerp Tyler. She’d judged him to be a sulky kid with a chip on his shoulder. A slacker, not a traitor. She had only met him a couple of times, and she still felt bad for not having sniffed the trouble on the wind. How must Darken feel, who must have thought he’d known his little brother so well? It was so horrible, she didn’t even want to think about it.


And here she was, trusting her own brother whom she knew even less with all their lives.


Makesh puffed up his cheeks and blew out his breath. “First Tribune High Judge Elphias Delormes is a tough nut to crack. He’s one hardboiled egg, a judge of the old school, as they say, who upholds the law before anything else and isn’t afraid of passing harsh judgements. Don’t expect him to make any deals. You can’t come at him with precedence either because he doesn’t trust other judges to do their job well enough.”


He looked thoughtful. “Many of the clerks fear him for his sharp temper, and I’ll admit he isn’t an easy person to deal with. In his defense, he’s very strict but not unfair. He will consider any evidence if you can convince him that it may be significant to the case. He likes his arguments to be on point and is no proponent of superfluous chit-chat. It makes him quite unpopular among the advocacy,” he added a bit ruefully.


Yeah, well, that figured. Advocates were known to be the kings and queens of superfluous chit-chat.


A tight knot of emotions balled inside Alex’s chest, and she wasn’t quite sure if it was worry or hope. If only they could convince this Delormes-guy to consider their evidence… But if he had any reservations against shapers … or against Forfeits…


She exhaled through her nose, hoping to release some of her tension with it. She would have preferred a gullible milquetoast, but strict and fair would have to do.


“There are twelve Associate Judges on the Tribunal,” Makesh went on. “Second and Third Tribune are High Judge Benedict Fitzgerald and High Judge Marlène de Chevalier, both highly experienced and well-respected. As Second Tribune, Lord Fitzgerald was the one who decided upon the bail request for his lordship Dubois-Léclaire, which he refused point-blank. That does not automatically say anything about the outcome of the case, but it is always an indicator of the course a trial might take.” He lowered his voice a little. “It is rumored that Lord Fitzgerald wasn’t even on the duty roster for the Tribunal but was appointed subsequently. At request from the very top.”


Sure he was, Alex thought maliciously. High Judge Fitzgerald had been on Belaris’ list. He was one of the shareholders of the GemRock Consortium. One of those who had financed the Maria P. Carvalis Prison Camp. Of course they wanted to have a sympathizer on the Tribunal who’d steer the rest in the right direction. Alex flickered another glance at Darken, who inclined his head the smallest of fractions. He remembered it, too.


This was going to make things a lot harder. Alex’s nerves jittered. No doubt Fitzgerald would do his best to crush Stephane, and he had very powerful backing.


All of a sudden, Makesh stopped in the middle of the tunnel. It took Alex a second to notice the slim, white door on the left that was nearly invisible on the same-colored wall. If her brother hadn’t stopped, she might have missed it altogether.


Makesh pressed a hidden switch, and the door opened silently into the corridor, showing a staircase winding upward.


He kept his voice low when he turned to her. “Alex, you go up here. These stairs bring you to a door that leads directly into the courtroom where Lord Dubois-Léclaire’s trial is held. You will come out in a small alcove behind a decorative curtain. A word of caution… As soon as you’re in that alcove, you can be heard, and once you open the curtain, everyone in the room, audience and judges, will be able to see you. So make sure to only reveal yourself if that’s what you really want to do. Remember, there are several armed court marshals in that courtroom, and I have no idea how they will react to the presence of an interloper, and a shaper on top of that…”


Probably shoot first, ask questions later. Nothing new about that.


Makesh folded his hands tightly, perhaps to keep them from trembling. “I’ll take the Lord Enforcer up to the main hall before the courtroom.” His gaze searched Darken’s. “If you want to get a true chance to be heard, a certain protocol must be observed. You need to enter the petitioner’s circle and formally present your request, then wait for the court to grant it. If you just spring at them from the alcove, I don’t think High Judge Delormes will be very prone to hear you out. Plus, you’d run the risk of getting incapacitated by the marshals before you get out a single word.” He swallowed. “We will come out right behind the security control. There will be about twenty yards of open ground to cover to get from the secret door into the courtroom.”


Alex shivered. Twenty yards. It sounded so little. She would be able to cover that distance in less than a second. Darken was slick and fast, too, but if he was stopped before he could get into the courtroom, it would be all over.


So this was it. The moment of truth. Again.


She shivered more violently and squashed the fabric of her black pants between her fingers.


“It will work.” Darken’s warm hand touched her cheek, lifted up her chin. His deep voice was low but reassuring. She leaned into his touch and closed her eyes for a brief second.


“How can you be so sure?”


A small, wicked grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Trust me.”


Alex huffed an exasperated laugh. “Haven’t I heard that before?”


“And we’re still here, aren’t we?” He winked at her.


Fair point. They were still there. Bloodied but unbowed.


Darken grabbed her waist and crushed her to him for a quick, passionate kiss that cocooned her in threads of delicious heat, melting the cold worries for a brief instant. His lips tasted of hot summer nights, spiced wine and strawberry tarts slathered with cream. They tasted like a promise.


He stepped back way too soon but held on to her hand for a second longer and pressed a kiss onto her knuckles. “Break a leg, sweetheart.”


“Careful there, sugar,” Alex drawled with a weak smile. “I might just take that literally.” Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that.


“I’m sorry to interrupt you,” Makesh pressed beside them. “But we really have to go.” He nudged her toward the staircase. “Go, Alex.”


When he stepped away to guide Darken along, Alex reached out and took hold of his arm. He blinked at her in question.


Alex bit her lip. “Makesh, I don’t know how to ever repay you for this. I know what you’re risking here.”


With a wobbly smile, he covered her hand with his and gave it a light squeeze. “That’s what family is for, isn’t it?”


A soft warmth filled Alex’s chest and tears stung her eyes. He had no idea what these simple words meant to her. Then again, maybe he did.


“Thanks,” she whispered, returning the squeeze. Casting one last, desperate glance at Darken, she turned and climbed up the stairs as quickly as her battered legs allowed. She felt the door closing behind her and suppressed another shudder.


It would work. It had to work. It just had to.


At the top of the stairs, she had to take a quick break to catch her breath, sure that everybody in the courtroom would otherwise hear her labored breathing. Cursed, damn body!


Once she was good, she cracked the door open and quickly slipped into the small space behind a heavy red curtain which was just wide enough to shelter her, and only if she stood very still.


Voices rang out from the other side of the curtain, Stephane’s name coming up almost immediately.


Very well. At least she was in the right place.










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO










“…NO signs of a forceful struggle, no major external trauma,” a slightly nasal male voice was saying in a monotonous drone that suggested he was reading something out loud. “There were a few light contusions on the victim’s back, but their dispersion suggests they were the result of a fall rather than injuries caused by a weapon or a human hand and they were definitely not the cause of death. We couldn’t find any strangulation marks, either, and…”


Someone was citing from Debayne’s autopsy report. Alex held her breath and took the tiniest step forward. Makesh’s poignant warning came back to her, but she silenced it ruthlessly. Aware that she was playing with fire, she gently tugged at the edge of the curtain and risked a peek into the courtroom.


She sucked in a breath. The room was big, at least as big as the theatre hall she’d once been to in her childhood, and completely paneled with a smooth, dark-brown wood sealed with a glowing finish. Along the side walls, between ornate columns supporting the high ceiling, decorative red velvet curtains, like the one she was hiding behind, dripped down to the floor every few feet, like gaudy rose petals strewn over dry branchwood.


Several armed court marshals stood at attention along the walls. Alex counted at least twelve.


The back of the room was occupied by more than two dozen rows of chairs packed to bursting point with trueborn lords and ladies in fine suits and dresses, all spellbound by what was going on at the front—as if this were merely an entertaining theatre play, Alex thought disdainfully, and not someone’s life at stake.


At the far end of the room, where all eyes were trained, the judge’s bench rose in a semi-circle on an elaborate wooden platform, seating thirteen men and women in long, black velvet robes with bright scarlet braids and stiff white collars, all way past their prime. The entire antiquated Tribunal, pulled out, dusted off, and gussied up for the occasion.


They all wore tightly-curled, long, white wigs which fell to their shoulders.


Seriously? Wigs? How antique! They were probably supposed to make the Tribunal look impressive, but, Sweet Jester, it was a wonder the courtroom wasn’t doubling up with laughter at the sight of them. Trueborns and their freaking traditions.


The air smelled so strongly of wig powder and perfume, Alex had to fight to hold in a sneeze.


In the middle of the bench, three seats were elevated for the Head Tribunes whose robes were even more embellished than that of the rest, with scarlet cuffs and heavy gold chains sporting round medallions on their chests. The one on the highest seat in the dead center had to be First Tribune, High Judge Delormes, the one Makesh had told them about.


He was an old man with ruddy cheeks and bushy white eyebrows protruding from a face heavily lined with age. Small, round glasses perched on the tip of his fleshy nose, yet the eyes behind those glassy circles weren’t dull or tired, they were sharp like those of a sniper sighting someone through the scope of a rifle. Hawk’s eyes. So that was the man all their lives depended on. Just great!


On his right, the Second Tribune, who could be none other than Roukewood’s puppet Fitzgerald, looked pale and doughy in comparison, with a long, thin nose on a narrow face that was turned up as if he were constantly smelling something rotten.


On his other side was a woman in her sixties with a stern, heavily made-up face, eyebrows penciled, lipstick on. Third Tribune Marlène de Chevalier. Stiff, iron-gray hair peeked out from under her white wig and a massive pearl necklace put her squarely in the conservative corner. If she was from the South, she was most likely a voter of Senator Devilier. They probably couldn’t expect much sympathy for Stephane from that direction.


Behind the bench, slightly recessed on the wall, hung a huge gold-rimmed painting depicting the Blind Child, a blindfolded, curly-haired toddler holding up a golden toy scale in one and an oversized judge’s hammer in the other cubby fist. Yeah, if only this were a children’s game…


Alex unglued her eyes from the Tribunal. To their left, a tall, mournful-looking fellow with thin, dark hair in an unadorned black robe slumped behind a small desk. The state’s prosecutor, Alex assumed. He was the one bringing the charges; that was about everything Alex knew about his job.


Beside him, a young weed of a man with glasses wearing a coroner’s overall perched in the witness stand, holding onto a black folder while his mouth moved incessantly. “…skin scales of the defendant could be found on the victim’s fingers—although not under the nails—indicating physical contact shortly before the death occurred…”


Finally, across from the Tribunal, with his back to the audience and protected by a wall of bulletproof glass, Stephane stood inside the dock. From her position, Alex could see his profile and his hands, cuffed together at his front by tempering rings. Even in the washed-out, dark-red prisoner’s uniform, he managed to project a regal air. You had to admire the man. He was facing a murder rap and here he was, appearing not the least bit cowed. Instead, his face radiated calm composure and fierceness. No sign of fear.


Two stuffy men in black robes with yellow advocate sashes, who had to be Stephane’s lawyers, sat at a table to his side. They both looked about as happy as two men convicted to shovel dung for the rest of their lives—with their bare hands. If their expressions were any indication of how well the trial was going for Darken’s brother, they could already throw the helve after the hatchet.


Alex bit the inside of her cheek.


“In summary, it can be stated that the cause of death could not be ascertained beyond any doubt.” The coroner was finally wrapping up. He cleared his throat. “Based on the signs of paralysis, however, and the traces of enriched toxins in the blood, I would say that the most likely cause was poisoning.” A brief pause. “Only what poison was used, we could not clearly identify. It was not one of the common poisons we typically deal with and which we can find in our databases.”


On the judge’s bench, High Judge Fitzgerald leaned forward and looked at the witness over his neatly folded hands. “So, it is your professional assessment that the victim was poisoned?”


The medic swallowed and straightened his shoulders, holding the folder between stiff fingers. “The evidence would suggest so, yes.”


First Tribune High Judge Delormes nodded his head. “Noted. If there are no more questions for the witness, he is dismissed.”


Nobody protested when the coroner left the witness box and was led from the room by one of the many court marshals.


Alex let her eyes wander over the audience. They immediately zoned in on Roukewood in a seat not too far from her hide-out, lounging in his chair, relaxed and smug, very short of openly cheerful. Well, of course he was, the sick son of a bitch! Thought he had Stephane in his pocket, didn’t he?


Well, the final chapter hasn't yet been written, bastard!


Every muscle in Alex’s body tensed, tingling with the desire for violence and revenge. She clenched her fingers to keep her claws sheathed inside her human skin. Oh, how she wanted to jump over and snap his complacent neck.


And there, a good distance from the senator at the opposite side of the aisle in the front row was Tyler, looking small and pale and lost. Anyone taking a glance at him might assume that it was the worry for his brother that was making him appear so sickly, but Alex knew better. Miserable little traitor!


After the witness had left, Delormes fixed his severe hawk’s gaze on the prisoner’s box.


“The defendant may speak now,” he announced and peered at Stephane over the rim of his round glasses. “Lord Dubois-Léclaire, you have heard the accusation. How do you plead?”


The lawyers were moving restlessly in their seats. Ignoring their discomfort, Stephane raised his chin and stared the Tribunal down without a slip of doubt in his expression.


“Not guilty.”


A soft murmur went through the crowd in the back.


Fitzgerald narrowed his eyes. “So, it is your contention that you did not kill Lord Debayne in your house.”


Alex rolled her eyes. That's what ‘not guilty’ usually means, isn’t it?


“That is indeed my contention,” Stephane agreed coldly, sounding only a tad more polite than Alex in her thoughts.


“Ah.” The corrupt judge made a sound as though he had already discovered a grave contradiction in those few words. “But you won’t deny that he was in your house when he was murdered, will you?”


Stephane’s mouth curled. “He was not murdered there, your Honor, but of course, I won’t deny that he was in my house. I invited him there.”


“And when you did so, you had not planned to corner and kill him?”


A muscle in Stephane’s jaw twitched in annoyance. “No, your Honor, I had not. I merely wished to speak with him. I—”


“So, it wasn’t a planned murder then, more an act in the heat of the moment, yes?”


“For the Great Mother’s sake!” Stephane snarled, finally losing his patience. “Edward was my friend. Why in the Great Mother’s name would I kill him?”


A flicker of triumph flared in Fitzgerald’s eyes, there and gone, before he caught himself. “That is a very good question, milord. And we may actually have the answer to that.”


Stephane’s eyes narrowed in bewilderment. The other judges on the Tribunal looked just as puzzled as he did.


Clearly enjoying himself in the role of the leader of the proceedings, Fitzgerald sat back slowly and rubbed his thumbs and forefingers together. “I call to the stand, Lady Ann Debayne-Gulberg, the sister of the deceased.”


A long moment passed before a woman rigidly rose from the audience, her face so corps-white she could have climbed right out of a grave herself.


Alex had seen Lady Debayne-Gulberg before, at the Summerball and at the Flora Canis Rae when she had identified Edward to be the guy who had spoken to Lord Ferhus in the maze before the governor was murdered. Like her brother, she was red-haired, but where his hair had leaned toward copper, hers had a stronger brownish tint to it—chestnut, or whatever people called it. Although she was a lot fuller than her brother had been, she seemed rather scrawny at the moment, shrunken and paled by grief. A black mourning dress clasped her frame, and her eyes were red and puffy. Well, her brother was dead, what would you expect?


Shaking visibly on her legs, Lady Debayne-Gulberg made her way over to the witness-box and fell more than sat onto the seat.


While High Judge Delormes took her personalia, her eyes darted over to Stephane again and again. When the presiding judge was done with the formalities, he invited Fitzgerald to proceed with a sweep of his hand.


Alex nervously rubbed the thin fabric of her pants between her fingers and curbed the strong urge to lean forward a couple more inches since that would expose her.


Fitzgerald took his time to ponderously clear his throat. “Milady, isn’t it true that your brother, before his shocking death, told you whom he intended to vote for in the coming election?”


Ann’s eyes turned as big as those of a deer caught in the headlights. “Y-yes,” she stuttered. “T-that is true.”


“And was that man the here present Lord Dubois-Léclaire?”


Ann’s chin trembled. When she finally answered it was so low, it was almost inaudible. “N-no.” Her eyes grazed Stephane again, almost apologetically.


Stephane blinked in surprise. More mutters filled the air as people bent their heads together, whispering to one another.


“No?” Fitzgerald repeated louder, making big eyes as if he hadn’t expected that answer all along.


“No,” Ann whispered again, then added quickly. “But I truly don’t believe that Lord Dubois-Léclaire would have—”


“Lady,” Fitzgerald cut in, sounding gentle while really just being rude. “Please limit yourself to answering the Tribunal’s questions.”


Ann became even smaller, reminding Alex strongly of a half-starved squirrel in front of a vicious weasel.


“So, if your brother wasn’t planning on voting for Lord Dubois-Léclaire, whom did he intend to vote for?”


The lady made a noise as if someone had closed a hand around her throat and were choking her. With visible effort, she forced out, “S-senator R-Roukewood,” then dropped her gaze, cheeks flushing.


Voices surged in the audience, and High Judge Delormes tapped his hammer on his table several times to demand silence.


The answer didn’t surprise Alex in the least. From what Debayne had told them before he’d killed himself, that had been part of the deal he’d made with the devil. The devil who was personified by Roukewood himself. Lifelong care for his sick son and a senator post in exchange for a loan and the promise to vote for whoever he was told to in the years to come.


Alex snuck a glance at Stephane. His face had grown so tight it seemed carved from stone. No doubt he was remembering the same.


“No further questions from my side,” Fitzgerald said softly.


Stephane’s lawyers asked a few more pro forma questions, testing the credibility of the witness, yet it soon became very clear that Lady Ann Debayne-Gulberg didn’t have it in herself to steal a pack of gum, let alone lie to a full Criminal Tribunal.


Yes, she told them, Edward had acted a bit strange lately, but he had always kept to himself, especially since the divorce from his wife. Why he had told her about his voting plans? She had not the slightest idea. It had felt like a bit of a confession to her, to be quite honest. No, he hadn’t told her his reasons for that decision, and she hadn’t dared ask since the conversation had been so awkward already. If she should guess, she would assume that he didn’t agree with Senator Dubois-Léclaire’s shaper policy, but really she had no idea. If she’d noted anything else odd? Well, Edward had recently repaid a massive loan for her. She had wondered where he got all the money from, because he was also supporting his ex-wife and his sons, but she supposed his parliamentary allowances were more than sufficient. After all, Edward wasn’t spending much money on himself these days. Had not spent much money on himself…


At that, the lady broke into convulsive sobbing and was dismissed from the stand. By then, she was so shaky someone had to support her back to her chair.


Fitzgerald folded his hands again, looking terribly serious. “You asked for a motive, milord. I believe we have one.”


He raised his voice to be well understood even at the back of the audience. “Doesn’t it stand to reason that you learned of your friend’s intention? Anyone would understand your anger. Planning to vote for your direct opponent—such a disloyalty, and that from a close friend. Really, nobody could blame you for wanting to confront him about it.” He nodded gravely. “So, you invited him to your home, but, as things happen, the situation escalated. A fight broke out, and in the heat of the moment, well … we all know how that ended for Lord Debayne.” Fitzgerald sighed heavily. “As I said, no one can quite blame you for your rage, milord—not that it warrants murder in any case.”


Stephane looked like a lion poked with a stick: ready to snap. “Until now, I had no idea of Edward’s intention,” he said stiffly. “And even if I had, what kind of man would kill his friend for something as petty as this?”


“Oh, but that is exactly the question we are trying to answer here,” Fitzgerald replied with a thin smile. “Men kill for a lot less, milord. Believe me, we’ve seen it all in this court. Passion is a fickle thing. Often people regret what they did when anger perfused their system and, with all due respect, milord, we all know about your … anger issues.”


Stephane’s face dripped with icy trueborn contempt. “Your reasoning is flawed, your Honor. Poisoning someone in the heat of passion? This is simply ridiculous!”


Fitzgerald didn’t miss a beat. “Of course, you are absolutely right, milord. Which would, in fact, suggest that it was a planned act after all. A cold-blooded, plotted murder. Why, there really is no excuse for such an ugly deed.”


Stephane’s body started trembling with rage. “I. Didn’t. Kill. Edward!” he forced through gritted teeth.


“No?” Fitzgerald arched his eyebrows. “Well, then perhaps you wish to tell us what really happened that day?”


For a brief moment, Stephane hesitated, and Alex knew exactly why. Without any real evidence, the chance of the Tribunal believing the truth was so slim it was barely existent. But, really, what else could he do in his current situation? Refusing to give evidence now would be like confirming Fitzgerald’s theory with drums beating and trumpets sounding.


Alex flickered a nervous glance at the main door. Darken, where are you?


It couldn’t have been that far through the tunnels to the secret exit Makesh had mentioned. How much time had passed since they had separated? Fifteen minutes? More? Why wasn’t he there yet?


Behind the curtain, Stephane reluctantly began recounting the events that had led up to this very point, starting with the abduction attempt on his children a couple of weeks ago. He stuck to the truth, although he made Darken's intervention seem like a mere coincidence. He didn’t hold back on Alex’s involvement, though.


Not mincing matters, he explained to the Tribunal in detail why they had come to suspect his electoral adversaries as possible culprits, and how they had planned to expose the instigator behind the abduction attempt at the Summerball, not making a secret out of the fact that he had brought in a shaper and presented her under a fake ID as an old family friend. As expected, this revelation wasn’t particularly well received by the congregated members of the royal elite.


Watching the looks on the faces of the Tribunal and listening to the growing mutters from the audience, Alex finally understood why Stephane had so vehemently insisted that pleading their case to the authorities without any tangible evidence was a crackpot idea. Even knowing that it was the truth and having been part of the events, hearing it told like this, Alex had to admit it sounded beyond far-fetched. 


“This is outrageous!” Roukewood jumped to his feet when his name was mentioned for the first time, feigning righteous anger. “I resent this unbased accusation!”


High Judge Delormes silenced him with a clack of his hammer. “Milord, this is the statement of the defense,” he said in a mild but firm tone. “Afterwards, you are more than welcome to take a stand if you so wish. Now, however, I must ask for silence.”


Roukewood bowed his head and dropped back into his chair, his smugness reaching otherworldly levels.


High Judge Delormes returned his attention to Stephane, but as intercessory as his words had sounded, Alex could tell by his stony expression that he wasn’t impressed by Stephane’s speech. Not at all.


Sweet Jester, this was all going wrong! Where was Darken? Alex glared at the door, willing him to appear. They couldn’t have caught him, could they? No! He would be there. Any minute now. Come on, sugar, hurry up!


Stephane reached the part in which Edward had swallowed the poison pill in the townhouse’s wine cellar but not before telling them about the reasons for Governor Ferhus’ murder, and how he was being put under pressure by the Master’s secret organization.


“That’s why Edward had been acting so strange all along,” Stephane said fiercely, referring to Ann’s testimony earlier. “That is also where he had all the money from.” In the audience, Lady Debayne-Gulberg burst into another flood of tears.


Next, Stephane told the Tribunal about their visit to the Maria P. Carvalis Prison Camp—although he gallantly neglected to mention Blayde’s input—which led to the discovery of the terrible secret that had waited behind those thick prison walls. So far, most people had still quietly listened—mainly, Alex suspected, because it made for such a grandiose story—but the fact that the Prime’s very own GemRock Consortium was supposed to be selling fake jewels created from the skin of tortured shapers seemed entirely too much to take for most of those present. The back of the courtroom began to buzz like an angry wasps’ nest. Even the members of the Tribunal started whispering amongst each other.


Alex clenched her teeth. Stephane was losing the Tribunal, and fast.


As if shaper skin jewels weren’t enough to swallow, Stephane went on to recount everything that Belaris had told them from inside the guardaí headquarters before he was killed there, which included the serious incrimination of Governor Shinner and Prime Gerald.


The crowd reacted with predictable outrage. There were even a couple of boos from the furthermost rows of the audience, and High Judge Delormes had to use his hammer several times before they quieted down again. Maintaining order was becoming harder. And it wasn't just the audience. The Tribunal, too, appeared absolutely stricken—well, except for Lord Fitzgerald, who looked like the cat that got the cream while deftly pretending to be just as grossed out as the rest. Marlène de Chevalier was clutching her chest, her skin almost gray under her flawless make-up. High Judge Delormes, on the other hand, had turned completely red.


Truth or not, Alex realized that mentioning the Prime’s involvement might have been a grave mistake. Soiling the name of the peoples’ darling, might have been the final step on the ladder toward Stephane’s doom.


A heavy silence followed the end of his statement.


Unsurprisingly, it was Lord Fitzgerald who was the first to recover.


“That is truly a fascinating story,” he said. “Very elaborate, too, I must admit. How you manage to shove all the blame onto your most direct opponent while going entirely scot-free yourself…” He clucked his tongue. “Quite a remarkable achievement.”


He pressed two fingers to his lips as if he were thinking hard. “One wonders why you didn’t call the guardaí when Lord Debayne, as you state, killed himself in your home. Being as innocent as you claim to be, what did you have to fear from an investigation?”


Stephane pressed his lips together. “I wanted to gather more evidence against the Master’s criminal organization first,” he said, but even Alex had to concede that it sounded like a lame excuse. “I … was worried nobody would believe me otherwise.”


"I wonder why?” Fitzgerald muttered under his breath, yet still loud enough to be heard by every single person in the courtroom. Someone in the audience snickered. Fitzgerald permitted himself a small smile before becoming serious again. He harrumphed. “Very well, milord. I suppose you have some kind of evidence to support this most fanciful story of yours?” His indulgent manner made Stephane’s statement look even more ridiculous.


Stephane’s knuckles had gone skeleton-white on the door of the prisoner’s box.


“There are … memoras of the cleared out prison camp in the study of my townhouse,” he said hesitantly.


“Memoras,” Fitzgerald repeated, spacing out the words. “Of a cleaned out prison camp.” A deep frown gauged his forehead. “That cannot possibly be everything you have to offer, can it? With a story like that.”


“Call my family to the witness stand,” Stephane demanded fiercely. “They will tell you—”


“Objection!” the state’s prosecutor interjected sharply, coming to life after having been quiet for the last twenty minutes or so. “If they have no further evidence to offer other than hearsay, I honestly see no additional value in hearing them out. It can obviously be assumed that the whole story is collusive. And subjecting two minors to such a farce…” He shook his head, indignant.


Everyone looked expectantly at High Judge Delormes. “Objection sustained.”


Stephane visibly gnashed his teeth.


Alex bit her lip so hard she tasted blood. Her eyes sought the door again. Heat scalded her skin, followed by an icy chill. Something must have happened to Darken. Getting here couldn’t take that long. Had he been taken into custody? Or worse?


Desperation clutched her between sharp teeth. What was she supposed to do? She would never find her way through the tunnels to the secret door behind the security checkpoint without a map to guide her. And even if she managed by some stroke of luck, Darken might not even be there anymore. Nor could she just leave here and abandon Stephane to his fate. Except, right now, she couldn’t really do anything to help him, either. Although she wanted nothing more than to jump out from behind the curtain and shove the truth into the Tribunal’s collected faces, she had a feeling that the only thing that could make Stephane’s situation any worse than it already was, was the appearance of a shaper who had broken into the courthouse and loudly promoted his innocence without being able to provide any further evidence for it. Most likely, she’d be stunned into oblivion before she got out the word ‘innocent’.


But Stephane wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Your Honors,” he beseeched the Tribunal. “If you check the databases in the guardaí headquarters, you will find that all the information given to us by Belaris is right there.”


“Oh yes,” Fitzgerald scoffed before anybody else could take up the word. “Belaris. The rogue Forfeit who first betrayed his sacred oath of loyalty to the Order, then broke into the guardaí headquarters all by himself—something that no one has ever done before—and was murdered in there without the public ever hearing so much as a single word about it. This is by far one of my favorite parts from your story.”


Alex clenched her hands into fists. The fucking, mobbed-up bastard had probably taken part in the hush-up himself.


Stephane looked down his nose at the crooked judge with a revulsion that had no equal. “I do understand why you wouldn’t have any interest in this information being revealed, your Honor. Considering that your own name is on that list, too…”


The sharp sound of people drawing shocked breaths cut the air.


A chair creaked as High Judge Delormes surged to his feet. His face had turned as red as a beetroot. Beside him, Fitzgerald looked suitably shocked.


“Milord! This is going too far! Isn’t it bad enough to accuse your opponent and—the Great Mother have mercy—our Prime? Now also a member of this honorable Tribunal? What comes next? Do you have no sense of shame at all?” 


Stephane was grabbing the top of the door to the prisoner's box so tightly it had to hurt. “Your Honor, I know how all of this must sound to you. Believe me, at first I was just as outraged and incredulous as you are now, but—”


“Stop, for the sake of dignity, just stop! You are a disgrace to your family and to this Tribunal, milord. Don’t embarrass yourself any further. Think of your children.”


For the first time since Alex’s arrival, a cloud of worry darkened Stephane’s features. “Your Honor, I beg you, on my life and my honor, if you were to open an investigation into my claims, you will find more than enough evidence supporting them. I assure you that—”


“I've had enough of this!” High Judge Delormes snubbed him furiously. “I am a patient man, milord, but making baseless accusations against innocent members of the elite to cover up your own abhorrent deeds?” He shook his head in disgust. “This is degrading.”


The presiding judge sat back down and dabbed his sweaty brow with a lacy handkerchief.


Fitzgerald gladly seized the reins again. “I believe it is time to bring this undignified charade to an end.” He pointedly glanced at Stephane. “Unless you can present some real evidence for your position…?”


“As a matter of fact, we can.”


The soft, deep voice rolled into every corner of the chamber, silencing all murmurs. Every single head in the courtroom turned toward the door.


Darken was leaning against the dark wood with his hands in his pockets, hot as a devil conjured right from the deepest bowels of hell.


Relief flooded Alex’s limbs with such staggering force that her legs forgot they had bones, turning into wet cotton, and she had to clutch the wall to keep herself upright. Sweet Jester, she hadn’t even heard the door. Why did he keep on doing this to her?


Another collective gasp of shock traveled through the courtroom, followed by the click click click of half a dozen weapons being cocked.


Darken slowly pulled his hands out of his pockets and calmly raised them at his sides, showing his empty palms as he detached himself from the door and stepped forward into the aisle between the rows of chairs. Around him, people instinctively peeled backwards in their seats, leaning out of his reach, like a jacket being unzipped.


Stirred up by the sudden commotion, Stephane craned his neck around inside the prisoner’s box. The short twinge of relief in his eyes at the sight of Darken was instantly replaced by a deep-seated worry that was echoed in Alex’s bones.


Interestingly enough, Roukewood seemed more mildly interested in this development than actually concerned, as if he were bracing himself for a most entertaining spectacle. Of course, he had no idea that Darken hadn’t come alone, and that Alex was no longer in his torture cell, being sliced open for her precious venom.


On the judge’s bench, Fitzgerald’s eyes bulged. “Darken Forfeit!” he exclaimed. “Marshals! Seize him!”


None of the court marshals moved toward Darken, although a couple of them raised their weapons a little higher.


Darken lifted an elegant, dark eyebrow. “On what grounds?” he asked pleasantly, strolling forward until he stood right at the edge of the petitioner’s circle, set off by a golden ring inlaid in the floor. Never taking his eyes off the judge's bench, he crossed the line.


The marshals fidgeted, waiting for a command by presiding judge Delormes. You could tell that they were all well-trained men and women, but if Delormes didn’t say anything soon, one of them would shoot. Alex could taste the thick tension in the air. More than one spellgun was trembling, and so were the fingers on the triggers.


High Judge Delormes frowned at Fitzgerald, clearly waiting for an explanation.


Feeling all the eyes on him, Fitzgerald swallowed. Since the Order’s blacklist was a completely internal affair, and Darken hadn't been tried for anything, he couldn’t exactly refer to Darken’s rogue status without provoking a lot of delicate questions. Questions he couldn’t answer without confirming parts of Stephane’s statement.


Fitzgerald grappled for a second before he got his act together and bent forward, a cold glitter in his eyes. “According to the Forfeit Act established under military law no Forfeit may enter a public building without wearing proper restraining rings.” He sniffed. “For the protection of the general public.”


High Judge Delormes’ gaze swung back toward Darken. “That is indeed correct,” he confirmed.


Darken’s face was hard, but he obligingly raised his arms before his body, wrists up, and bowed his head. “Whatever pleases the court.”


No, no, no, you idiot! Alex thought feverishly in her hide-out. Don’t!


Three marshals came forward with visible hesitance, approaching Darken who, despite standing there alone and without weapons, looked anything but tame. On the contrary.


A moment later, a pair of tempering rings clicked shut on his wrists. Alex felt as if a chain had been put around her neck. A cold shiver ran down her spine. If this went wrong, they had Darken by the balls. No weapons, no magic, no way to get out of here. He had just delivered himself to the hangman.


The marshals backed away as quickly as they could without appearing to run. Darken didn’t deign to look at them even once, his dark gaze still fastened on the Tribunal.


Delormes peered at him over the rim of his glasses with his sharp raptor bird eyes. “You are standing in the petitioner’s circle, Lord Enforcer. That gives you certain rights. Though please bear in mind that this is an official court hearing, and that I do not take kindly to my court being disturbed for no good reason. That said, what is your desire?”


Darken slightly bowed to him again. “I apologize for the interruption, your Honor. I am here to present evidence on my brother’s behalf. I understand that under Section 122 of Arcadia’s Code of Criminal Procedure, anyone can come forward and offer evidence for the accused as long as the Hearing of Evidence hasn’t been closed.”


Bless you, Makesh. Alex released a tiny breath. I knew I could count on you. Her brother must have taken the time to brief Darken on the relevant laws before sending him on his way.


The presiding judge’s bushy white eyebrows rose half an inch. “That is accurate.” He folded his hands. “Very well then, what is the evidence you wish to present?”


Darken swiftly crossed the distance to the witness stand, throwing only a short glimpse at Stephane as he passed the dock and an even shorter one at Tyler, who had lost all color at the arrival of his brother. When their eyes connected, Darken’s face barely changed, but Alex saw the flash of pain in them as pronounced as if he had screamed it out. But right now was not the time for sorrow or reproaches.


Once inside the witness box, Darken reached into his pocket and withdrew a small, transparent plastic bag. Inside was a thumbnail-sized, black, blood-covered device. He held the bag aloft on one corner, showing it to the Tribunal. A few people in the audience retched.


“This, you Honors, is a subcutaneous microphone, a halfborn device used primarily by the Peace Office and by PI firms. It’s a listening device that is implanted under the skin of an agent and can either transmit real-time data or be connected to a very small memory chip.” He extracted a miniature player, reminiscent of a handheld dictaphone, from his other pocket. “This is a recorder for playing back the data stored on such a chip.”


Alex gingerly touched the skin below her right ear where the tiny mic she’d gotten from Rachel had been implanted with Josy’s help prior to her break-in at Roukewood’s mansion. The spot still felt a little sore, although Josy had healed it after Alex had cut the mic out again in the senator’s cellar. Alex wrinkled her nose. Yes, Josy had healed it. And then chewed her out for using a crude, non-disinfected knife instead of letting the girl do it the proper way.


“Halfborn technique?” Fitzgerald sneered, finally finding his voice again. “What kind of utter nonsense is this now? Do we look like—”


High Judge Delormes made a sharp motion with his right hand, and the other man immediately fell silent.


“Halfborn or not,” said the presiding judge gruffly. “Evidence is evidence and it will be evaluated accordingly by this Tribunal. This court is impartial.”


Fitzgerald yielded graciously, although his face was rigid. “Of course, your Honor.“


Delormes motioned at Darken to go on.


“This microphone”—Darken shook the plastic bag, making the device slosh a little in the small puddle of blood, inducing a few more nauseated groans from the crowd—“was just recently used by our undercover agent and contains evidence of a conversation the content of which will show that my brother is the victim of a greater conspiracy and innocent of the act which he is accused of.” 


In the back, Roukewood’s face had lost all expression. He didn’t seem quite sure what was being played yet, but he sure as hell didn’t like it.


“Your Honor,” Fitzgerald tried once more, sounding more than a little desperate now. “Are you really going to allow this farce to proceed? The witness is clearly biased in favor of the accused.”


Delormes merely spared his Second Tribune a tart glance over the edge of his glasses. “I should hope so,” he said drily. “After all, he is his brother. But biased hither or tither, this is still a court of law and the witness is well within his rights to present any evidence in favor of the accused that he got. I don’t think that I have to remind you that we’re conducting a murder trial here. All admissible evidence shall be exhausted in favor of the defendant before we make a decision—Section 35 subsection 2 of the Code. And now I want no more interruptions.” 


“Forgive me, your Honor. You are absolutely correct.” Fitzgerald bowed his head in deference, yet Alex could hear him grinding his teeth all the way to her hiding place.


Darken gratefully inclined his head to the presiding judge once more. “Thank you, your Honor.”


Delormes waved his fingers. “Proceed—and be quick about it. My patience is already quite stretched.”


“As the court wishes.” Darken held the recorder aloft. “I took the liberty of already inserting the chip into the recorder and winding forward to the most relevant part of the recording. But naturally the Tribunal can review the entire recording as it pleases.”


He pressed a button with his thumb.


Alex held her breath, crossing her fingers at her sides.


At first, the only thing to be heard was a bit of static noise, then, a little distorted but still unmistakable, Roukewood’s cultivated voice spilled out of the speaker.

“Shapers,” it sneered. “Such a tough lot but at the same time … a bit of water … a bit of smoke … so easy to subdue if one knows how.”

It was followed by Alex’s raspy croak, “You’d know, wouldn’t you? You’ve tortured and killed enough of us to be an expert.”

A breathless hush fell over the audience. Roukewood, too, became very still, the smug expression restlessly wiped from his face, eyes darting wildly from one corner of the courtroom to the other.

Alex precautiously slid deeper behind the curtain while she relived her conversation with the senator before he’d left her in his torture cell to be cut up like a holiday roast. Roukewood, telling her chained self that he had expected Stephane to make a move against him, then connecting the dots and realizing that Stephane’s arrest had been arranged to present evidence against him and his accomplices. Roukewood, taking his sweet time to gloat at their failure…

When his own voice gleefully reported how he, Shinner, and Gerald would soon dominate the Council after he’d become governor of the South, and how they would rule the country to their questionable gusto, the senator couldn’t stay in his chair any longer.

“This is defamation!” he shouted, shaking with outrage.

Darken pressed the pause button.

“Clearly this is a set up meant to discredit me while taking the focus off the defendant.” Roukewood’s face was a ravaged mask of fury, making him a lot less attractive than he normally was. “This recording is obviously a fake!”

“Enough.” High Judge Delormes took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Milord,” he said to the senator, noticeably irritated by the constant interruptions. “We will discuss the question of the authenticity of this piece of evidence subsequent to its presentation. I do not wish to repeat myself again. I will not suffer any more disturbances or I will have to temporarily send you out of the courtroom. Understood?” He nodded at Darken. “Please, Enforcer, proceed.”

Roukewood lowered himself back into his chair, his face pinched into a tight grimace.

No more smuggy-smug, huh? Alex felt the strong urge to gloat a little herself, but it was much too early to crow. If Roukewood and his cohorts were able to create doubt as to the authenticity of the recording…

The conversation resumed, and Roukewood spewed his nonsense about patriotism and enemies of the country that needed to be obliterated at all cost, even at the price of human lives, especially if those lives were the lives of shapers. …we bled for this country, blah, blah, blah … sacrifices must be made for the greater good, blah, blah, blah…

And then came something Stephane hadn’t mentioned in his statement because he hadn't known about it: Roukewood, confessing that they—or, rather, that public’s sweetheart Gerald—had murdered his own father, Old Prime Willem, using shaper venom no less.

Hissed conversations sprung up in the back of the room as the members of the elite agitatedly discussed this obnoxious bit of new information. Delormes didn’t even try to silence them anymore, too busy listening to the rest of the recording himself.

For the first time, Alex scented something new in the wind, something that made hope blossom inside her like a dried-up flower that had finally been watered: uncertainty.

While she basked in that feeble ray of hope, Roukewood’s past-self capped his revelation off by admitting to also being responsible for the shaper murders of Manor Creek County. The conversation ended with him leaving Alex in the hands of his torture master. For the next few minutes, the only sounds erupting from the recorder were her own agonized screams and moans as dear Ruben set to his bloody work.

The lords and ladies in the audience became more and more restless, fidgeting in their seats, looking shocked and sick. When a few women seemed very short of fainting, Darken finally took mercy on them and released them with a press of his thumb.

An itchy silence fraught with tension smothered the courtroom. Clothes rustled. Someone coughed.

It took a long while before High Judge Delormes spoke again, and when he did, he sounded deeply shaken, though whether it was because he believed what he’d heard on the recording or because he thought it was a horrible fraud, Alex couldn’t tell. 

His gaze found Darken’s. “You have given us a lot to think through, Lord Enforcer,” he said quietly. “We will have the authenticity of this recording examined and will reconvene at a later date.”

Alex’s little feeling of hope evaporated like a drop of water touching a hot cooktop. In her mind’s eye, she saw the microphone and recorder being bagged and carried away to some office lab for proper examination, opening a thousand possibilities for their precious evidence to be compromised, manipulated, or destroyed by the hands of a bribed court marshal, clerk, forensic, or even Fitzgerald in person. In any case, you could bet your bottom dollar on what the result of that examination would be. Roukewood, Shinner and Gerald’s poisoned web of corruption simply stretched too far.

They had sowed a seed of doubt, sure, but if they couldn’t feed it right now, it would wither quickly in the barren earth of prejudice that was the Tribunal’s minds.

Unfortunately, Delormes seemed determined to wrap this hearing up for the time being.

He bent forward. “Lord Roukewood, before I close the Hearing of Evidence for today, do you wish to add something on that account?”

During the remainder of the recording, the senator had gotten a hold of himself and when he rose, he was back to his confident, superior self. “Only that this poor attempt to divert the suspicion to someone else is clearly the pitiful act of a helpless, desperate man.” He put a hand on his chest, looking pained. “It deeply saddens me because I have always appreciated Lord Dubois-Léclaire as a righteous and honorable opponent, but this—this is a crying shame.”

He faced the Tribunal. “Having said that, I want to stress that I have nothing to hide.” He spread his hands in a benevolent manner as if saying, ‘you may search me’. “The Tribunal is most welcome to conduct an investigation into my affairs. As a matter of fact, I urge the Tribunal to open an investigation so that I will be able to properly clear my name. I'll gladly allow inspection of all my private and public matters. I can assure you, milords and ladies, you will find nothing on me—nor on his lordship Governor Shinner, or—perish the thought—our revered Prime for that matter.”

Yes, because you will make sure of that by bribing and threatening every single person involved in such an investigation. Alex balled her hands into silent, furious fists. Such a smooth operator, Lord Roukewood. Nothing to hide, have you?

“This so-called ‘recording’,” the senator added with a small, indulgent smirk, “is clearly nothing but a forgery. And not even a good one, I should add. The sound effects were a nice touch, but that voice?” He shook his head. “Why, it didn’t even really sound like me.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Roukie,” Alex drawled, slipping out from behind the curtain in all her battered, bruised glory. “I think it sounds a lot like you.”

Startled shouts rang out all across the courtroom and several fingers—and weapons—were pointed at her chest.

Roukewood spun around. His eyes widened in shock. Ah, the look on his face—it was worth a hundred billion dollars.

The senator’s skin turned from sallow to a seething purple within the space of a breath. “You!” he spat and his features contorted with rage. “What are you doing here, you dirty little shaper bitch? You should be dead!”

Someone gasped.

Roukewood clamped his mouth shut, but there was no way to take the words back.

“No further questions,” Alex said coldly.

A sharp, deafening silence fell over the entire courtroom, thick enough to be cut with a knife.

Roukewood wheeled toward the Tribunal. “This woman—she is part of this plot to demean me!” he proclaimed wildly, desperately trying to catch the reins that were slipping through his fingers. “She’s working with Dubois-Léclaire and his brother! You—you can’t believe a word she says. She’s a lying shaper mongrel.”

“Two out of three, sugar,” Alex agreed sweetly. “But the only one lying here, is you!”

Roukewood’s nostrils flared. He took a step toward her and opened his mouth.

“Milord!” Delormes’ voice was soft but it cracked like a whip. “I strongly suggest you consult your lawyer before you say anything else.”

For a blistering second, nobody moved. Everybody just stared at one another, completely rigid with shock.

Roukewood was the first to break from his stupor. Before anybody else could so much as move a finger, he whirled around and burst out of his row, knocking the chair of an elderly lady over in his passing and causing a knock-on effect. People hollered as they toppled to the ground. Within three seconds, the senator was in the aisle, pelting toward the door at full tilt.

Oh no, you don’t! Alex hissed and gathered herself to jump.

Magic brushed against her skin, a soft tingle that quickly turned into a sharp, furious bite, startling her so much that she lost her grip on her true skin.

She whirled toward the judge’s bench, the source of the power surge, and her mouth dropped open. High Judge Delormes had leapt from his seat once again and towered over the other judges, his eyes glowing brightly with blue magic and hardly-controlled fury.

An ear-deafening clap of thunder rolled through the courtroom and magic pulsed from his outstretched hands. Small glyphs flared on the floor along the walls and doors, and wards snapped up, sealing the entire room with rippling blue magic.

“Nobody leaves this courtroom until I say so!” His voice thundered just like his magic.

Roukewood barely managed to skitter to a stop inches before bumping into the pulsing ward headfirst. Touching it probably wouldn’t have killed him, but it most likely wouldn’t have been a pleasant experience either.

He swirled around, eyes deranged, teeth bared, looking very much like a lone hyena cornered by a pack of wild dogs. He glared around frantically as if looking for a gap in the ward.

“Milord,” Delormes said sharply. “Calm down and surrender.”

Alex glanced over her shoulder. Darken had left the witness box and come to stand protectively beside the dock. In the front row, Tyler had risen halfway out of his chair and was leaning toward his brother, saying something.

“Milord!” Delormes implored Roukewood again, his voice gaining an even more cutting edge. “There is no way out of here. Surrender peacefully, or I will have to order hostile action.”

Another precursor of magic raked over Alex’s skin, this one even stronger and sharper than the one before. Only this time it wasn’t coming from the direction of the Tribunal.

Roukewood! 

Alex flipped around. The senator was completely ignoring the court marshals swarming toward his position with spellguns raised. Instead, he was facing Stephane inside the dock, an expression of pure loathing etched into his rough features. He jerked his arms up.

Oh shit!

Shouting a warning, Alex bounced off the wall and catapulted herself over the heads of the audience at Roukewood.

Not fast enough.

Magic pulsed.

Still in the air, Alex saw a white-blue burst of pure magical energy leave Roukewood’s fingertips and zing in a wide, destructive band right toward the prisoner’s box.

The sharp crack of exploding glass split the air.

Wood burst. People screamed.

Alex slammed into the senator’s side. Roukewood went down under her weight with a grunt. His head hit the arm of a chair, and he crashed to the floor, knocked out flat.

Alex rolled up in a crouch and dashed down the aisle toward the front of the chamber with her heart pounding, squeezing herself through the wall of men and women who had swarmed forward and were blocking her view.

Big, silvery shards of glass littered the ground everywhere. More screams and shrieks rent the air. Someone whimpered in pain.

Alex’s eyes found the prisoner’s box—or what was left of it. A hot knife of terror slashed at her chest. The violent impact of the magical blast had reduced most of the bulletproof glass wall behind the dock to splintered rubble and molten the rest to a blackish clump. Stephane was nowhere in sight. 

Alex pressed forward, shoving people out of her way. Through the legs of those in front of her, she spotted a prone body on the floor. Black pants. A lock of dark hair. Her heart missed a beat.

No!

Alex roughly pushed a tall woman in a cherry-red suit aside and stumbled into the open space before the judge’s bench, every inch of her skin prickling with naked terror.

But it wasn’t Darken lying on the floor.

Nor was it Stephane.

It was Tyler.

Alex whipped to a halt on the tips of her toes. Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace!

Tyler’s chest was a scorched mess of burned flesh and singed clothing. The stench rising from the wound was nauseating and brought tears to Alex’s eyes. She pressed her sleeve over her mouth to keep from gagging.

All the blood-vessels had popped in Tyler’s eyeballs, turning them into two shockingly red orbs. A thin line of blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth.

He seemed to have gotten the full blast of Roukewood’s magic discharge, but whether he had accidentally come into the firing line when it rebounded from the glass wall or whether he had jumped forward to save his brothers, she couldn’t tell.

Darken was kneeling on the floor beside him, frantically pressing his jacket against the hole in his brother’s chest. The helpless look in his eyes said more than a thousand words. The wounds were beyond healing. There was nothing to be done. 

Stephane’s head appeared over the cracked wooden wall of the prisoner’s box behind which he must have ducked when the blast hit, his gold-green eyes slightly dazed. A small cut on his forehead oozed a trickle of blood, but otherwise, he seemed unharmed.

The moment he spotted Tyler’s body on the floor, his cuffed hands grabbed the door of the box, shaking it furiously. “Let me out!” he roared, rattling the entire box with his force. “Damn you all to the bowels of hell! Let me out! Let me out!”

High Judge Delormes, who’s face had turned ashen with shock, nodded curtly at one of the court marshals. A moment later, the door sprang open and Stephane staggered from the box and crashed to his knees on his brother’s other side, grabbing his charred fingers in his.

Tyler’s erratic gaze fixed on him, his pointed features contorted with pain. “I … m … sorry…”

“Shhh.” Stephane gently touched his brother’s cheek. “Don’t talk, Ty. Everything will be fine. Everything’s going to be all right.”

Tyler swallowed under obvious effort. His voice was thick and raspy. “I … n-never … wanted the children t-to get h-hurt … I … n-never … m-meant for t-this … to h-happen…” His gaze lost focus and slipped toward the ceiling. “I … never…” he whispered. “I…”

His eyes rolled back into his head. His entire body sagged, and his head lolled to the side.

“No. NO!” Darken grabbed two fistfuls of his little brother’s sweater vest and pulled his lifeless body toward him while Stephane threw back his head and keened in anguish.

Alex bit the inside of her lip. Tyler had betrayed them but this was just awful. Nobody deserved to die like this.

Unable to keep looking at Darken and Stephane slumped over the mutilated body of their dead little brother, devastated and grief-stricken, while the crowd of onlookers was still trying to figure out what had just happened, Alex retreated a few steps down the aisle and made sure that Roukewood was still where she had dropped him.

The senator was out cold, and it would likely be a while until he came around again, considering how hard he had knocked his head. He definitely wouldn’t like the headache that would come with it. If she had been alone with him, she would have kicked him in the guts a couple of times for no other reason than that it would have made her feel a bit better about this entire messed up situation, but she didn’t think the Tribunal would tolerate it.

She realized with a twitch of bitterness that the trueborn lords and ladies around her were giving her a wide berth, many watching her fearfully, whispering to each other. Her presence seemed to throw them even more into a dither than Roukewood’s conspiracy.

Looking down, she noticed that her claws were unsheathed. Well, nobody could blame her for showing some nerves, right? She pulled them in, hiding them underneath her human skin and fought the strong urge to stuff her hands into her pockets. She wasn’t ashamed of her heritage. Not anymore. Roukewood was the real monster here, but if they wanted to look at her as if she was the one—fine!

It was, most unexpectedly, Marlène de Chevalier who eventually broke the brittle, murmur-filled silence in the chamber.

“Should—” She cleared her throat a couple of times before continuing in a feeble voice. “S-should Lord Roukewood be brought over to the Black Rock Prison for initial questioning?” Her gaze darted over to the unconscious senator sprawled in the aisle, and she blanched under her make-up.

High Judge Delormes considered it for a minute, then shook his head. “No. As long as we do not know for sure who can be trusted and who can’t, no one leaves this courtroom, including him.”

Turning to the court marshals, he gestured to a mother-of-pearl circle on the floor beside the witness stand. “Put him into the confining ring and activate the ward.” He lifted his voice, addressing the crowd, “The rest, please return to your seats.” 

The marshals didn’t need to be told twice. While the lords and ladies obediently shuffled back into their rows, four of them rushed forward, grabbed Roukewood’s prone body, being none too gentle about it, slapped tempering rings on him, and heaved it over to the confining ring.

The rest of them advanced on Alex.

Darken’s head snapped up, eyes on fire. Alex had always thought that seeing murder in someone’s eyes was a figure of speech, but she saw it there, crystal clear. Tempering rings or not, if someone laid hands on her, he would rain hellfire on this courtroom. Being assured of this kind of backup gave her a warm, fuzzy feeling, but at the same time, her heart clenched. If he killed someone to protect her, the court would show him no mercy. She had to surrender herself. Too much blood had been spilled already.

“Not her,” High Judge Delormes’ voice rang out harshly, stopping the men in their tracks.

“But … she’s a shaper,” a voice at the other end of the judge’s bench muttered.

Delormes’ head whipped around. Nobody owned up.

The presiding judge’s eyes turned glacial. “If there is a law that states that all shapers are generally to be treated as suspects—or, may the Great Mother help us, can be tortured and killed without repercussions—do show me now. Otherwise we will treat everybody to the same basic rights in this courtroom, is that understood?” He glared at his colleagues. “So far, I see no reason to take this woman into custody, except perhaps that she unlawfully gained entry to this building. However, considering the wider circumstances, I think this minor transgression can be ignored for the time being.” None of the other judges protested.

Beside Tyler’s body, Darken relaxed the merest bit. Alex exhaled softly, wondering if Delormes had any idea how narrowly he had prevented a full-scale slaughter.

“But if you want to take someone else into custody,” High Judge Delormes addressed the marshals again, “please, be so kind as to arrest Lord Fitzgerald. There is sufficient reason to believe he is severely biased and a co-conspirator in a plot of treason against Arcadia.” He glanced left and right at the bench. “Who agrees?”

Eleven hands rose in the air. That made all judges, except for Fitzgerald himself, who, during the past minutes, had sunken deeper and deeper into his chair, clearly hoping to be forgotten.

Now however, he puffed himself up, loudly proclaiming his innocence, and how could they possibly take the word of a shaper and a Forfeit over his own?

Ignoring his protests and continued exclamations of innocence, two marshals towed him into the confining ring next to Roukewood and shoved him to his knees. The security ward snapped up, forming a half-transparent, milky-white barrier around the two men. It had to be equipped with a soundproof sigil, too, because although Alex still saw Fitzgerald’s mouth continue to move, no more sound came out.

Alex flashed her teeth at him in a tiny grin. He furiously threw himself against the barrier and pounded on it with his fists, to no effect.

“So far, so good.” Delormes straightened his small, round glasses on the tip of his nose. “Now. Who is next on the rooster as substitute judge for this trial?” he asked no one in particular

Paper rustled, followed by one of the court clerks zealously waving a sheet of crystalline paper. “That would be High Judge Trillington.”

“Very well.” The presiding judge pushed back the long sleeves of his judge’s robe. “I will call her myself, and then I will confer with the Tribunal on how to proceed in this matter.” He paused, glancing first at Darken, then at Alex. “She is not on that list, I assume?”

Darken shook his head. “Not to our knowledge, no.” Alex mumbled a confirmation.

Satisfied, Delormes nodded his head. He leaned forward over his table. “I am sure the two of you understand that I will need you to stay for further questioning.”

Alex nodded, although she was suffering another bout of nerves. Questioning sounded a lot like interrogation and torture to her, and she’d had enough of that for a lifetime, thank you very much. Not that she had an actual choice in the matter. Being at the mercy of this Tribunal felt only slightly better than being at Roukewood and his torture master’s.

Delormes’ gaze swiveled to Stephane, who was still hunched over Tyler’s corpse, silent tears streaming down his face. “As for you, milord… Of course, I cannot make any definite assurances on the Tribunal’s behalf until all of the evidence has been thoroughly evaluated. However, I think it is justifiable to say that things have looked worse for you.” His eyes twinkled kindly. “You might get out of this a free man after all.”

Stephane managed a shaky, tear-soaked smile before pain ravished his features once more, and he bent back over his brother.

Leaving him to his grief, Delormes called to one of the court marshals who wore a badge marking him as the highest ranking officer in the room. “Levenstein, please remove the Enforcer’s tempering rings.”

The man’s eyes turned as big as saucers. “But … your—your Honor,” he stammered, taken aback. “The—the Forfeit Act … it clearly states—”

The presiding judge drew himself up to full height, choking off the protest. “By virtue of this office vested in me by the Parliament, representative of the people, I hereby declare the Forfeit Act passed under martial law null and void and temporarily place the Forfeits under the authority of the High Court.” He made sure the court clerks were writing everything down before he continued. “All Forfeits shall be removed from their current assignments and are to return to their home base convents until the Tribunal can decide how to deal with them.”

Silence followed these word.

“Can he do that?” someone in the audience wondered loudly.

Delormes sniffed pointedly, his hawk’s eyes piercing the crowd, searching for the speaker. “This Tribunal is the highest authority of this country. My only authority is the law, and the law invests me with this power. I just did it. And now”—he gestured to the chief marshal—“under the eyes of the Blind Child, remove his tempering rings. Pronto.”

The marshal did as asked. Darken rubbed his wrists, staring at the presiding judge in complete disbelief. As if he had heard the words but couldn’t quite trust his ears. He wasn’t the only one.

Alex wasn’t entirely sure what this repeal of the Forfeit Act entailed, but judging by everybody’s reaction, it was huge.

High Judge Delormes didn’t give anybody time to chew it over. He was still fixated on Darken. “You see, Enforcer, you’ve put me in a serious predicament here. You’ve made me aware of this giant conspiracy, and now I don’t know who to trust and who belongs to the conspirators.” His gaze roamed meaningfully over the audience as well as the court marshals. “It is clearly not without a certain irony that you, milord, are one of the few I can be sure are not part of this conspiracy, and that is why I trust you.” 

He cleared his throat. “In a minute, I and the rest of this Tribunal will withdraw into the judge’s chamber to wait for the substitute judge and make decisions about how to proceed with this trial. Until the Tribunal returns, no one is to leave this room. I am putting you, Lord Enforcer, in charge of these people. If anyone behaves suspiciously in any way, you have my permission to disable them by whatever force you deem necessary. Do I make myself clear?”

A glowing red sheen rolled over Darken’s irises and melted into their depths. “Absolutely clear, your Honor.”

The few objections starting to rise quickly died in people’s throats as Darken slowly turned his fiery gaze at the crowd.

Clever, Alex reflected. Now, nobody in this room would so much as breathe too heavily until the Tribunal returned. Very clever, indeed.

Delormes nodded in approval. His judge’s hammer hit his desk with a loud clang. “This court is in recess.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










DARKEN raised his face to the blue sky and enjoyed the warmth of the midday sun on his skin as he walked across the court grounds of the Arcadian High Court. Inhaling deeply, he permitted himself a tiny smile. The air smelled sweet, of freedom … and possibilities.


After three wearing days of questioning and more medical tests than anyone should have to suffer in their entire lives, he had finally been pronounced physically and mentally stable by at least a dozen renowned Healers and psychiatrists and allowed to leave the prison ward of the Mental Hospital of Gota.


He was a free man. At least, for now.


Oh, he understood their caution. How could he not? This whole endeavor was a big gamble, and no one wanted anything to go wrong in its course. Darken’s future actions—and even more so any transgressions on his part—would be a key indicator of how the entire caste of Forfeits would be treated going forward.


Due to his unique position and social experience, he had unwittingly been turned into a model experiment, and he was the last person who wanted to abuse the credit of trust given to him. For the sake of all Forfeits, but also, and in particular, for his own.


The repeal of the Forfeit Act by his Honor High Judge Delormes had set events in motion the magnitude of which could not yet be remotely estimated.


Nobody really had a clue how to deal with the many Servants of Death who had been left under lock and key for so many years and had now suddenly emerged from obscurity. Years of forced seclusion had rendered many of them socially inept. Add to this their need to kill, their natural aggression and their propensity for madness, and the chaos was complete.


At the moment, there were a lot more questions than answers. One thing was pretty clear, though. The majority of Forfeits could not simply be released from the convents and unleashed on an unsuspecting world.


Yet something else was just as clear. The legal limitations that had set their caste apart from the rest of trueborn society—the laws that had prohibited them from inheriting, from marrying, and from procreating—were no longer in existence.


A lugubrious smile played upon Darken’s lips as he rubbed his right thumb over the gold-and-black tattoo on the back of his left hand. Still a sign, but no longer a cage.


Ah, Belaris, you were right. I wish you were here to see it happening.


True, many questions were still unanswered, and Darken had no illusion that the future would be easy, but it was a step in the right direction.


Right now, though, he was on official leave and wouldn’t have to think about any of that, at least not for the next couple of days.


Darken came to a halt at the back of the side building close to where the hidden trap door provided entrance to the secret tunnels beneath the court premises.


He hadn’t seen Alex since they had been separated for questioning at the court three days ago, and every fiber of him longed for her touch. His keepers had been courteous enough to let him know that her name had been cleared of the murder charge, and that she had been released the day before him.


She was free now, too. They both were.


Sweet Jester, he wanted so desperately to see her, to hold her and make sure for himself that she was okay. That all of this was real.


But there was one other thing to do first.


Since the Mental Hospital of Gota was only a stone’s throw from the High Court, and Stephane was being released from custody within the hour, he’d made the detour to pick up his brother.


Although it had been decided that Stephane would be discharged at the court grounds instead of at the Blackrock Prison to avoid him having to face the media right away, of course it had leaked somehow and even from his current position, Darken could hear the buzzing noise of the gathering press crowd behind the walls of the premises, each of them hoping to be the first to get a picture and a statement of Lancaester’s senator after his spectacular acquittal—and hopefully some more juicy details on what had happened during the trial which had already gained legendary status among Arcadia’s citizens.


Darken shook his head. Reporters. The bane of every public figure. They would hold them here forever.


Not that it was much of a secret what had gone down during the trial. After the court had closed the proceedings, the news had spread like wildfire, igniting already flared tempers. In a couple of Provinces, there had been public protests and even uprisings, especially when it got out that the top of the elite, including the Prime himself, had taken part in this affair. The guardaí had their hands full with calming the enraged population and keeping the violent riots to a minimum. It was a scandal from which the trueborn elite wouldn’t make a quick recovery.


The Tribunal had handled the entire affair remarkably well. Instead of starting an arduous witch hunt, they had announced that any co-conspirator who voluntarily incriminated themselves and contributed valuable information for the destruction of the Prime’s criminal organization could expect a substantial reduction in their sentence. As was to be expected, shortly thereafter, the horde had started beating a path to the court’s doors, all of them ready to denounce their fellow conspirators as long as they could save their own hides.


High Judge Delormes was a very smart man. He understood that sometimes it was necessary to let some small fry slip through the meshes in order to catch the big fish.


It was a shame that many of the involved parties would walk away from this free or with a minimal sentence, but since a lot of them had been coerced in ways like Edward Debayne, and it ensured that the leaders faced their proper justice, it seemed a small price to pay.


Upon learning that they had gotten busted, Prime Gerald had hung himself in one of the corner towers of the Royal Palace. Governor Arlington Shinner had been taken into custody before he could attempt something comparable and was now sitting in a jail cell next to his old comrade Roukewood in the Blackrock High Security Prison, awaiting his trial, and it did not look as though either of them would be out any time soon, if ever. Justice was finally on its way.


The trap door opened and a uniformed prison guard emerged from it. He was followed by Stephane, who blinked and raised one hand to shield his eyes from the glaring sunlight. His dark-blond hair fell onto his broad shoulders in a combed, glowing wave, shining like spun gold in the sun. He didn’t look at all like a man who had just faced a grueling trial and barely gotten out with his life. After his innocence had become evident, the prison staff had probably fallen all over themselves to do his every bidding and provided him with every available comfort. Knowing his brother, he probably had to hand-shake his way out of prison and all the way from there to the court grounds. No wonder this hadn’t stayed a secret.


The guard who had accompanied Stephane respectfully bowed his head to his brother, then, a little belated, performed another bow to Darken, which wasn’t quite as deep, and vanished back through the trap door, leaving the two of them by themselves.


A wide, genuine smile spread on Darken’s face. “Brother.”


“Brother.” Stephane grinned back at him.


They stepped forward and grabbed each other in a fierce embrace. Relief for which no words existed seeped through Darken’s body, slowly relaxing his tight muscles and draining out the tension that had ridden him hard during these past days.


After a long moment, he leaned back and indicated his brother’s shape with an appreciative nod. “Glad to see you out of cuffs, brother.”


Stephane huffed. “I can’t even tell you how glad I am. For a moment there, I thought we might actually lose this thing.”


“I think we all did.” And just to remember how narrowly they had all escaped Death still sent a rush of cold down Darken’s spine. It was okay. They had won. It just needed some time to really sink in.


Beside each other, they slowly strolled along one of the stone paths, away from the tunnels and the aggrieving memories they evoked.


Stephane glanced at Darken from the side. “Freedom becomes you, too, brother. Is that actually a smile I see there?”


Darken said something rather uncomplimentary and succinct that made his brother guffaw with laughter. “I’m happy to see that despite everything that’s happened you’re still your pithy old self.”


“What can I say?” Darken replied drily. “I live to serve.”


Stephane stopped and held him at arms-length, his gold-green eyes warm and tear-bright. “No longer,” he whispered.


A soft smile curved Darken’s lips. “No longer,” he agreed.


They looked at each other, sharing a private moment of silent but fierce celebration.


Stephane jerked his chin toward the surging noise of the press crowd that had grown louder as they moved closer to the grounds’ walls. One of his thick blond eyebrows rose in question. “What’s all the racket?”


Darken let out a surly growl. “The vultures are already circling. Don’t ask me. It appears as though someone has babbled again.”


He flinched a little at his own comment, painfully reminded of another little canary that had twittered secret information about the family to their enemies. His fingers curled into tight fists. The sudden gloomy look on Stephane’s face told him that his brother was thinking the same.


“The funeral is on Sunday,” Darken said hoarsely. “Edalyne and Mother are making the arrangements. A small ceremony…” The words caught in his throat.


Stephane’s hand came to rest on his shoulder. When he spoke, his voice, too, was rough with tears that yet waited to be shed. “He was a misguided boy, but he was still our brother.”


Darken clutched Stephane’s arm and squeezed it. “Still our little brother.”


They rested their foreheads against each other in joined grief. There was anger amongst the grief, and pain, too. Such a betrayal wasn’t something you got over in a day. It would take some time until the grief would be clean enough to heal, but it would. Eventually, it would.


They moved on in silence, each of them dwelling on their own thoughts—and quiet regrets—until they reached a round patch of mowed grass bordered by rectangular gray stones in the middle of which a huge scarred maple spread its thick branches, providing cool shade.


Stephane leaned his back against the massive trunk and crossed his arms in front of his chest. It was his relaxed-but-cautious-politician pose. Darken tensed, having the distinct feeling that a conversation was waiting at the other end of that cautious gaze, and he wasn’t quite sure he was ready for it.


Stephane gave him a shrewd sidelong glance. “So, you and the spider, huh?”


Darken ground his teeth. Of course, this was about Alex. That was one of the topics he had wished to postpone a while longer. At least until after he’d had the chance to talk to her. He knew what he wanted—Alex, with all her teeth and claws, in every which way he could have her.


In Roukewood’s basement, she had said she loved him, too, but they never actually got the chance to discuss their relationship. His love came with a lot of baggage, he was well aware of that, his caste and trueborn heritage being merely the tip of the iceberg. There would be a lot of implications she might find difficult to swallow, and his mother wasn’t by far the worst of it. He didn’t even want to start thinking about the reaction of the media…


The look in his brother’s eyes was far too knowing. “Are you planning on making it official?”


Darken exhaled his breath. “Look, brother, I know she’s not exactly what you had envisioned for the family. She’s a shaper, and she sometimes has coarse manners and she probably has the sharpest tongue in the entire country. But you’ve come to know her, Steph. She’s also kind-hearted and she has integrity and she—”


Stephane held up both hands to stem Darken’s rushed stream of words. “Relax, old son. Do you really think I would turn away the woman my little brother is in love with?”


Darken blinked at him speechlessly, and closed his mouth.


His brother let out a pronounced sniff. “Darken, shaper or not, that woman was ready to sacrifice her life for you. That’s all I need to know.”


He lifted his shoulders. “I like her. Eady likes her. The children worship the ground she walks on. And Mother … ah, well, she’s Mother. She doesn’t like anybody,” he said with a slight grimace. “She’ll learn to live with it. As for the rest … we’ll make do, Dark. Just as we always do.” He raked a hand through his golden hair. “The Great Mother knows we’ve had practice.”


Darken’s throat was suddenly so tight, he could barely get out the words. “Are—are you serious?”


Stephane punctured him with a long look. “Of course, I’m serious.” His voice softened a bit. “We’re family. And, as far as I’m concerned, that includes her now.”


Darken swallowed with great effort. “Thank you, Steph.”


Stephane clapped him on the back and smiled. “For you, anything, little brother.” The smile deepened, changing into an almost mischievous grin. “Just give me some time to come to terms with the idea that my nieces and nephews might be little spiders.”


“Your nieces and—?” Darken sputtered. “Sweet Jester, you’re way ahead of time.”


“Who knows?” Stephane winked at him. “Sometimes it happens faster than you think. In any case, it never hurts to be prepared.” He let out a little sigh. “Just do me a favor, will you? If you are planning on marrying her, please be so kind and warn me ahead of time, so that I can properly prepare for the scandal.”


Darken started feeling a little lightheaded. He held up his hands in defeat, palms out. “I promise you’ll be the first to know.”


“I appreciate it. And now, speaking of scandals…” An expression of theatrical dismay claimed his brother’s features as he pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the wall. “I believe it’s time to face the mob and give them my version of events before they get it from someone else.”


Darken frowned. “They are going to roast you until you feel like a chicken fresh from the oven.”


“I know.” Stephane sighed again, deeper this time. “No use in postponing it any longer, though, or there will just be more of them, and they’ll come up with even more disconcerting questions which I will have to pretend to answer.” He rubbed his hands over his face and rested his fingers on his chin, studying Darken above them. “But I really don’t see why two of us should have to suffer through that.”


Darken paused, hearing—and deeply appreciating—the silent offer underneath those words. He still hesitated. “Are you sure? They won’t give you an easy time out there, you might be glad about the backing.”


Stephane waved his hand dismissively. “After everything we’ve just been through, dealing with the press should be a walk in the park. I’ve handled worse.” He leaned forward. “So, what are you still doing here? Go. Get your girl.”


Walking backward, Darken grinned at him. “Thanks brother, I owe you one.”


“Just don’t forget that next time Mother needs one of us to pull her chestnuts out of the fire,” Stephane called after him.


Chuckling under his breath, Darken melted into the shadows between the trees while his brother turned and went to face the newspeople.
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THE sun smiled down from a pearly blue sky brushed with just the merest hint of feathery white clouds. Alex stood in the garden at Helton Manor and stared down at the flower bed where her little fig, the plant she’d brought from her flat in the Trash Bin, stretched its leaves toward the bright sunlight.


It had grown since Josy and she had planted it shortly after their first arrival here almost three months ago. It looked good. Happy. Just like she could have been.


Tears stung Alex’s eyes.


Taken roots, haven’t you? she thought with a sharp twinge in her chest. Yeah, me too.


Except those roots were about to be cut.


She knew the rules for people like her. Don’t ever get attached to things or, even worse, to people. She had them down pat. And still, this place had grown on her silently, like a thief that had snuck into her heart, step by little step, and claimed it for himself. As had the people inhabiting it.


This crazy, absolutely insane family. Max with his sweet, innocent puppy dog eyes and all his bubbly energy. Josy, who, after being wary and frightened of her at first, had eventually sent out delicate tendrils of trust, forming a bond with Alex which she cherished all the more for it. Edalyne with her steady support. Even Stephane with his rough, bristly charm.


And Darken…


Alex’s lips trembled, and a sob bubbled up from her throat. She pressed her mouth closed to stifle it, but she could no longer hold back the tears, which started leaking from her eyes in two hot streams. She angrily scrubbed at her cheeks with the backs of her hands.


Alex had never thought that she could ever think of a place as home again or of people as her family. Yet here she was. And if she truly cared for them, she would do what was best for them.


Soft, familiar vibrations traveled through the grass to her. Alex looked up to find Hector, the old family butler, standing at the edge of the terrace. Tall, as always impeccably dressed in a white shirt, black dressing pants and a matching vest, his gray eyes stern but kind, he was a reflection of everything she had grown to love about this place. She would miss him, too. While the other servants had pretended that she belonged for the sake of the whole Alexandre-de-Nuy show, he had always treated her as if she actually belonged.


The old man’s eyes unerringly fell onto the backpack standing on the grass beside her black ankle boots, never missing a thing. One of Hector’s bushy white eyebrows lifted. “You’re planning to travel, miss?”


Alex bit her lip and guiltily lowered her eyes. She had planned to sneak out without anybody noticing, but now…


She stared down at the backpack. It was a beautiful thing, made from pale gray buckskin, still smelling faintly of new leather and incredibly soft to the touch. A gift from Edalyne and Stephane because her old one had been destroyed by Roukewood and his chimaeric fire. Right now, it contained everything she owned, mostly clothing and toiletries, along with her official verdict of acquittal, two knives and a wee bit of cash.


Hector’s inquisitive gaze kept piercing her, boring through all her layers of protective armor. Alex closed her eyes.


“I can’t stay, Hector,” she whispered, the pain of the truth almost ripping open the seams of her soul. “It’s better for everyone if I leave.”


She had still been able to ignore the voice of reason when she had been released from custody the day before, exhausted but thrilled about their victory, with official documents certifying her innocence and an apology for her torment by High Judge Delormes himself.


Josy and Edalyne had picked her up, hugging and congratulating her exuberantly while they led her to one of the family coaches waiting outside the court premises that would take them back to the Dubois’ townhouse in Ciradell. A small crowd of reporters and snoopy people, who didn’t have enough to do with their own lives, had gathered outside the walls, and Alex had felt their eyes on her every step along the way, the word ‘shaper’ following them like the hissing waves of a raving sea of hostility. The time for pretending was over. After the revelations during the trial, everybody knew who—and what—she was. Of course, that wouldn’t pass unnoticed. Yet at the time, Alex had been too relieved and too exhausted to pay them any mind.


Once they had arrived at the townhouse and Josy had attested her a clean bill of health, Alex had taken a long, hot bath that tuckered her out so much she could barely keep her eyes open during dinner. Between trying to stay awake and answering the barrage of questions coming her way from Max and Josy, she barely got down a bite. The only thing overshadowing the good mood was Tyler’s betrayal and death, a subject that occupied the room like the proverbial elephant and which everybody painstakingly stayed clear off.


After dinner and without having eaten very much, Alex had called it an early night, dragged herself to her room and fallen into bed like a log.


She had woken up a couple of hours later with a growling belly and decided to sneak down to the kitchen to snarf some leftovers from dinner. It had still been before midnight, but the house was mostly dark and quiet, and by habit she’d tiptoed through the darkness like a furtive spider.


When she had walked past the living room, a ribbon of light and the voices of Edalyne and Heloise had drawn her attention. Alex had just decided to quickly skulk past, not in the mood to deal with the old shrew, when she heard mention of her own name and Darken’s. Curiosity piqued, she had slunk over to the door and peeked through the open crack, perking up her ears.


“…two truly care for each other,” Edalyne had been saying, sounding slightly exasperated.


“Care, bah!” Heloise had waved a thin, wrinkly hand, causing her many gold rings to flash in the soft glow of the raindrop lights. “I’m sure she had her entertaining moments, and I don’t fault my son for his lapse in judgement given that he didn’t have much of a choice considering the laws. However, things have changed, Edalyne. None of us can ignore that, least of all Darken. The former limits applying to his caste are no longer binding him. His infatuation with the shaper girl will fade quickly once he realizes what an exquisite selection he can now choose from. After all, aside from that pretty face, she hasn’t much to offer if you do not count her substantial repertoire of swearwords.” The old woman had sniffed loudly.


“My son finally has the chance to explore the life of the elite that was his birthright all along. He can finally be a true part of this family the way he has always desired. But that will not happen while she is with him. You know how the elite works, Edalyne, it’s a simple fact. They will never accept him as long as he courts a halfbreed mongrel, and now that her identity has been revealed…” She had shaken her wizened head. “Mark my words, staying with her will hold him back from everything that could be his. It would be the biggest mistake of his life. Speak with her, Edalyne. Tell her what I’m telling you now. If she cares for him at all, she won’t stay and ruin his life. Even that little hussy cannot be so selfish.”


Alex had been so shocked and furious she couldn’t even breathe.


Edalyne had bristled. “Darken is a grown man, Heloise. In the end, it is his choice what he does with his life.”


“Choice, choice!” Heloise had exclaimed. “Stop harping on about choice, Edalyne. Darken is a Dubois, and he has a responsibility to his family. He will marry corresponding to his status and continue the Dubois-bloodline. And just so there is no misunderstanding, no mongrel slut will ever be my daughter-in-law.”


Edalyne’s voice had turned cold. “That is really not for you to decide.”


Heloise’s eyes had narrowed to tiny slits. “And what do you think will happen if Darken stays with her? Open your eyes, Edalyne, and stop being so incredibly naive. Stephane will lose the election, that is what is going to happen. His acquittal and revealing that great conspiracy has regained him some of his former popularity but seeing him parading a shaper will crush that image in no time, and Lord Devilier will be more than ready and willing to take his place.”


“Is that really all you can think about, Heloise? The election?”


“And what about Maxwell and Josepha, my dear?” Heloise had retorted in her condemningly sweet tone of voice. “They will become pariahs amongst their own, shunned and slandered. Is that what you want for them? Do you not care about the future of your own children?” It was the same question Edalyne had asked her to recruit the old lady for preparing Alex for the Summerball.


At that, Edalyne’s lips had pinched into a tight line. 


Heloise had nodded her head gravely. “I will not sit by and let that shaper mongrel be the ruin of this family. Are you?”


Not awaiting Edalyne’s answer, Alex had spun on her heel, stormed back to her room and furiously thrown herself onto her bed, her hunger all but forgotten. How dare the old bitch! How dare she!


But the longer she tossed and turned and flipped her pillow until both sides were too hot to sleep on the more she had realized Darken’s mother was right.


For a moment, she had been Alexandre de Nuy, had lived that lie and almost started to believe it herself. It had felt so real for a while, so possible, as though if only she held onto that part of her heritage tightly enough she could make it her own. The elite had accepted her, included her, because they, too, had believed the lie. Only now she could no longer pretend to be something she was not. The cat was out of the bag and she was just herself again—the shaper, penniless, illiterate, crude, and unrefined. She was still wearing the same fine clothes, but it was nothing but a dress-up. Like a spider trying to fit herself into a butterfly costume: no matter how hard she tried, those legs would always stick out and expose her for what she really was.


The royal elite would never accept her as one of their own. Even those who had talked to her before, those who had genuinely liked ‘Lady Alexandre’ would turn away from Alexis Harper once they found out about her true nature. She’d seen it before in all its dirty, ugly facets. And, worse, she would drag the entire Dubois family down with her.


Those hostile looks and whispers outside the court? It would always be like this, and that was only the beginning. She would always be viewed as a blot on whatever landscape she was in.


What if Stephane really lost the election because Darken was in a relationship with her? Sure, right now, the news was still full of ‘Prime murdered his father’ and ‘Horrible secret of old Tharisan prison camp revealed’, but as soon as the novelty of those horrors faded, it would turn into ‘Can the Dubois control their pet shaper?’ and ‘Has it killed any babies in their sleep yet?’. If Stephane lost the election because she stuck around, they would never forgive her.


The kids would suffer, too, because of her presence. How could she stay and watch Max and Josy’s friends turn their backs on them because they dared to associate with a shaper mongrel?


And then, finally, there was Darken. Just thinking of him sent a rush of hot tingles through her, half excitement, half torment, setting every nerve-ending on fire. He was everything she could ever have dreamed of in a man, and then some. And he could have been hers. In another universe, perhaps.


True, Darken had told her he loved her. But that had been before High Judge Delormes had revoked the Forfeit Act and reshuffled the pack. Heloise was right about that. Things were different now. It wouldn’t be fair to hold him to anything he’d said before.


He had a chance at a real trueborn life now, with all the bells and whistles. But that wouldn’t be possible with a shaper freak at his side. It would be difficult enough for him as it was to get a foot in that door, considering his caste and the bias coming with it, yet eventually the trueborn ladies would line up at his doorstep. He was an available bachelor now, from one of the richest and most influential elite families of the realm. Just for the chance to marry into his family, the eligible women would be willing to overlook a lot.


Alex was no fool. If he really wanted a shot at that life, he’d need a respectable woman from a good, solid trueborn family at his side, one that wouldn’t be a constant embarrassment whenever they showed their faces in public.


Even if Darken decided to stay with her now, what if he resented her for it once he realized what he had given up for her? She had no intention to be the big fucking rock around his neck that was holding him back. She simply loved him too much. There was only one way to solve the impossible equation—she had to go.


Hector was frowning at her. “I’m not certain I understand, my lady.”


Alex forced herself to look the butler in the eye. All the emotions she had tried to contain bubbled up, and her composure broke like a dam under the pressure of too much water. She opened her mouth and the ugly truth spilled out.


Repeating Heloise’s words was like pressing a hot iron to her heart and when Alex was done, tears were streaming down her face once again, two burning rivers chafing away at the outer corners of her eyes.


“I d-don’t belong here, Hector,” Alex forced out between heaving breaths. “N-never have. They will all be better off without me.”


Hector’s frown deepened, creasing jagged lines into his always so stoic face. “Have you really thought this through, milady?” he asked. “I am certain Miss Josepha will be heartbroken if you were to just vanish, as would be little Master Maxwell. Not to mention Master Darken…”


Alex stomach constricted painfully. She had left letters to the kids, trying to explain why she couldn’t stay. Why there would be no visits and no staying in touch. As much as she would love to see them grow up, a clear cut would be best for all of them. She simply couldn’t watch from afar when Darken moved on and eventually courted another woman.


They belonged in different worlds. She knew the kids wouldn’t easily forgive her for leaving without a goodbye, particularly Josy, but perhaps that was for the better. Being angry at her would help them to let go. Soon, when life finally returned to normal, she would be nothing but a faded memory to them.


She had tried to write to Darken, too, but there were no words in the world that even started to describe what she felt. Or how sorry she was. Or how it broke her heart to leave him. So she’d ended up saying nothing at all.


When Alex didn't react, Hector prodded gently. “I understand that you are upset by what you heard, miss, but I’m sure everything can be sorted out. Things are never as bad as they seem…” Oh, Heloise had been pretty clear, thank you very much.


“Why don’t you sleep on it for another night,” he suggested. “At least talk to Darken before you make a decision you might regret.”


She would regret it forever, there was not the slightest doubt about it, but leaving was the right decision—even if it killed her to do so.


Alex shook her head, putting some finality into the movement. “I can’t, Hector.”


If she talked to Darken, all reasonableness would go right out of the window. The moment she saw his face, all the arguments that now held weight and merit would suddenly seem so small and irrelevant compared to the feeling of his lips on hers, to the bliss she felt when his arms closed around her, and she would break down and stay for entirely selfish reasons.


Alex released a shaky breath through her slightly open lips. “I should be going.”


Hector didn’t look happy but he hinted a bow, yielding to her decision. “In that case, at least let me order you a cab coach.”


Alex smiled at him through the blurred veil of her tears. “Thank you, Hector … for everything.”


He took her hand, gently tugging back her sleeve, and brushed his lips across her fingers. “It was an honor to be of service, my lady.”


Alex bit the inside of her cheek, swallowing more tears. “Hector … you know I’m not a lady.”


The old man didn’t bat an eye. “I’ll keep it in mind, my lady.”


He returned inside to organize the coach.


Alex turned back to the flower bed. Despite the warmth of the summer day, she felt so incredibly cold. Cold and broken. She hugged herself, but the chill was deep inside her and refused to be banished.


Half an hour later, when the cab coach finally rolled into the driveway, Alex snatched her backpack, hugged Hector one final time, and hurriedly left the mansion before she could change her mind and ruin Darken’s life.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR










THE cab coach rolled to a stop at the bottom of the driveway to Helton Manor. Darken quickly compensated the driver for his time, not waiting for any change, and leapt out of the vehicle.


The entire drive he had itched for his hover-cycle, but it had been secured as piece of evidence by the guardaí on the court grounds after he and Alex had been detained for questioning, and with the slow-grinding mills of the country’s bureaucracy, it would be a couple more days—or, more likely, weeks—before he would get it back. Darken grimaced. He hated to be dependent on others.


He swiftly cleared the short distance to the manor, jumped up the stoop, and pushed through the front door into the hall.


“Alex?”


No answer.


Darken had called his family at the townhouse in Ciradell the moment he’d taken off from the court premises in Shazam and had been informed that Alex had gone to the family’s country house that morning, allegedly to grab some of the personal belongings she’d left there. He suspected what she really wanted was some privacy time after being put through the mill by the court for two days straight, something that simply wasn’t possible with Josepha and particularly Maxwell in the same house. Well, privacy was good. He wanted privacy, too—and he already knew exactly what he intended to do with that privacy.


Grinning a boyish grin, Darken jogged up the stairs to the first floor where the bedrooms were located, taking two steps at a time.


“Alex?”


Her bedroom door at the end of the corridor stood slightly ajar. With his smile broadening, Darken pushed at it with his fingertips and slipped inside. “Alex?”


He paused, slightly confused by the sight greeting him. The bed had been stripped of its linen, pillows and blankets neatly folded on top of the white cover. His gaze glided over the empty shelves, the wicker chair that had usually held at least a few items of clothing … all clean and empty. No sign of the spider or any of her personal stuff.


The door to the bathroom was open, yet when Darken approached it, he could see that it was just as clean and empty as the bedroom. As though nobody were living there. What on—?


Someone softly cleared their throat behind him.


Darken pivoted toward the door. Hector was standing inside the wooden frame, hands clasped tightly in front of his elegant, dark butler’s vest. The deep frown in the older man’s expression immediately told him something was wrong. A cold, tingly feeling raced up his arms and down his back, forming an icy knot in the base of his stomach. Something had happened. Something concerning Alex.


“Where is she?” he asked, his deep voice rough.


“The lady isn’t here,” Hector replied a little stiffly, and something flashed in his eyes. It was gone too quickly to be completely sure, but Darken could have sworn it had been a flicker of suppressed pain. The knot in his stomach tightened.


“I can see that myself,” he snapped, irritated by his own sharpening temper. “Where is she?”


The old family butler let out a heavy sigh and opened his hands. “The lady … has left, sir.”


“Left?” Darken repeated dully, not willing to accept the conclusion that his mind was trying to draw from all the glaring hints around him. “What do you mean, ‘left’?”


The look Hector gave him held way too much sympathy. The old man sighed again. “The lady left about an hour ago with strict instructions not to tell you that she is going to the long-distance coach station at Tillwick Grove.”


Darken’s eyes narrowed. “The long-distance coach station? Why would she—?”


It hit him like a bullet between the eyes. Left. Alex had left. But not just the house. Him!


The floor dropped from underneath his feet just to come back up hard, whacking him from below. Unable to keep his footing, Darken sank onto the too tidy bed, shaken to the marrow of his bones.


Why? The question burned through him like chimaeric fire. Why would she leave him? Now that everything was finally over. Now that they could finally be together.


Darken hunched over and buried his head in his hands, fighting the staggering pain ripping at his chest and chewing at his heart.


She had said she loved him. Why say that and then leave? True, he had just saved her from the brink of death when she told him, and she had been half-delirious at the time, but he’d still thought … had still believed… He pressed the heels of his palm to his eye-sockets. After gaining some temporal and physical distance from him and the events, had she come to realize it had merely been gratitude speaking out of her, not love? 


No. It simply made no sense. In every kiss, in every single skin-tingling touch they had shared since their night in Duncan’s Teeth, he had felt her burning desire for him. A hot, ardent longing that so much mirrored his own and pulled them together while a thousand of obstacles tried to keep them apart. She loved him, he was absolutely sure of it.


But sometimes love wasn’t enough. His heart contracted painfully. Now that she’d had the time to think everything over, had she come to the decision he’d feared she might make? That, feelings or not, being together with a Forfeit would be too much trouble, especially when he came with a family like his own?


She was free now, cleared from her murder charge. She could go anywhere. Make a fresh start. No ties, no trouble. Why would she stay with him when she had the chance to start over without any burdens weighing her down?


Part of him refused to believe Alex would just choose the easy way out instead of at least taking a chance. There hadn’t yet been a challenge the spider wouldn’t tackle with a fierce smile and a knife hidden in her palm. Then again, she had simply packed her stuff and slipped away without a word, not even giving him the chance to try and change her mind. Wasn’t that message enough?


Hector cleared his throat again. With an effort, Darken lifted his head, gazing at the older man’s face through the haze of his despair.


“If it makes any difference, sir … the lady was crying when she left.”


A tiny frown puckered Darken’s forehead. Alex, crying? That was odd. Alex rarely ever cried. Mostly she just did what he did—hide her emotions behind a spiked, repelling wall of gruffness to quietly chew on them in the privacy of her own heart. So, if she really had cried…


“But if she was sad about leaving, why leave at all?” It just didn’t make any sense.


Hector shifted from one foot to the other, refusing to look at Darken directly. Darken’s instincts sharpened like the blade of a sword drawn along a whetstone. It wasn’t like the old butler to um and err. No, there was something going on here, something slippery that yet eluded his grip.


“What happened?” he asked too softy.


The pattern of the curtain suddenly seemed to hold something of utmost interest to Hector. Heat pumped underneath Darken’s skin. Sweet, delicious heat, brittle and vicious.


“Hector…?”


The butler had come to thoroughly inspect the bedsheets. He studied them a moment longer before his gaze finally slid up to meet Darken’s. He straightened his spine and loosely folded his hands, regaining some of his typical stoic manner. “I was under the impression that the lady believed she was doing what is best for you, sir.”


“For me?” Darken blinked, completely puzzled.


Hector sniffed. “From what I understood, she was of the opinion that—and I cite—accepting a shaper mongrel like her into the family would permanently damage the reputation of the House Dubois and that being with her would ruin all your chances of finally being a part of the royal elite. You might think you love her now, but your infatuation with her—”


“Infatuation?” Darken growled.


“—will fade once you meet all the trueborn ladies who are now eligible matches for you. She doesn’t want to be the biggest mistake of your life, and she wanted to save you the trouble of having to ditch her yourself. All things considered, it would be better for everyone involved if she just vanished from your lives.”


Darken gaped at him. If Hector had whacked him over the head with a sledgehammer, he wouldn’t have been more startled. “Those were her words?”


The older man nodded. “More or less.”


“But … where in the Great Mother’s name would she get the hideous idea that…” He paused. Closed his eyes as the truth filled him with cold, bitter fury. “Mother.”


Hector didn't reply, but his silence was confirmation enough. Darken’s hands curled into tight fists. Leave it to his dear mother to ruin every good thing that ever happened to him. The heat in his veins ignited, turning into a river of molten lava, hungry and eager to destroy. If she had said or done something that had given Alex the impression that she wasn’t welcome … no wonder Hector had been reluctant to speak up. He was in his way a part of the family, but he was still professional to a T and speaking ill about the family matriarch didn’t befit his station. 


Hector straightened a button on his vest that didn’t need straightening while peering at Darken from the corner of his eye. “For all her toughness, the lady seems to have suffered a past full of rejections, and it is hardly a secret that she is particularly sensitive about her … special … nature.”


Darken dragged a hand through his raven hair. “As if I or anyone else in the family—except Mother—would care that she is a shaper! There’s nothing I could care less about!”


“Frankly, milord, the lady seems to be the only person who hasn’t quite understood that yet,” Hector said drily.


Darken rose to his feet. “Thank you for telling me, Hector.”


Hope flared inside his chest like a lighthouse appearing at the horizon before a shipwrecked man. Darken knew it was fragile. There was still the possibility that she truly wanted to leave and had just used these arguments as a pretex. But if there was the tiniest chance that she wanted to stay with him, he had to find out, or he would regret it for the rest of his life.


Hector harrumphed. “If you are planning to stop her, I respectfully suggest you get going, sir.”


Darken was already out of the door and heading toward the stairs, with Hector keeping up surprisingly well. “Did she mention her final destination?”


“No, sir, but the next speed coach is leaving at four p.m., destined for the Province of Calgary, and she didn’t seem particularly picky.”


Darken glanced down at his horanium iactari and swore viciously. Half past three. It would be the beginning of rush hour in the city. Even if he called another cab coach, he would never make it in time to the Tillwick Grove Coach Station. Fear slashed at his throat, making it hard to breathe. If she boarded that long-distance coach he might never find her again. He was a damn good hunter, but she was also damn good at hiding, and if she decided she didn’t want to be found… Sweet Jester, he couldn’t lose her now.


Taking a firm hold of his arm, Hector steered him toward the front door. “I suggest you take your brother’s old hover-cycle.” A key landed in Darken’s hand. “I took the liberty of unwrapping and priming it for you and already parked it at the top of the driveway. It’s not exactly in the best condition but it should make the trip.”


Darken stared at the old butler, momentarily at a loss for words. So many years spent together, and he was still able to surprise him in the best possible ways. Gratitude squeezed his heart.


“Hector, you’re the best.” He grabbed the old man’s gnarled hand. “My brother should really give you a pay raise.”


“My salary is already quite generous, sir,” Hector said with a small smile. “But if you truly want to do me a favor, bring the lady back. As a matter of fact, you wouldn’t be the only one who would sorely miss her.”


Hector stepped back and held the front door open for Darken. “And now, do hurry up, milord.”


With another heartfelt smile, Darken rushed outside, cleared the doorstep in one jump, and sprinted up the driveway. Just as promised, the hover-cycle waited at its top, ready for departure. It had clearly seen better days and not just because of the rust peeling from its dented, metal frame. Darken didn’t know how many times Edalyne had urged his brother to finally get rid of that ‘old pile of junk’. Today, he was glad his brother had stubbornly dug in his heels about it. Ah, his hotheaded, ornery brother.


Pushing the activator key into its slot, Darken sent a spark of magic through it and fueled the hover-cycle. The moment it left the ground, he tore forward. Bending low over the handle-bars, he used everything the old machine could give, praying for the second time in a matter of days, but for very different reasons, that he wouldn’t be too late.



[image: ]


SHIFTING her backpack on her shoulder, Alex stepped onto the open-air station platform of the Tillwick Grove Coach Station.


The slim platform was crowded with finely dressed trueborn people loaded with designer suitcases and expensive leather bags, all waiting for the next long-distance coach to roll in: schoolchildren in dapper school uniforms coming from some kind of excursion; a group of elderly ladies in ridiculous brimmed hats with oversized bows and flowers; a young couple with a girl baby sleeping in a buggy…


At least on the outside, Alex didn’t stick out in her soft, black pants and formfitting blazer over a thin, creamy silk shirt. Just another trueborn lady about to go on a journey.


Except that hers was a single journey without a return ticket.


Tears welled in Alex’s eyes, blurring her vision. You’d think she would have no more tears left, but no, every time she thought about what she was going to do, fresh tears would flood her eyes and run down her cheeks, leaving a salty, bitter taste on her lips. The taste of broken dreams.


Around her, tiny flower petals lazily hovered on the warm summer air, perfuming it with a delicate sweetness. Laughter bubbled over the platform, along with excited chatter, babies’ crying, and the yipping of a poodle loudly complaining about a teacup dog being allowed to ride in Mommy’s purse.


Alex squished her lower lip between her teeth. In all her time as a homeless shaper, living by herself in the halfborn nether, she’d never felt so utterly alone in the world. As if everybody around her was moving in quick motion, while she was the only one put on hold, a frozen island in a raging sea of movement, able to see the rest yet forever unable to reach out to them.


Once again, she was on the wrong side of the window gazing into the candy shop, but that door had closed for good and would never open again.


More tears streamed down Alex’s cheeks. She exhaled.


It is better like this, she told herself for the zillionth time. The words had become her silent mantra on the way here. It was the right thing to do. So why did it feel like her heart was breaking over and over again? As though she were breathing glass shards and they were cutting her open from within. Wounds that were invisible from the outside yet bound to slowly but surely bleed her dry. Was this how dying felt?


She had suffered so much in her life, the events of the last few weeks holding a top spot in that regard, but nothing—nothing—had ever hurt as much as leaving Darken.


A tinny voice buzzed out of the loudspeakers, echoing over the platform, “Speed coach to Calgary incoming in six minutes.”


Alex straightened her spine and swallowed back the persisting tears. Six more minutes, and she would be gone, molten into the shadows like a spider in the night.


Crumpling her ticket between her fingers, she drifted left toward the marker pole flagging the area where her compartment would be.


“And where do you think you’re going?”


Alex’s heart did a double flip inside her chest. No—impossible! She wheeled around, eyes wide.


Just short of the platform, Darken leaned against an old, battered hover-cycle that appeared to be stemming right from the scrap heap. The sun played on his windswept dark hair, painting golden accents onto his aristocratic features. The sleeves of his black shirt were rolled up to expose the golden and black lines of his tattoos, which wound from the backs of his hands over his muscle-corded lower arms and seemed to move in the play of light and shadows. He looked unearthly handsome and irresistibly hot—and utterly pissed!


How did he even find her?


A few people were slowing around them, throwing them inquisitive glances that dripped off Darken’s unconcealed Forfeit tattoos like water drops from a bubble of oil, but Alex barely noticed their stares. All she saw was Darken.


He had come to stop her. He had ridden that … thing … to prevent her from leaving. Everything in her yearned to cross the short distance between them, throw herself into his arms and never let go again. Except there was a reason why she was here, and she couldn’t break down now.


Fighting hard to keep her voice neutral and steady, Alex raised her chin in the air. “I’m going back where I belong.”


Darken’s eyes flared, a deadly, blood-red sea under a stormy night sky. He pushed away from the hover-cycle and stepped onto the platform, stalking closer, slowly, furiously, like a predator cornering his prey.


“Funny. I thought you belonged with me.”


Alex’s heart skipped a beat just to pick up faster than before. There was no place in the world she’d rather be. But that was the point, wasn’t it? For once, this wasn’t about what she wanted. She had to be strong—for him.


When she remained mute, bitterness flooded Darken’s eyes. “You said you loved me. But I guess that wasn’t enough.”


“You stupid man, I’m leaving because I love you!” The words just blurted out of Alex before she could stop them.


Darken bared his teeth. “How does that even make any sense?”


Alex snarled and flung her hands in the air, all her pain and fury about the unfairness of the world blending into an explosive mixture that snapped her resolve like brittle chopsticks.


“Don’t you get it? I’m doing this for you! So that you can finally live the life you always wanted. A real life, as part of the elite. As long as I’m around, you will never have that!” The truth was like a poisoned knife twisting in her gut. Tears were freely streaming down her face now, but she didn't bother to wipe them away. “I am n-no longer your only option out there, and I d-don’t want to be your b-biggest regret.”


“You’re the one who’s not getting it, Alex,” Darken growled, his hands clenching into tight fists at his sides. “When I said I wanted to be free of the Order, I was speaking of the killing assignments, the forced sex, the punishments. I always wanted more time to spend with my family, yes. But the rest? I never cared about any of it.” He furiously started to pace up and down in front of her. “I don’t give a damn about balls and social gatherings or my public image.” He paused to glare at her. “You want to know what I want, Alex? I want you. Human skin, shaper skin, the whole deal.”


Alex stared at him, too stunned to make even the slightest sound.


“Attention,” the voice of the station master announced through the loudspeakers. “Speed coach to Calgary approaching.”


All around them, the platform erupted into busy movement as people swept toward the platform edge. Darken used the moment to bridge the gap between them and stopped right in front of Alex. He was so close she felt the scorching heat rolling off him in waves, licking at her skin.


He tugged a finger under her chin and lifted her head so that she was looking up into his swirling, fire-lit eyes.


“I will have many regrets in my life, sweetheart, but choosing you will not be one of them.” His gaze captured her, burned into her, holding her so she couldn’t possibly look away. “When I said I loved you, I didn’t say it because you were my only option. I said it because it is the truth.”


Alex’s thoughts fractured into a thousand pieces, scattering every which way like a litter of rabbit kittens before a wolf. She desperately grabbed onto one of them, digging her teeth into it.


“What—what if your brother loses the election because of me?”


“If he loses the election because of one little spider then he’s not a really good politician.” Darken’s warm hand slid up her jaw, coming to rest at the nape of her neck. His eyes were dead serious. “There are more important things in the world than political achievements, Alex. My bother has his priorities straight. He knows that.”


Alex opened her mouth to protest, but Darken’s stern gaze silenced her.


“You’re afraid to trust, I get it,” he said softly. “You keep pushing people away, never even giving them a chance to get close to you. But if you don’t let them close, you’ll never find out if they can accept you. Most of my family does and others will too, if only you give them a chance.” His voice slipped into a low, ragged snarl. “And the rest of the world can go to hell for all I care.”


He meant it. He’d actually thought about it. A life with her. He was absolutely serious about it. The thought made Alex dizzy.


The stream of people boarding the speed coach waiting beside the platform was thinning.


Darken leaned forward until mere inches separated their faces, his eyes bright with burning intensity. “Listen to me Alex, so that this finally penetrates that stubborn head of yours. I love you. If I could choose from all the women in the world, I would choose you, again and again and again. You will always be my choice, just like you’ve always been.”


He drew back a little and a shadow crossed his features, a hint of pain darkening the skin around his eyes. “But if you don’t want to spend your life with a Forfeit, I would understand. I might be free of the Order, but I still am what I am. Life with someone like me will never be easy.”


He was actually worried that she might turn him down! Fool. Idiot.


“If you really think I would give a damn about easy, you’re even more stupid than you look,” Alex snapped. Why the hell would she go for easy if she could have him?


“I love you,” she told him. “With everything I am.”


A soft, gentle warmth filled Darken’s eyes, turning them from dark brown to that rich, intoxicating shade of espresso laced with a sip of golden whiskey, reminding her so much of their very first encounter. So deep and staggering and familiar, and what she read in them drove her heart rate up to hazardous levels.


“Then stay with me, Alex.”


His lips were so close she only had to tilt her head up a smidgen to touch them.


It could be hers, she realized with her heart pounding in her throat. Everything she’d dreamed of could be hers. If she dared to take the plunge. The realization filled her with excitement—and a little fear. She swallowed. “But … you’re a trueborn royal, I’m a shaper mongrel … how is this ever gonna work?”


Darken’s lips slowly curved into his arrogant, lazy trueborn smile that always made her want to punch him, but mostly just made her want to kiss him. “Just let that be my worry.”


The backpack slipped from Alex’s fingers and dropped onto the platform with a clattering sound as she wrapped her arms around Darken’s neck and pressed her lips to his.


Darken growled low in his throat and circled his arms around her lower back, slightly lifting her feet off the ground as he pulled her to him.


“Last call for the speed coach to Calgary,” the station master called out. Three sharp whistles cut through the air. 


Darken wound his arms tighter around Alex and kissed her with a fierceness that bordered on insanity. His burning lips covered hers, their touch raging through her, setting every inch of her body on fire and reaching deep into the hindmost corners of her soul.


Sweet Jester and may the Great Mother be merciful! This was what it had to be like to be kissed by Death, but instead of dying, Alex felt more alive than ever before and so unspeakably happy she literally couldn’t find any words for it.


Far away, she heard the long-distance coach gaining speed and hurtling out of the station, but she didn’t care. She was high above the ground, floating somewhere on the edge between heaven and hell, and she didn’t plan on coming back down to earth for at least the next hundred years.


Sweet Jester, if this is a dream, please, please, never let me wake up again!


When they finally broke apart, Alex and Darken were both out of breath and the platform was all but empty around them. They looked at each other and grinned.


Darken raised one hand, gently tugging a strand of pale blond hair behind her ear and running his thumb over her lips, his touch light as a feather. “I love you, Alexis Harper.”


Lifting one eyebrow, Alex gave him a sly smile. “You know you shouldn’t have said that, sugar,” she drawled, “because now I’ve trapped you in my web, and I will never let you go again.”


Darken bent down and cupped her face with both hands, the kiss that followed a sweet, delicious promise of everything that was waiting for them.


“In that case,” he whispered as his lips softly brushed hers, “I’m exactly where I want to be.”







THE END






WHAT’S NEXT




Darken and Alex have found their happiness together, but not all the stories in the world of the Trueborn Heirs have yet been told…




Josepha Dubois-Léclaire is a daughter of the royal elite, aristocracy writ large. Her rare magical healing talent has turned the spotlight on her since early childhood and every step of her path seems predetermined. Faced with the high expectations of her family, her peers and the trueborn society, Josy secretly wants nothing more than to escape it all. So when she receives a request to participate in an important diplomatic mission in her capacity as a Healer, she doesn’t hesitate for a second.




As the scapegoat for his father’s crimes, hostility and condemnation have become Lucian Beauchamp-Mareille’s daily bread. At the same time, his position in the line of succession makes him an object of desire for every power-hungry elite family looking to boost their position, and more than one politician tries to use him as puppet in the power struggle for the rule over the country. But Lucian has other plans, and the sweet, innocent little Dubois girl comes in very handy.




But when war threatens to throw the country into chaos, Josy and Lucian must put their personal problems in the background and work together to protect the people they care about. And even their conjoined efforts might not be enough...




Stay in touch! 
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