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 The story so far… 
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    IN FATEMARKED… 
 
    The Hundred Years War has stretched over a century, ravaging the nations of the Four Kingdoms. Before the war began, a prophecy was made by a woman now known as the Western Oracle. The prophecy, which promised the coming of the fatemarked, who would bring peace to the lands, has been forgotten by many, while others believe it to be naught but a legend. Still, the truth of the ancient words has begun to come to pass, as there are those being born with strange markings that grant the bearers unusual powers. In some lands, the marked are revered; in others, hated, even put to death.  
 
    One of the fatemarked, the Kings’ Bane, has his own prophecy: to bring death to eight rulers across the Four Kingdoms, which will usher in a time of peace. His work has already begun—three rulers have been killed in swift succession: King Wolfric Gäric, known as the Dread King of the North, King Gill Loren of the West, and King Oren Ironclad, the Juggernaut of the East, have all fallen. But Bane’s task is far from finished, and now he plans to turn his attention to the south… 
 
    Little is known of what has been transpiring in the southern empires of Calyp and Phanes, except that the two nations have been embroiled in a civil war caused by the marriage dissolution of the two main sovereigns, Empress Sun Sandes and Emperor Vin Hoza…. 
 
    In the kingdoms, however, time has marched ever onwards… 
 
    To the west: 
 
    With the death of King Gill Loren at the hand of the Kings’ Bane, his eldest nephew, Jove Loren, attempts to usurp the throne from the true heir, Princess Rhea Loren. To accomplish this, Rhea is charged by the furia with breaking her vow of purity with a common thief known as Grease Jolly, an alias for his true name—Grey Arris. As punishment, a “W” for whore is carved on her face, leaving permanent scars. In her mind, her greatest attribute, her beauty, has been stripped from her, leaving her with nothing left but revenge.  
 
    When her horror and sadness turn to white-hot anger, she murders her cousin Jove and reclaims her crown, vowing next to win the war and defeat her enemies on all sides… 
 
    Meanwhile, Grey Arris’s sister, Shae Arris, who is fatemarked, is abducted by the furia and taken south to a chain of islands called the Dead Isles, which are rumored to be haunted. Grey, charged with thievery, has his hand cut off as punishment, but manages to escape Knight’s End with some help from Rhea. Grey follows the furia, eventually hiring onto a ship, The Jewel, which is headed south. His goal: find his sister and rescue her…  
 
    To the north: 
 
    After Bane murders the Dread King, the crown shifts to Archer Gäric. However, before he can claim it, his uncle, Lord Griswold, swoops in, accusing he and his mother, Sabria Loren, of conspiring to kill the king. The eldest of the king’s heirs, Annise, feels powerless as she watches the execution of her mother. When Archer is brought to be executed, however, the executioner suddenly makes himself known as a famous warrior known as the Armored Knight. They escape through the sewers along with another knight, Sir Dietrich. 
 
    While they travel to the southern part of the realm, Annise realizes she has turned eighteen and now has the primary claim on the throne. She refuses to tell her brother, though she confides in the Armored Knight, who turns out to be her long-lost friend from childhood, Tarin Sheary, believed to be dead, but now cursed by the witch’s potion that saved his life. They also meet up with their eccentric aunt, Lady Zelda, who reveals that the Kings’ Bane is actually their younger brother, who was smuggled from the north immediately after birth. 
 
    When the easterners attack Raider’s Pass, Archer is knocked unconscious by the Kings’ Bane, his own brother, who turns up to try to kill Annise, who is now the lawful queen of the north. However, Sir Dietrich manages to fight Bane off, showcasing his uncanny skills with the blade. Bane, exhausted from the ordeal, vanishes. Annise and the others seize victory from the east, killing King Ironclad and others.  
 
    Now, with Annise having declared herself the true queen and with Archer comatose, the Gärics and their allies are marching north toward Castle Hill to reclaim the throne from the usurper, Lord Griswold… 
 
    To the east: 
 
    When a young man named Roan, who grew up in Calypso, contracts the plague from a mysterious beggar on the street, he’s sent to quarantine on an island called Dragon’s Breath. There he reveals his own fatemark, called the lifemark, which allows him to heal himself and escape the island, which is guarded by two-headed dragons. Fateful currents pull him to the east, where a chance meeting makes him the prisoner of Prince Gareth Ironclad, who immediately brings him to Ironwood and the eastern capital of Ferria, the Iron City, where humans live in harmony with the Orians, a mystical people who can channel the ore that lies beneath the forest.  
 
    With the help of one of the Orians, a fatemarked named Gwendolyn Storm, King Ironclad swiftly learns of Roan’s marking, and forces him into helping their armies as they march on Raider’s Pass to exact revenge on the north for the killing of the queen. Roan reluctantly agrees, and soon learns that the east has another of the fatemarked, a mighty warrior named Beorn Stonesledge, the ironmarked. Roan also discovers that, as the first-born son, Gareth is “the Shield,” which means his life is forfeit, to be given to protect the second-born son, Guy, the true heir to the eastern throne.  
 
    Along the way, Roan begins to grow close to both Gwen and Gareth… 
 
    At Raider’s Pass, the north defeats them, killing King Ironclad, Prince Guy Ironclad, and injuring Beorn Stonesledge. Gareth Ironclad is nearly killed by the Kings’ Bane as he tries to protect Guy, but Roan saves him by using his lifemark.  
 
    In the aftermath of defeat, Gwendolyn Storm realizes who Roan really is: Roan Loren, prince of the west and true heir to the Western Kingdom. She helps him escape and together they slip away, crossing the border between nations and into the Tangle, the largest western forest, known to be almost impassable… 
 
      
 
    IN TRUTHMARKED… 
 
    To the north: 
 
    While her brother, Archer, continues his slumber, Queen Annise Gäric leads her forces against Castle Hill. Before they reach their destination, they encounter a knight, Sir Metz, who has just come from the castle. He brings tidings of an army of monsters, created from men by an elixir contrived by Lord Griswold’s potionmaster, Darkspell. Though the news shakes Annise, she refuses to back down from the fight. 
 
    During the battle, the monsters are killed one by one, but not without a heavy toll: Annise loses almost her entire army, including Lady Zelda’s husband, Sir Craig. However, they do make one ally during the bloodbath—Sir Jonius, in the form of a monstrous bear, who, by sheer will of heart, manages to maintain control and switches sides, helping them achieve victory, killing the Ice Lord and Lord Griswold, both of whom are monsters themselves.  
 
    Tarin Sheary, the Armored Knight, also survives, but is overcome by his bloodlust. Fearing he might be capable of harming Annise, he sneaks away while she is held captive by her queenly duties… 
 
    With her army annihilated and having learned that her uncle had lost the rest of the northern forces in the Bay of Bounty, Annise knows the north is ripe for invasion. Sir Jonius comes forward with a map only recently discovered. The map shows the location of an ancient group of mighty warriors known as the Sleeping Knights, who, as legend tells, will awaken in the north’s time of need. Annise immediately begins making plans to lead a small expedition into the Hinterlands to locate these knights, who may be the north’s only hope… 
 
    To the west:  
 
    Queen Rhea Loren, much to the chagrin of her cousin and advisor, Ennis Loren, enlists the help of a man known as the Summoner, long considered to be a practitioner of old magic forbidden by their deity, Wrath. When the northern armada sails out from Blackstone, Rhea commands him to summon an ancient monster of the deep called Wrathos. He does, and is killed a moment later, but not before Wrathos obliterates the northern ships, leaving none alive. During the melee, Ennis disobeys a direct command from his sovereign, saving Rhea rather than the Summoner. 
 
    With no other choice, Rhea charges Ennis with treason and plans his execution. In the end, however, her conscience makes a reappearance and she fakes his death, giving him a disguise and false name in her guard… 
 
    Meanwhile, in the Tangle, Roan and Gwen struggle to navigate through the insufferable forest. Soon they are joined by Gareth Ironclad, who tracks them after fleeing the east as the failed Shield. Together, they overcome an unexpected attack by a wood nymph queen, who tries to enslave Roan and Gareth. Gwen saves them with help from a half-man, half-bear who calls himself Bear Blackboots and then disappears.  
 
    Eventually they reach Knight’s End, where Roan decides to take a risk and reveal himself to his sister. Rhea swiftly betrays him, imprisoning Gwen and Gareth. Gareth tries to commit suicide so he can’t be ransomed to the east, but Roan saves his life yet again.  
 
    When Roan and Rhea uncover information that implies either the Western Oracle or her son might still be alive, she forces him to go south, to the Calypsian city of Citadel, to bring them back in chains. If he doesn’t, she promises to kill Gwendolyn Storm… 
 
    To the south… 
 
    In Calypso, the Beggar who infected Roan allows himself to be captured by the empress, Sun Sandes, but is then pushed into her by Bane, who shows up unexpectedly. She dies of the plague, Bane’s fourth kill under the prophecy.  
 
    The Calypsian throne is fought for by two of her daughters, Raven and Fire, but it is Fire, one of the fatemarked, who emerges with the empire. She immediately plans a mission to Phanes to attack the Southron Gates, taking most of her elite warriors, the guanero, led by Goggin. They cross the desert, stopping only in the oasis of Kesh, where Fire is nearly assassinated. From there they ford the Spear, marching on the Gates, managing to melt two of the four massive doors before Phanecian forces repel them. Fire is killed, her body exploding in a firestorm that incinerates the remaining enemies and lights the Tangle, far to the north, on fire.  
 
    The Unburning Tree finally burns to ash. 
 
    Raven Sandes becomes empress without challenge from her youngest sister, Whisper, who is heartbroken by the death of her mother and sister. Raven learns it was the easterners that plotted to assassinate Fire at Kesh, and she immediately begins considering revenge… 
 
    In Phanes, Jai Jiroux is a slave master bearing the justicemark. He is intent on freeing his slaves in Garadia Mine and helping them escape across the border. His opportunity comes when the mine is attacked by a group of rebels known as the Black Tears. They are led by Sonika Vaid, although it is another of them, Shanti Parthena Laude, who Jai becomes closest with. Together, they lead five thousand slaves across the arid wasteland, barely surviving an attack from a feared red pyzon, before reaching the Southron Gates at the same moment as the attack by the Calypsians.  
 
    Simultaneously, the Beggar, who has been befriended by Bane, appears before Jai. Bane has charged him with spreading the plague in Phanes to eradicate any warmongers. However, the Beggar refuses, remembering who he once was, a boy named Chavos. Instead, he stabs himself in the gut, though Bane manages to save him.  
 
    In the confusion, Jai, the Black Tears, and the surviving slaves breach the wall and emerge into western territory—free at last! However, in a horrifying twist of fate, one of the slaves, an ex-master named Axa, betrays them with a magic mirror, which allows the emperor, Vin Hoza, who bears the slavemark, to reenslave them all.  
 
    They are brought back to Garadia, where Jai, along with most of the Black Tears, is now a slave in the very mine he once controlled. Shanti, however, is taken to Phanea to slave away in the palace. Jai is in despair until Bane kills Emperor Hoza, thus releasing every slave across Phanes from his magic… 
 
      
 
    IN SOULMARKED… 
 
    To the north: 
 
    When Annise Gäric heads north in search of the legendary Sleeping Knights, she meets one of the fatemarked, Lisbeth Lorne, who bears the soulmark, a blue eye that allows her to see the deepest parts of the souls around her. With Lisbeth’s help, Annise manages to locate, awaken, and free the Sleeping Knights from their slumber, giving the kingdom the army they so desperately need.  
 
    Meanwhile, Tarin Sheary travels with the renowned blacksmith, Fay, to Darrin to defend against an eastern invasion. He expects to find a stalwart force of war-hardened soldiers, but those left are the dregs, a craven group drinking themselves into oblivion. Tarin strives to prepare them for what is to come, all the while fighting his own demons.  
 
    In Castle Hill, Sir Christoff Metz is training the newly established Queen’s Army, but when he hears of the plight in Darrin, he leads an all-female force across the frozen wasteland.  
 
    The east finally attacks with an army led by Beorn Stonesledge, the ironmarked, but is repelled by Tarin Sheary’s defenders until help can arrive in the form of Annise’s Sleeping Knights and Sir Metz’s smaller but determined force. Beorn Stonesledge is killed. However, after the battle, Annise learns that her stronghold at Castle Hill has been taken by an infamous band of sellswords known as the Brotherhood, who have captured Lady Zelda… 
 
    To the west… 
 
    Rhea Loren, inspired by her own pregnancy, reunites with her younger siblings, Bea and Leo, finally releasing them from prison. However, when she learns of a plot by Bea to overthrow her, Rhea strives to teach them a lesson by summoning Wrathos and scaring them into obedience. She loses control of the sea monster and it devours Bea while she and Leo stare on in horror.  
 
    At the same time, Rhea’s cousin, Ennis, secretly tries to help the prisoners, Gwendolyn Storm and Gareth Ironclad, escape to prevent the poisonmaster, Darkspell, from releasing a plague that will wipe out the Orians. Ennis is captured and banished to Phanes, while Gwen and Gareth make for the border river, the Spear. At the Spear, they find Darkspell at the river’s edge about to spill his potion into the water supply. They are too late…but then Rhea, in a change of heart, kills the potionmaster. She returns to Knight’s End determined to make peace with her eastern and northern neighbors, turning her military attention to the southern slavers in Phanes…  
 
    To the south… 
 
    In the Burning Sea, Grey Arris and his sister, Shae, sail on The Jewel toward Pirate’s Peril, where they hope to uncover the truth of Shae’s mysterious connection to the pirate king from her dreams. As they approach the island, they are attacked by treacherous sea vampires called Drahma, but manage to survive the attack, though there are numerous casualties. The pirates capture them and they finally meet the pirate king, Erric Clawborn. He also bears a marking, a halfmark, which completes Shae’s marking. Before they can explore their power further, the Drahma attack the island. Their combined forces manage to defeat the vicious sea creatures, driving them back into the ocean. In the aftermath, Shae and Erric learn that they have the power to either destroy all the fatemarked, including themselves, or further strengthen the fatemarked of their choosing. They decide the latter, and the pirates set sail for Phanes… 
 
    In Phanes, a rebellion is brewing, with the Black Tears, Jai Jiroux, and Shanti Parthena Laude at its core. They seek to overthrow the Hoza brothers until Shanti learns that the new emperor, Falcon Hoza, is not a bad man. Jai also discovers a slave army, ten-thousand strong, trained from birth to fight for the empire and none else. The efforts of the rebellion come to a head when Falcon’s brothers, Fang and Fox, challenge him for the empire. In the ultimate betrayal, Fang kills Fox and then poisons Falcon. Just before Fang kills Falcon, Jai uses his justicemark to take control of the slave army and kill Fang. The slavers are overthrown, the slaves liberated, leaving the empire in a time of upheaval… 
 
    In Calypso, Roan Loren makes his way to Citadel, where he begins to study under the supervision of the scholar, Lady Windy Sandes. His goal: learn of the origins of the fatemarked and their purpose.  
 
    Simultaneously, the new empress, Raven Sandes, seeks to fight off the easterners, who continue to attack the Calypsian borders under the command of King Grian Ironclad. Angered, she agrees to a dragon attack on their capital, Ferria in the heart of Ironwood.  
 
    Roan tries to dissuade Raven of this course of action, and at the last moment she calls off the war. However, several of her dragonmasters rebel, attacking Raven and her allies and flying for Ferria. Her royal soldiers, the guanero, are killed, but Raven manages to survive. When she tries again to stop the attack, she watches as the ore-based Ferrian defenses wipe out all her dragons, their masters, and her soldiers… 
 
    To the east… 
 
    While the Calypsian assault continues, the Kings’ Bane appears. The deathmarked one has had his own problems: poisoned by his friend and ally, Chavos the plaguemarked, he is weakened but not defeated. He pretends to try to kill Gareth Ironclad to gain the attention of Roan Loren, but both Raven and Roan intervene. Bane manages to use his power to transport Raven back to Calypso, where she is taken captive by her aunt, Lady Viper, who has usurped the throne in her absence… 
 
    Bane also transports Roan to a place of darkness and silence, where he tries to convince the Peacemaker to join him. Roan rejects him, however, and goes back to Citadel to continue his studies, where he learns the answers he seeks are in the decimated nation of Teragon… 
 
    Angry and alone once more, Bane decides the only path to peace is for the Four Kingdoms to be united under one ruler: 
 
    Him. 
 
      
 
    And now, the story continues…


 
   
  
 

 Prelude 
 
    Crimea, Circa 532 
 
    THE HORDE 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    He didn’t enjoy the taste of blood, not the way they did. 
 
    And yet there was a measure of satisfaction in seeing it spilt so easily, crimson puddles darkening as twilight fell like a scythe across the most powerful nation in the world.  
 
    It was a prelude of things to come. Practice for the grand event.  
 
    Vengeance will be mine, he thought as he strode amongst the carnage: ruined buildings, once grand and fine, now laid low by fire and hammer; bodies adorned in the finest silks and leathers, now torn and shredded, soaked in death and ash; beautiful beasts of war, magnificent horses and the famed mongolbeasts, with their thick legs, flat heads, and curved spikes protruding from their snouts…dead. Broken. Fallen like all the others before them. 
 
    The Horde was a force of nature, as powerful and unstoppable as a giant wave roiling across the ocean.  
 
    And I will crash on the Four Kingdoms, he thought. Oh, yes. I shall crash. 
 
    And they will burn. 
 
    In their tongue, he was known as Kklar-Ggra. 
 
    Son-Gäric.  
 
    Others called him the Lost Son. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART I 
 
      
 
    Roan   [image: ]   Zelda   [image: ]   Annise 
 
    Christoff   [image: ]   Tarin   [image: ]   Lisbeth 
 
    Rhea   [image: ]   Gareth   [image: ]   Gwendolyn 
 
    Siri 
 
      
 
    In life, we fought, we raged, we conquered worlds without measure. In death, we met the truth with upraised chins, our jaws set. In the eternities, that’s where we loved.  
 
    Japarti, famous Calypsian poet  
 
   


  
 

 One 
 
    The Southern Empire, Citadel (circa 532) 
 
    Roan Loren 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    He awoke with a start, the dream fading into the orange light flickering around him.  
 
    Strangely, the smell of death—melting copper, burning tar—lingered on the tip of his nose. 
 
    That single word pounded in time with his beating heart: Horde…Horde…Horde… 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Roan whispered, closing his eyes. Thankfully, the images were gone, sucked back into the Void from whence they’d come. 
 
    “And that, my young acolyte, is music to a scholar’s ears,” a familiar voice said. 
 
    Roan’s eyes flashed open to find a face bearing a whimsical expression peering down at him. The woman’s hair was a tangled bird’s nest, her skin the color of molasses, gilded with honey from the flickering wall sconces affixed to each wall. Windy Sandes, the eccentric but shrewd aunt to Raven Sandes. She was the master of Citadel, the Calypsian city renowned for its archives, the largest collection of knowledge in all the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    “Wha—what?” he said, trying to sit up. The room spun, the heaped piles of books and disjointed baskets of scrolls spiraling like the wings of a falling bird.  
 
    Windy reached out and collected him under the arms, her spindly fingers stronger than they looked as she laid him down gently. Something soft caught him in a warm embrace—a mattress and two fluffy pillows. “Slowly,” she said. “You’ve been unconscious for almost two days. You’ve had nothing but drips of water to sustain you.” 
 
    Two days? Roan strained to remember how he’d arrived back in Citadel. 
 
    Images appeared, one at a time at first, and then pouring forth like the waters behind a released dam.  
 
    The mutiny against Empress Raven Sandes. The dragon attack on the eastern stronghold at Ferria.  
 
    Bane. 
 
    What had the dark bearer of the deathmark said to him? No, Roan thought. It wasn’t what he had said, it was what he had shown him. That glimpse into the past, where the Western Oracle and her son, Bear Blackboots, had been transcribing her visions.  
 
    In the beginning, there shall be Death and there shall be Light.  
 
    And they shall be two sides of the same coin.  
 
    “No,” Roan said aloud, still trying to refute the truth that had been laid bare. “It cannot be.” 
 
    I am nothing like Bane. I am a different coin. He lied to me, or twisted the truth to suit his purposes.  
 
    “What cannot be?” Windy asked.  
 
    Roan’s eyes snapped to meet hers. For a moment, lost in the memory, he’d forgotten she was there. He remembered something else: It was Bane who had given him the gift that allowed him to return to Citadel. Bane had wanted him to return to that dark place with no beginning or end, the place where time seemed to stand still, an eternity held back by nothing but will and shadows.  
 
    “I,” he said, but then stopped. Raven. “Where is your niece? Bane took her when—” 
 
    “My dear sister Viper usurped the throne while Raven was being betrayed by her own dragon masters.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s true.” Windy spun a lock of wispy hair around one finger. “Even I underestimated my sister’s wiles. Evidently she’s been building an army of criminals from the fighting pits of Zune.” 
 
    Roan shook his head, trying to make sense of the senseless. “What will happen to Raven? To her sister, Whisper?” 
 
    “Viper has held a grudge against Sun and her daughters for many years. She will not be kind to them.” 
 
    “But what will she—” 
 
    “I don’t know!” It was the first time Roan had ever seen the keeper of the archives lose her temper. Windy refused to meet his eyes.  
 
    “We have to help them,” Roan said. Even as he said it, helplessness seemed to push in from all sides. Every step he took forward seemed to drive him back a dozen paces. He remembered what he’d been told time and time again: Peace is impossible. The Four Kingdoms do not want peace. Even his closest friends, Gwen and Gareth, had told him this. Hell, his own sister, Rhea Loren, wanted to wage war on three fronts at once.  
 
    Windy’s eyes snapped back to his. “And what of the fate of the Four Kingdoms? Would you watch it burn while you save the lives of a mere two players?” 
 
    “There are no players, no pieces to be moved,” Roan said. “This isn’t some game.” 
 
    “Exactly. This is real. And our lands sit on the edge of a knife. On one side is peace, and on the other war. Or we may be torn in two.” Windy paused, but Roan could tell she wasn’t finished. “Unless we do something first.” 
 
    Roan let that thought sit for a moment in the silence. It was so close to his own thoughts over the last few weeks that it couldn’t be coincidence. He was meant to be in this place, at this time. The winds of fate and the strength of his own two feet and Bane’s unexpected gift had brought him here, whether for good or ill. Something Windy had said broke loose in his mind. “Thank you. For quenching my thirst while I slept.” 
 
    Windy’s eyes narrowed slightly, but then widened. “It is not me you should thank, but Yela. She rarely left your side. She squeezed the sponge that dripped the water between your lips.” 
 
    Yela, Roan remembered, the girl he’d once believed to be dead, murdered at the hands of his guardian, Markin Swansea. As it turned out, Markin had faked her death to threaten Roan into never using the power of his lifemark again, at least not publicly. Now Yela and her brother, Daris, were scholars under the tutelage of Lady Windy Sandes herself.  
 
    “Please, thank her for me,” Roan said, feeling an odd electric sensation buzz through him at the thought of Yela’s silky dark hair brushing his cheeks as she leaned over him, pushing a finger between his lips to open them to receive each drop of water… 
 
    “You can thank her yourself,” Windy said. “She’s standing just behind me.” 
 
    Roan snapped away from his thoughts, feeling heat on his cheeks. Yela peered around Windy’s bony shoulder, offering a quick wave.  
 
    The heat left his cheeks quickly when his eyes met hers. Her eyes were pools of night-dark water speckled with starlight. Despite having only truly known her a few days, she felt like a dear friend already. There was something about the quiet time they spent seeking knowledge together that felt…intimate.  
 
    Roan brushed away the thought. “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    Her eyes never left his. “It was nothing.” She hurried on, as if anxious to depart the topic. “I’ve been pouring over these manuscripts, and I’ve discovered at least a dozen references to the death of Absence—” 
 
    “Yela,” Windy said, cutting her off sharply. 
 
    The girl clamped her mouth shut, a sheepish look crossing her face. “Apologies. I tend to get ahead of myself.” 
 
    “Absence?” Roan said. The word sounded familiar in this context. “You mean the Teran god?”  
 
    Yela looked to Windy for approval before answering. The lady sighed, but then offered a nod. A smile creased Yela’s lips, and Roan found himself smiling too. There was something about her delight in the pursuit of knowledge that was contagious.  
 
    “Absence was the Teran god for many years. In Teragon, the people would travel hundreds of leagues to gaze upon the nothingness in hopes of finding truth.” 
 
    Wanting to find truth was something Roan understood all too well. But nothingness? “What do you mean, ‘gaze upon the nothingness’?” 
 
    “A hole,” Yela said. “The Terans believed their god was represented by a hole with no bottom, located in their capital city, Shi. Only the priests and priestesses were permitted to enter the hole itself, spending time communing with their god in order to reach enlightenment. To become a holy person one first had to achieve all Seven of the Virtues: Patience, Selflessness, Generosity, Perserv—” 
 
    Windy cleared her throat. 
 
    Yela blinked, as if coming out of a trance. “Right. The point is, this infinite hole was the symbol of their faith.” 
 
    The death of Absence, Yela had said earlier. “What happened to the hole?” Roan asked. 
 
    “According to the stories, it was filled in.” 
 
    “How can a bottomless pit be filled?” 
 
    Windy said, “Wrong question. What matters is that it was, and the Terans lost their faith, their will to fight, to persevere.” 
 
    “That’s when they were enslaved by the Phanecians,” Roan said, understanding filling him even as air filled his lungs.  
 
    “Exactly,” Windy said.  
 
    This was all interesting, but… “What does this have to do with me?” 
 
    Windy smiled thinly. “That’s the right question. Why don’t we have some tea and I’ll tell you.” 
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    Staring at the scrawled note written on the last page of the book, anger rose in the back of Roan’s throat. “You kept this from me, didn’t you?” 
 
    If Windy was offended by the accusation, she didn’t show it, her expression nonchalant as she took a sip of her mud-like tea. Nearby, Yela busied herself unstacking and restacking books.  
 
    “Answer me,” Roan demanded.  
 
    Windy placed her mug on the table. Looked up. “Yes,” she said simply.  
 
    Roan shook his head, frustrated. He read the words again: Find Absence. Find the Truth. And find me. 
 
    It was signed by Bear Blackboots, the very man he’d been seeking when he’d traveled to Calyp, to the Citadellian Archives. A renewed sense of purpose rose within him. 
 
    “What would you have done if I’d shown you this note?” Windy asked.  
 
    Roan stared at her, chewing his lip. His anger melted like butter in a heated frypan. He knew exactly what he would’ve done. In his haste to find the man he believed to be the son of the Western Oracle, he would’ve cast aside everything else and travelled south, finding his way onto a boat headed for Teragon.  
 
    More importantly, was what he wouldn’t have done. I wouldn’t have gone with Raven Sandes to Ferria. I wouldn’t have fought Bane.  
 
    Gareth Ironclad would be dead. 
 
    That thought brought him back to reality. “You knew I had another purpose before I read this note?” Roan said. “How?” 
 
    Windy seemed to consider the question, picking up her mug and swirling its contents around. “I have no power, not like you.” She tapped her head. “Only my mind and instincts. Something told me it wasn’t time for you to see that book.” 
 
    Roan nodded. She wasn’t lying, of that he was certain. He closed the book and gazed at the cover, running his fingers over the title, which was etched into the leather, darkened with gold ink. The Death of Absence, it was titled. A Story of Woe, by the Western Oracle. 
 
    “Have you read it?” he asked. 
 
    As usual, Windy dodged his question. “I noticed you didn’t ask who Bear Blackboots is,” she said instead. “You know him, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. No. Sort of. He helped save my life from a nymph queen back in the Tangle. We weren’t formally introduced, but I came here to find him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Now Roan had the opportunity to hold something back, if he chose to. He sighed. There were too many secrets in his life already. And not so long ago he’d pledged not to keep them anymore. “I believe he’s the son of the Western Oracle.” 
 
    If Windy was surprised by the declaration, she didn’t show it. Yela, however, stopped what she was doing and said, “The Western Oracle was executed almost two centuries ago. How could her son be alive?” 
 
    Roan shook his head. “I don’t know. Perhaps he is marked. Perhaps he’s half-Orian. Somehow he’s alive, and he can change his shape into that of a bear.” 
 
    Windy licked her lips, her eyes seeming to catch fire. “A shapeshifter? Then the northern stories are more than just legend. I’ve heard rumors of a man who could transform into a bear near the Mournful Mountains. I believed them to be naught but drunken gossip, but if what you say is true…” 
 
    Roan hadn’t heard such rumors, nor did he care much for them. “I still don’t understand what the death of a Teran god has to do with the Western Oracle, other than the fact that she wrote a book about it.” 
 
    Windy smiled, saying nothing, staring at the book.  
 
    Roan gazed down, realization hitting him for the first time.  
 
    This book was new. Its hard cover was in fine condition, its pages sturdy, not brittle like the countless other books he and Yela had handled while conducting their research on the Western Oracle and the origins of the fatemarks. Either the Western Oracle was still alive, or… 
 
    “Bear Blackboots wrote this,” he said.  
 
    Windy clapped her hands. “I was thinking the same thing. Of course, at the time I didn’t know he might be the Oracle’s long-lost son. That changes everything. Somehow Absence and Teragon are at the core of this story. Yela’s research might hold the answers we’re looking for.” 
 
    Yela nodded excitedly. “The Western Oracle—before she was known by that name—went to Teragon, did you know that?” 
 
    “Of course he didn’t,” Windy said. “Even I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Why?” Roan asked. “Why did she go?” 
 
    “Scholarship,” Windy said with a half-smile. “The pursuit of knowledge. It seems she was a woman after my own heart.” 
 
    The vision Bane had shown him came back to Roan in a rush. 
 
    The Oracle’s eyes rolled back, her lips moving, words—no, prophecies—flowing forth. Her son, a young Bear Blackboots, frantically writing them down under the glow of firelight.  
 
    Two sides of the same coin… 
 
    Roan closed his eyes. Knowledge. Truth. He knew where the Oracle and her son were when she had her first prophecy. 
 
    Teragon. 
 
    He told them everything, holding nothing back. Last, he told them about his dream of the Horde gathering in some distant land, of the bodies piling up. 
 
    No more secrets, he thought when he finished.  
 
    Windy Sandes leaned back in her chair and sipped her tea, saying nothing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill 
 
    Zelda Gäric 
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    Zelda missed food almost as much as she missed her niece, Queen Annise Gäric. Yes, the sellswords known as the Brotherhood fed her each day, but stale bread and meat unfit for a dog hardly counted as a meal.  
 
    Yet, she ate everything they brought her anyway, washing it all down with the snowmelt dripping down the dank walls of her cell. She needed to keep her strength up, because she’d come to a decision.  
 
    She wouldn’t wait for Annise to arrive with her armies to save her. Zelda knew she wouldn’t be able to bear it if her niece perished on her account. 
 
    No, Zelda would save herself.  
 
    Luckily, the arrogance of men like Severon, the sellsword leader and self-declared King of the North, would eventually provide her with an opportunity, if she was patient. It was on his orders that she was fed each day, because he wanted her alive to watch him kill Annise, or so he said. 
 
    Now he approached her cell as he did each day like clockwork, a visit he used mostly to gloat and threaten. “You’re looking pale,” he said, stopping before the bars. He never got close enough for her to touch him, even if she reached through the iron ingots that stood between them. He fears me, she thought. Perhaps he’s cleverer than he looks. 
 
    Zelda grinned like a banshee. He already believes me mad, I might as well act the part. “And yet even kept from the sun, dirty and haggard, my hygiene is superior to your own. I could smell you well before I saw or heard you,” she said. She knew it was unnecessary to goad him, but then again it was too much fun to resist. 
 
    “You won’t speak so boldly when I cut out your tongue.” 
 
    “I won’t speak at all. But I will feast, if you’d be so kind as to fry it with fat and butter and serve it on a sweet roll.” 
 
    He wrinkled his nose in disgust. “I may be a sellsword, but I am no savage. I’ll feed your tongue to the dogs, not to you.” 
 
    “Pity,” she said. Without warning, she rushed at the bars, slamming into them, gripping them with white-knuckled fingers. She held back a laugh when Severon flinched. “What news of my niece?” she hissed, flicking her tongue like a snake.  
 
    Recovering nicely, he resumed his smirk. “My spies tell me she will not come. Though she managed to defeat the easterners, her army was largely decimated. They say the giant known as the Armored Knight died in combat with Beorn Stonesledge, the ironmarked. Annise, who my sources say was in love with the man, refuses to speak to anyone or even leave her quarters.” 
 
    For the first time since the conversation started, Zelda felt a pang of uncertainty. It cannot be, she thought. Tarin cannot be dead. And Annise would not abandon me here. 
 
    “You’re lying,” she said. 
 
    His sharp green eyes seemed to pierce her with their stare. He pushed several stringy tendrils of black hair away from his eyes. From experience, Zelda knew it was a habit of his, even when his hair wasn’t blocking his vision. A good sign, she thought. Even with me behind bars, he is nervous. Already Annise must be marching on Castle Hill, regardless of what he claims. And Tarin Sheary is not dead. I won’t believe that until I see his corpse. 
 
    He waved her accusation away with a hand, already turning to leave. “Think what you want, it is no matter to me. Soon you will both be dead.” 
 
    Perhaps, she thought. But you will be too, even if it’s my last act. 
 
    His long, black cloak swirled around his feet as he strode away.  
 
    Zelda began making plans. 
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    The next day when Severon arrived, she spoke first.  
 
    “Have you slaughtered the royal mamoothen herd?” she asked.  
 
    “Hungry?” he asked, a hint of delight in his raised eyebrows.  
 
    “Famished,” she said. “But that’s not why I asked.” 
 
    “Why so serious all of a sudden? By now you’d usually have insulted me three different ways.” 
 
    She turned away, pretending to let a wave of madness shudder through her. “Too cold for insults,” she said. In reality, it was the warmest her cell had felt. Spring had well and truly arrived. When she turned back, she said, “You think the mamoothen will give you the advantage against Annise’s army, don’t you?” 
 
    Severon gave nothing away with his eyes or expression, but again, he pushed his long hair behind his ear. My guess was right. “We already have the advantage of battle experience and skill,” he said. “But yes, I won’t lie. We were hoping the beasts of war would make our victory even more decisive.” 
 
    “But they won’t obey you or your men,” Zelda said.  
 
    “They will,” Severon said. “We are breaking them day by day.” Despite the certainty of his words, she could sense an undercurrent of doubt. This man had little experience dealing with the massive beasts native to the north. Mamoothens cannot be broken like horses, she thought.  
 
    “It will take months,” she said. “Months you do not have. Annise will not hide forever. She will regroup. And then she will come for you.” 
 
    Severon’s lips closed, but Zelda could almost see his teeth grinding together behind them. “What would a lady of the north know of mamoothen? Your reputation as a recluse and a madwoman would indicate you know nothing about nothing.” 
 
    Zelda leapt up, jabbing a finger in the air. “Where do you think I was hiding when I avoided court? The mamoothen shed. I had few friends. The beasts were all I had.” 
 
    Truth with lies. That was the way of it. 
 
    “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me,” Severon said. “But if you think I will let you anywhere near the mamoothen, then you underestimate me greatly.” 
 
    “It’s your choice,” she said casually, as if she couldn’t care less one way or another. “But I wouldn’t think you’d have anything to fear from a woman in chains.” 
 
    “It’s not you that concerns me. The mamoothen are as strong as a hundred men.” 
 
    “And yet they are captives too. You have them in shackles, no? Even a full-grown male won’t be able to break iron manacles. It was only an offer. I can calm the mamoothen, encourage them to follow you into battle…” She left the next part unsaid, though her tone made it clear she wasn’t finished.  
 
    “And in return?” 
 
    “I might be half-mad, but I’m no fool,” she said. “The winds are changing in the north. I can either freeze to death or build myself a fire.” 
 
    Severon’s eyes narrowed. “You would betray your niece in exchange for your life?” 
 
    “Betray is a strong word. I would only be giving you the advantage. She will still likely crush you like the cockroach that you are. But I will be alive either way. Let’s call it a hedge.” 
 
    Truth with lies. 
 
    “I can’t promise you freedom.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll live out my days in this cell. But at least I will live.” 
 
    Severon laughed, high and loud. “It’s getting to you, isn’t it? The fear of death. I knew it would. After all, you are naught but a woman. Even the frigid exterior of women of the north will crack eventually. My answer to you is no. But thank you for your offer. The next time I come I will bring the queen’s head on a platter. I will have it preserved and placed next to yours on my mantle.” 
 
    Zelda watched him go, licking her lips. I’ve got him, she thought.  
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    The cell door opened with a creak. Zelda had been pretending to sleep, even as heavy boots approached along the corridor. Now she opened her eyes, blinking slowly. When she saw the black-cloaked sellswords, she pretended to be surprised.  
 
    “Have you come to surrender?” she asked. 
 
    One of the men grunted out a laugh. “Aye. And Severon wants you for his wife.” 
 
    Zelda wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Put a sack over his head and I shall consider it.” 
 
    Less amused this time, the man said, “Up,” but before she could comply two other men strode forward and grabbed her under the armpits, hauling her to her feet.  
 
    “Good service,” she muttered, her feet finding purchase on the stonework as they hurried her out of her cell and down a dimly lit corridor.  
 
    The men said nothing.  
 
    Zelda said, “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “You can eat when you’re dead,” the leader said.  
 
    “Worms and hard dirt are bad for digestion. A warm bowl of mamoothen stew, however…” 
 
    The leader froze, turning slowly. His face, which was pocked with holes on one side and slick with smooth skin on the other, pressed close to hers. She didn’t move, her eyes holding his. After a brief stalemate, he coughed out a laugh and continued onward faster.  
 
    Zelda pretended to be breathing heavily when they reached the top of the staircase, emerging into an atrium filled with bright white sunlight. “Some warrior,” the man scoffed as she bent over to ‘catch her breath.’ “The men they say you killed probably tripped and fell on their own swords.” 
 
    “How did you know?” Zelda said.  
 
    The man rolled his eyes and gestured her to follow. He went in exactly the direction she expected. Outside toward the mamoothen shed.  
 
    “Where is Severon?” she asked casually.  
 
    “It’s none of your concern.” 
 
    “Using his chamber pot then.” 
 
    To his credit, the sellsword ignored her, no small feat—Zelda was a hard woman to ignore. 
 
    Zelda breathed in the fresh air. It wasn’t warm exactly, but not cold either—at least not by northern standards. Most of the snow had melted, and what little hadn’t had been pushed up against the sides of the castle’s inner walls.  
 
    Members of the Brotherhood wearing black cloaks moved here and there on various errands. They all carried weapons. Zelda squinted against the bright sunlight and craned her gaze toward the top of the main wall. The white stone blocks reflected the spring rays like windowpanes. Ah, Zelda thought. At least a dozen men were positioned atop the ramparts, dutifully looking outward. It was far too many men for a castle that didn’t expect to be attacked.  
 
    Annise is coming, Zelda thought. Severon lied, just as I thought.  
 
    She would have to work quickly.  
 
    She turned her attention forward once more, where the humorless sellsword had stopped before a large stone structure. It was shaped like an archway, except it went on and on for a great distance, the curving roof high enough for ten full-grown men stacked on each other’s shoulders to pass through unfettered.  
 
    A massive wooden door held together by thick iron fittings barred their way forward.  
 
    Shouts, thudding boots, and other, more animal-like sounds, arose from within.  
 
    “Time to earn your keep,” the man said.  
 
    With a groan, the door began to open.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Zelda had to hold back a laugh as she watched the commotion within the mamoothen shed. Men dove out of the way as one of the beasts swung its great trunk around like a whip. In fact, if there were barbs at the end of it, it would have resembled Tarin Sheary’s Morningstar.  
 
    One man, who held a real whip, was a hair too slow. He was knocked aside like a straw doll, rolling twice before smashing into a wooden barrel filled with water, which sloshed over the sides and onto his head.  
 
    With a quickness that belied its sheer size, the mamoothen bucked forward, aiming one of its deadly curling tusks toward the dazed man. Chains clanked and the beast bellowed as it reached the end of its tether mere inches from its target.  
 
    Gasping, the man shrieked, “Get it away from me!” his voice higher pitched than most women Zelda knew. She pretended to cough to cover her amusement.  
 
    “Fool!” the sellsword said to his comrade. “Just move to the side. It can’t reach you.” 
 
    His eyes wide, the man obeyed, stumbling back rapidly once he was clear of the barrel.  
 
    It’s not an ‘it’, you dolt! Zelda wanted to shout. This one was a she, a proud lady named Murga. Mamoothen were a rare species where the females were much larger than the males. Instead of berating these fool men, however, Zelda whistled, high and clear. The mamoothen, which had continued straining against her chains, froze. Slowly, Murga moved backwards one step at a time, before easing down onto her enormous legs, looking bored.  
 
    The sellsword spun to face Zelda while the other men openly gawked in her direction. “Can you teach us that?” he asked.  
 
    She shook her head. “It would take many years to perfect the pitch of each whistle command. But I can show you hand signals and convince her to obey you.” 
 
    “Do it,” the man said, sounding desperate for the first time.  
 
    “How do I know Severon will spare my life in return?” In truth, Zelda didn’t care one way or the other, but she had to continue to play her part. 
 
    “Would you like a piece of paper with the Brotherhood seal?” the man asked, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Who will uphold the contract? You’ll just have to trust Severon to keep his word.” 
 
    Zelda nodded, while inside she was thinking, I’d rather trust a snake in my bed. 
 
    Not that it mattered. Chaos was coming, and she and the mamoothen herd would be its flagbearers.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Gearhärt 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    “Have you ever heard of this Calypsian poet, Japarti?” Annise asked. 
 
    Tarin stretched and yawned, rolling over and almost knocking her out of bed. His strong hand grabbed her waist and pulled her back. The book she’d been flipping through fell from her fingers and thudded to the floor. “Was he the guy who wrote about death a lot?” His hands were roving now. Exploring. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Annise said breathlessly.  
 
    “Then no,” Tarin said, his lips finding hers. His tongue parted them, slipping deftly inside.  
 
    For several long moments, Annise forgot about Japarti the poet, forgot about how her Aunt Zelda was a prisoner in her own castle, forgot about war and pain and regret.  
 
    The moment passed when there was a knock on the door.  
 
    Tarin broke off the kiss and sighed. “Go away,” he said. Annise snorted a laugh. 
 
    Sir Dietrich’s deep voice penetrated the wood. “I wish I could, but a stream has just arrived from Castle Hill.” 
 
    Annise closed her eyes. “What does it say?” She held her breath. Tarin gripped her hand firmly. Comfortingly.  
 
    “It’s a request for surrender.” Annise said nothing, waiting for the rest, unspoken words hovering like dark crows. “Lady Zelda will be executed if you do not.” 
 
    Annise’s breath rushed out. Tarin’s teeth ground together. “I’ll kill every one of the Brotherhood,” he said. There was a dangerous edge to his voice, one that turned his threat into a promise. The line between Tarin and the monster inside him seemed to grow ever thinner. His body jolted, as if he’d just recognized her reaction to his words, however subtle. “I—I mean…” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “You just want to protect me. To protect Zelda. You are a good man, Tarin Sheary.” 
 
    He frowned, his expression disjointed to the words she’d just spoken. She could see the doubt. He still fears himself, she thought. Annise wondered if he always would.  
 
    “Thank you, Dietrich,” she said loudly. “We shall be out shortly.” 
 
    Tarin opened his mouth to speak again, but Annise silenced him with a kiss. When she pulled away, her hands moved up to hold his chin. Her thumbs traced circles on his pale, too-smooth skin, marred only by the dark, raised veins curling like asps from chin to temples. “Don’t you dare leave me,” she said. “Never again.” 
 
    Though he’d already promised her he wouldn’t, she needed to hear it again. Needed it like she needed air. Like the north needed sunshine.  
 
    “I won’t. Not ever.” 
 
    She raised his hand to her lips and kissed each knuckle, one at a time.  
 
    Then she crawled out of bed and began to pull on her armor.  
 
    She was thinking about Japarti. It was sad that a man who wrote such beautiful words believed love held no place in life. Annise was determined to prove him wrong. 
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    It was the strangest army Annise had ever seen, and yet, to her eyes, it was the perfect army.  
 
    On one side stood Sir Christoff Metz, his silver armor gleaming under the blazing spring sun. Behind him stood his female army, the first in northern history, a group of stalwart women who’d heard Annise’s call and volunteered to join her cause. They were the best of the north, proof that there was still some good to be had in this place of ice and snow. On the opposite side, but well apart from the others, stood the strange girl known as Lisbeth Lorne, her unseeing eyes glazed with white film. She wore a blue silk dress that brushed the ground around her feet. Around her were the Sleeping Knights, though the name hardly seemed appropriate anymore—Annise didn’t think they ever slept. In the dead center was Tarin, his white armor the color of fresh snow, with the few men who remained in his company, a ragtag assortment of castaways from Darrin. Nearby stood Fay, the blacksmith who’d designed his new set of armor, thick, heavy plates that none but the Armored Knight could wear. When Annise met Fay’s gaze, she nodded.  
 
    Annise nodded back.  
 
    Beside her, Jonius’s age-wrinkled eyes met hers in the manner that only an old friend could. With solidarity. With trust. The trust had taken them a long time to achieve, but finally, there were no secrets between them. 
 
    Sir Dietrich cleared his throat.  
 
    Annise met his gaze, and something about it buoyed her up. Yes, they’d had their disagreements, not the least of which was his unwillingness to talk about his swordmark, hidden on his back behind a burn scar, but he was still her unflinching ally, as all these good people were.  
 
    On another side stood Archer, and he nodded to her to begin. They’d discussed what to do together, not as queen and prince, but as sister and brother. As friends and advocates. At one time the throne had been his, but there was no grudge in his heart now, if there ever was.  
 
    A swell of pride rolled through her. A queen should be so lucky to stand with warriors of this quality.  
 
    I am lucky. 
 
    And yet…Zelda’s life was in her hands. She could save it by surrendering. In doing so, she would let down each and every one of those standing before her, waiting for her to speak.  
 
    “By now I’m sure you’ve all heard the news,” she said. Heads bobbed, hands went to hilts, jaws tensed. She refused to meet Tarin’s eyes, which she knew would be burning like lit coals. This was a decision to be made with cool heads, not with fire and emotion. A queenly decision, not her first or last. 
 
    The voice that emerged from her throat seemed to come from a long way off, like Annise was a mere spectator, watching herself from afar. “I will not surrender. I will not bow to the will of sellswords and mercenaries. I will not rest until those who seek to usurp my throne have been laid low like the pond scum they are. This is my kingdom. This is your kingdom. What say you?” 
 
    She’d expected a roar of approval, the shriek of swords from scabbards, the stomp of boots…something. What she got was silence. The quiet, however, was not idle. One by one, her diverse group of soldiers raised their fists. First over their heads and then lower, settling over their hearts.  
 
    Dietrich said, “We were with you before you spoke, my queen.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, on the road to Castle Hill 
 
    Sir Christoff Metz 
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    Sir Christoff Metz felt sick.  
 
    I did this. This is my fault. It was just like with his little brother, Jordo, who’d died tragically after falling down a well when he was supposed to be watching him. Castle Hill had been taken on his watch. Lady Zelda might die because he’d failed to do his duty.  
 
    But I helped save Darrin. Tarin Sheary might be dead if I hadn’t acted. The eastern invaders might’ve even been marching on Castle Hill at this very moment.  
 
    All those soldiers…men he’d trained, men who’d been willing to lay down their lives to protect the castle he’d abandoned. 
 
    The world began to spin, a kaleidoscope of white and green and yellow shards of light. Christoff’s hands were on his head before he could stop them— 
 
    Please please please no no no my fault my fault my fault 
 
    Can’t save them can’t save Jordo not anymore can’t save any of them not one and Lady Zelda is going to— 
 
    “Christoff,” a voice said from the side, jolting him from his inner argument, the mania that threatened to take hold. Slowly, slowly, the world stopped spinning. Christoff’s head was throbbing where he’d pounded on his own skull. He stared at the woman who had spoken. 
 
    Her name was Mona—though he would never call her that in public, where she was Private Sheary—and astride the white horse she might’ve been the most beautiful creature Christoff had ever laid eyes on. Her jet-black hair flowed behind her like streamers carried on the breeze. Her sharp, thin eyebrows were narrowed, a look of concern on her face. A strangely warm feeling started in his chest when he met her eyes, racing down his torso and all the way to his toes. The day must be growing warmer than I expected, Christoff thought. Other than in battle, she was the only person whose gaze he could meet without flinching. Still, he could only hold it for a moment, those green eyes penetrating him to the core, before looking away.  
 
    A memory of a forbidden embrace rose in his mind, but he blinked it away. They hadn’t spoken of that moment since it had happened, and Christoff didn’t want to think about it now. He was her captain, and she his private—anything else between them would have to wait until the war was over, lest they descend into chaos.  
 
    “Private Sheary,” Christoff said, his eyes settling somewhere on her shoulder. “Please refer to me as ‘Captain’ or ‘Captain Metz.’” 
 
    A shadow fell over her eyes. If anything, it only made her look more beautiful. Stop thinking such thoughts, Christoff chided himself. “Yes, Captain Metz,” she said, not trying to hide the dryness in her tone. For once, Christoff knew he was being mocked, even if he didn’t understand why. 
 
    “Did you have a question?” he asked.  
 
    She shook her head. “I was going to ask if you were all right, but now I see that wouldn’t be appropriate.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side. “Why would you ask that?” 
 
    “Because your face was twitching as you rode and you were muttering under your breath. You started hitting yourself and making a strange sound. I was…concerned…for your well-being.” 
 
    Christoff felt his cheeks flush. His mother used to call them “fits,” when everything felt like it was spiraling out of control and he needed to claw his way out of his body else be consumed by a mad world with no logic, no order. Over time, he’d learned to control them, to run away from whatever situation was causing his anxiety. In fact, this was the first true fit he’d had in many years.  
 
    It’s hard to run from your own thoughts, he mused. 
 
    He noticed Mona—no, Private Sheary—still looking at him, her brow furrowed. What had she said? Yes, that she was concerned for his well-being. 
 
    Again, that warmth. He breathed out deeply, willing his feelings back to a place where he could control them, like a wild mustang confined to a corral. “Thank you, but I am fine,” he said, willing it to be true. “I should introduce you to my fellow captain, Tarin Sheary. Captain Sheary!” 
 
    As he rode away from her, he felt like a hollow shell, everything vital scooped out from within.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, on the road to Castle Hill 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    After a rushed introduction, Sir Christoff Metz rode off as if he was being chased by a pack of hungry wolves. It didn’t surprise Tarin in the least—since he’d known the man, he was always a bit…different than other knights he’d known. 
 
    “Did Sir Metz say your last name was Sheary?” Tarin asked, focusing on the woman on the horse beside him. Annise was off somewhere, encouraging her soldiers, ‘riding the line,’ as she called it.  
 
    “Mona Sheary,” she said. “I mean, Private Sheary.” She wasn’t looking at him, her gaze tracking Sir Metz as he rode away.  
 
    “Don’t let him offend y—” Tarin started to say, but stopped when she turned to meet his stare. Though he’d seen her around—after all, she’d apparently helped treat his wounds when he was grievously injured—never in such bright light in close proximity.  
 
    It was like a memory brought to life.  
 
    A woman moving about a small one-room house, bustling in and out with armfuls of firewood—split herself, of course, she was a woman of the north after all—stoking the flames, stirring the stewpot, singing a soft melody under her breath.  
 
    Whirling when she caught him watching, grabbing him under the arms, picking him up, spinning, spinning…until he was dizzy and laughing and tumbling to the floor in a heap.  
 
    And her name. 
 
    Her name. 
 
    No, Tarin thought. Not her. My mother. 
 
    My mother’s name was Mona. 
 
    “Sir? I mean, Captain Sheary?” The woman was looking at him quizzically with that familiar face, so like his mother’s that he couldn’t stop staring at it.  
 
    “We share a last name,” Tarin said, his voice low, almost reverent. 
 
    She smiled the purest smile, one he’d only seen on one other person in his life. So long ago… 
 
    “So it seems,” she said. “It’s not an uncommon name in the north, but still…the north is growing smaller.” Even her voice was familiar. Frozen hell, can it be? Truly? 
 
    “Where are you from?” he asked casually, as if making light conversation.  
 
    “Blackstone. And you?” 
 
    Tarin had participated in several tourneys at Castle Hill over the years. At one such tournament, he’d gathered his nerves in a bundle and sought out his parents’ old home—his old home—set within the castle walls, where his father had worked as the king’s horsemaster, breeding and training his royal stallions.  
 
    The house was gone, razed to the ground, replaced by more stables. 
 
    His parents were gone, too. He’d been so bold as to inquire about them, as if they were old friends of his family. Evidently, they’d left many years earlier, the same time he’d run away from home, a scared and changing boy swiftly becoming a man—at least in body, if not mind. 
 
    His absence had driven them away, like a ghost haunting their steps. No one had known where they’d gone, but now he suspected this girl had brought him the answer. 
 
    “Blackstone,” he said.  
 
    “Where in Blackstone?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I mean, I’m from Castle Hill.” 
 
    “Oh. My mother spoke of Castle Hill often. She had a sister there, though I never met my aunt nor uncle. The only connection I have to them is my name.” 
 
    “Mona.” Whispered, like a forbidden word spoken only in the shadows in the dark of night.  
 
    “Was that so hard? Captain Metz seems to think speaking my name will cause frozen hell to open up and receive him.” She laughed lightly, oblivious to Tarin’s inner turmoil.  
 
    Tarin breathed in. Out. “My mother’s name was Mona,” he said.  
 
    “Truly?” That smile, like a mirror into a long-forgotten past. No, not forgotten, not really. Just hidden, like an ugly table covered by a cloth.  
 
    “Yes. She was…beautiful.” Like you. 
 
    Something changed in the woman’s expression. A flicker of recognition. A spark of truth. 
 
    “Oh,” she exclaimed. “I—what are you saying?” 
 
    Tarin’s eyes met hers, which were emerald green, the exact shade his mother’s eyes had borne. If she was younger she might’ve been his sister. Instead, there was only one other possibility. “You bear more than my mother’s name. You have her nose. Her expressions. And her eyes. Mona Sheary, I believe we might be cousins.” 
 
    Tarin had feared her reaction might be negative. Who would want to be related to a strange-looking giant of a man known for brutality in battle. What he got instead was something different entirely. 
 
    Her face lit up like she’d won a prize at a festival and she clapped her hands with child-like glee. “I’m cousins with the Armored Knight,” she said with delight. “I used to watch you compete in the tourneys. You were Ma and Da’s favorite.” Her voice fell on the last part, her gaze slipping to the ground. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tarin said, wondering whether his own parents were alive somewhere. Wondering if they were in Blackstone. If so, he wondered whether they ever thought of him. 
 
    Mona looked up, her eyes wet. “It’s been three years,” she said. “I thought it would get easier.” 
 
    “It does. It will.” Not lies, but not exactly the truth either. The loss of ones you loved was always there, a constant companion, even when time smoothed out the ragged edges, sopped up the hurt.  
 
    “Thank you. It was an accident. A runaway horse. They were…trampled.” She paused, seeming to collect herself. “At least they passed on together, so they didn’t have to hurt the way I have.” 
 
    It was at that moment that Annise rode up on a magnificent white stallion, his head bobbing with undisguised bravado. “The soldiers are in good enough spirits,” she said. Her eyes flicked between Tarin’s and Mona’s, her head cocking to the side. “Private Sheary, right? You helped Christoff tend to Tarin when he was injured. I don’t know that I ever formally thank you.” 
 
    Mona blushed, bowing slightly. “It was my pleasure, Your Highness.” 
 
    Tarin said, “Annise, we’ve just discovered something. Mona is my cousin.” 
 
    As Annise’s eyebrows lifted, Tarin felt something he hadn’t experienced in a long time. The feeling of belonging, that sense of being and familiarity that only family could bring.  
 
    “Well,” Annise said. “This calls for a celebration.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, approaching Castle Hill 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    The souls of the Sleeping Knights, once a rainbow of swirling, ever-changing colors, were now a fiery red as they stood sentinel in the darkness of night. Thus far, they hadn’t slept since leaving the Hinterlands.  
 
    Lisbeth had tried to rest, but somehow her lifeforce felt connected to these ancient warriors, and sleep continued to elude her.  
 
    Her concern was growing by the day. The knights were unspent energy, like a boulder teetering on a precipice, impatient to fight, to destroy the enemies of the north. Sometimes she heard their voices in the dark recesses of her mind, ripe with violence, centuries of purpose, once full of honor and light, now darkening around the edges, flames turning honor to ash.  
 
    She feared what they would do once Castle Hill was reclaimed.  
 
    You control them. You can stop them.  
 
    But could she? At first, she would’ve said yes; after all, it was she who had freed them from their icy prison. Day by day, however, she felt their leashes growing longer, fraying to naught but ragged threads.  
 
    You cannot hide your fear from us, they said now, their souls pulsing as one. Red, darkening to crimson, darkening to black. But your fear is misplaced. 
 
    You will not destroy this continent? she asked, hoping against hope for a simple answer. 
 
    We will do what is necessary for the north. You should never fear for the north, only for its enemies. 
 
    She looked away, unable to watch that restless energy any longer. That was exactly why she was worried. For she wasn’t convinced these reborn knights could discern friend from foe, their wills blinded by the wars of the past, by the need to conquer.  
 
    If you will not obey me, you must obey the queen. She is the leader of the north.  
 
    We will, they said. So long as she doesn’t stray from the path.  
 
    Dread curled through her. This was the first time they’d so openly admitted such a thing. Tentatively, she reached out to touch their souls, one at a time and then all at once. She felt the blue eye on her forehead burst to life, squeezing, grappling… 
 
    Agony spiked through her head, radiating through her body and 
 
        she 
 
             fell. 
 
    To her knees. 
 
    Her head clutched in her hands. 
 
    Her blue eye fading. Flashes of red pulsing behind her eyelids.  
 
    The pain…was this what the Garzi felt when she touched their souls? Bile rose in her throat, her body convulsing. She saw the past. She saw the present. And, worst of all, she saw the future.  
 
    Broken bodies, carrion for massive birds with hooked beaks and blade-like talons. Fallen cities, smoke rising like wispy, gray clouds. Cries of mourning, rending the silence like an executioner’s scythe through flesh.  
 
    Truth. Future. Pain. The Fall of all Things. 
 
    And…that one word, a drumbeat resonating across it all: 
 
    HORDE. 
 
    “Lisbeth?” 
 
    The pain faded. The images vanished. The sounds slipped away.  
 
    Lisbeth opened her eyes to find a familiar soul standing before her, faded blue and rough around the edges. Sir Dietrich. She looked left and right, but the Sleeping Knights were not there, having moved away, off to release their pent-up energy elsewhere. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Sir Dietrich asked.  
 
    Yes. “No.” 
 
    “Your head…you were clutching it. Does it ache?” 
 
    Yes. “No.” 
 
    “Still, you should rest. We will reach Castle Hill tomorrow.” 
 
    So soon? A shudder ran through her, though the night was the warmest yet. “I cannot sleep.” 
 
    The knight chuckled. “I know the feeling. Sleep has been my enemy for many years. May I keep you company at least?” 
 
    “I—” Ever since she left Crone’s warm house made of ice, the only company she’d had was fear. “Yes. Please.” 
 
    Dietrich sat next to her, waves of blue and white crisscrossing along his soul. She curled her legs beneath her, letting her blue dress drift across her legs.  
 
    Dietrich said, “This is a strange world.” 
 
    She laughed, mostly because it summed up her entire experience in human form so accurately. It felt good to laugh. Almost hopeful. “Why? Because a blind girl with an All-Seeing Eye summoned ancient knights from an ice castle? Or because when you wield your sword it moves faster than the eye can track?” 
 
    After seeing his soul in battle at Darrin, Lisbeth had inquired about the mysterious Sir Dietrich. She’d been surprised to find that he, too, bore a mark of power. Something about that fact made her feel more at ease with him than anyone else, save perhaps Queen Annise.  
 
    He chuckled again, and she found herself quite enjoying the deep rumble and the fact that she had caused it. “I was thinking more about how I just met a fellow with eleven toes,” he said.  
 
    The laugh that slipped from her throat included an unexpected snort, and she covered her mouth with a hand. “Truly? Or was that a jape?” 
 
    “If I told you it would ruin the surprise of you possibly meeting this fellow one day. Now each time you meet a man, you will secretly hope he’ll take his shoes off.” 
 
    “Do you ever speak seriously?” she asked, though his levity was like a breath of fresh air in the stale cave of darkness she seemed to reside in.  
 
    “Not if I can help it,” he said. “But I will if you’d like.” 
 
    There was something gravelly in his voice at the last, something that seemed to core her like a piece of ripe fruit. “What would you say?” she asked. 
 
    He paused, his soul shifting ever so slightly. “I would ask what you saw when you first touched my soul. I would want to know whether it was the same thing I saw.” 
 
    She froze. Since finding herself in these strange lands, in her strange but delightful human form, she’d touched many souls, each with their own memories. She experienced life through many eyes. Too many. When she’d touched Sir Dietrich’s soul it had been but a fleeting glimpse, and yet it was burned into her like a brand.  
 
    A knife plunged into a man’s heart.  
 
    A boy crying, leaving his mother to become a soldier.  
 
    Many fierce battles. Friendship. Those he killed. Those he lost, none more poignant than being surrounded by enemies, his allies falling one after another, each taking a piece of his heart with them.  
 
    The will to die.  
 
    The will to live. 
 
    Growing purpose. 
 
    An opportunity. Lost.  
 
    Renewed hope in the form of a giant of a man, the one they called the Armored Knight.  
 
    There was one other memory, too, but she pushed it away, for it didn’t make sense. “I saw your scars.” 
 
    Dietrich frowned. “Truly? But your blindness…” 
 
    “I don’t know what physical scars you bear, but I see your scars all the same. Just not the ones the world sees.” 
 
    She could sense his eyes were tethered to hers. “And what do they look like?” he asked. 
 
    “Your best and worst memories,” she said.  
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    She considered the question. “I don’t know.” Again, that last image sprang to mind, unbidden. It was her, standing atop that snowy cliff, moving through the throngs of Garzi soldiers as they parted down the middle, her blue eye glowing. She’d never seen herself until she’d seen this image through Sir Dietrich’s vision. Through his eyes, she saw a woman in control, a woman with an honorable purpose. She saw what she suspected was the best version of herself, not the harbinger of death and war she knew she was. 
 
    Was I the best or the worst of his memories? 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know it was painful when I was…inside your head.” 
 
    He laughed, though she couldn’t fathom what might be amusing. “It was. But it was the best pain I’ve ever felt.” 
 
    “You’re mocking me,” she said, but didn’t really mind it.  
 
    “Yes. But I’m mocking you with the truth.” 
 
    She tried to unknot the tangled threads of his words. What was he saying, exactly? “You are…peculiar.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told. Many times. But isn’t that the pot calling the kettle?” 
 
    “Calling the kettle what? And in what land would a pot be able to speak?” 
 
    Dietrich laughed. “Sorry. It’s just a saying. It means you are peculiar too.” 
 
    She couldn’t argue with that. Sometimes she felt like a different species entirely.  
 
    Before she could respond, however, Dietrich asked, “Do you ever wish you didn’t bear your mark?” 
 
    The question surprised her. It would be like changing one’s eye color, or height. Her mark was simply a part of her, something undeniable, even if it made life harder sometimes. Well, most of the time. Then again, without it the Garzi likely would’ve killed her on that snowy hill in the Hinterlands when she first arrived in these lands.  
 
    “Do you?” she countered.  
 
    “All the time,” he said without hesitation.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So I wouldn’t have to feel guilty anymore.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Not saving my father when I had the chance.” 
 
    Pieces of a convoluted puzzle clicked together one by one. Seeing the best and worst images painted on a soul’s canvas was like seeing half a picture. Now, however, the full scene came into view. The man who’d been stabbed in the heart was his father. Sir Dietrich was swordmarked—he could’ve saved him. Thus, the crying boy, leaving home, joining the army, fighting in countless battles, trying to atone for his failure as a son.  
 
    “I feel the same way,” she said, feeling more than hearing the truth in her words.  
 
    “I thought so,” he said. “The Sleeping Knights. They saved Darrin. They saved Tarin. You did the right thing.” 
 
    Did she? Yes, they’d helped repel the invaders, but if what she saw in the future came to pass…they would cause far more destruction than they would prevent. If they were truly the HORDE she kept seeing, the responsibility would fall on her shoulders alone. “I don’t know,” she said neutrally.  
 
    Dietrich stood suddenly, his soul brightening. A portion of it moved closer to her. His hand, she realized. “Come,” he said. “I want to show you something.” 
 
    She took his hand and he easily pulled her to her feet. His hand was warm in hers, and it took all her effort to hold back her Eye, which pulsed rapidly, trying to slip into his soul. Just a taste, it seemed to say. I must drink or I shall become thirsty. 
 
    No, she thought back. She didn’t want to hurt this man again. Life had hurt him enough as it was.  
 
    He pulled her along at his side. Somewhere in the distance she saw a flashing sea of red-black souls—the Sleeping Knights moving and shifting, anxious for daylight so they could move closer to the impending battle at Castle Hill. To the opposite side were hundreds of souls of various colors, most lying on the ground, sleeping. Others patrolled the area, keeping watch, slightly brighter than the rest.  
 
    Sir Dietrich, however, moved away from them all, toward a group of tall, silvery souls bearing many limbs. Trees, she thought. The largest soul of them all rose well above, springing from their midst, stretching toward the golden star souls, her friends in another life.  
 
    Through the wood they went, weaving between the silvery spires. At some point along the way, Dietrich’s fingers threaded with hers. When they stopped, her lips parted slightly.  
 
    A soul as wide as twenty men standing side by side with their arms extended stood before her. It was a hundred colors if it was one: silver and fuchsia and ivory, turquoise and lavender and gold, ebony, jade and scarlet, and countless others, stretching higher and higher into eternity, always moving, dancing amongst each other like bubbles in a fast-flowing river.  
 
    “You see it, don’t you?” Sir Dietrich asked, his grip tightening on her.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “It’s…” 
 
    “Impossible to describe. Yes, I know. I’ve stared at this tree more times than I can remember. When I was…lost, it was the landmark I always found. It reminds me that I am small, like it once was. It reminds me that even the smallest things, like a seed, can become a mighty tree one day.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lisbeth said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For seeing more than just a blind girl who brings pain to all she touches.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. And thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For being the last best thing I’ve experienced in my life thus far.”


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Knight’s End 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Next to her short hair, Queen Rhea Loren barely noticed her scarred face.  
 
    And yet, seeing her golden locks hacked unevenly, no longer than shoulder length now, didn’t bother her nearly as much as it once would’ve. After all, it was Wrathos’ sharp beak that had lopped it off, the shimmering strands falling into its gaping maw while the crowd screamed and Rhea considered whether testing her god was such a smart decision. 
 
    In the end, it had been. Wrathos, the ancient hundred-tentacled sea monster, had been satisfied with her hair. Her people had stared at her with a mixture of awe and fear that was intoxicating. 
 
    Still, the message from Wrath was clear: I can end you. Serve me, or die. 
 
    Thus far, the vengeful god had provided one more miracle, when her city, Knight’s End, the beacon of independence in the west, was on the verge of burning to ash by the strange and unnatural fire started when Empress Fire Sandes—curse her name—perished while fighting the Phanecians at the Southron Gates. The spring rains known as Wrath’s Tears had arrived just then, vanquishing the fires and sparing the city.  
 
    Since those two events, the people of Knight’s End had flocked like sheep to the castle gates on a daily basis, wanting to hear Rhea’s speeches, wanting to be close to her, to soak up the light that seemed to shine from her white purity gown, which bulged at her abdomen like a ripe melon.  
 
    Our child, she thought, her hand drifting subconsciously to her belly, as it often did. The growing baby inside kicked in response. She’s getting stronger by the day.  
 
    In truth, it was Grey Arris’s child, created during a night that started with passion and ended in fear and betrayal. But the people believed it to be Wrath’s offspring, which allowed Rhea to maintain her veil of purity and righteousness. If they knew the truth, the furia would have no choice but to execute her in Wrath’s holy name.  
 
    In front of her, the doors opened and light spilled through, chasing away the inky shadows.  
 
    The crowd roared. Hundreds dropped to their knees, touching their chins to their palms. A sign of respect to their god, but it wasn’t Wrath who they faced.  
 
    It is me. 
 
    Rhea choked back the thought, trying to humble herself. I cannot be that selfish girl anymore. I almost destroyed us. Yes, I saved my people in the Bay of Bounty, but it was my own arrogance that caused Bea’s death. 
 
    A bitter stew of revulsion and self-hate swirled bitterly in her stomach. She swallowed it back. Bea was gone. Though she and her sister had grown apart over the last several years, their animosity boiling over the pot of their relationship, she hadn’t wanted her dead.  
 
    Wrath had taken her anyway, and Rhea knew what it was: a reminder. You are my servant. I can break you and everything and everyone close to you if I choose. 
 
    “I will remember,” Rhea whispered to herself, lifting a hand to the sky. The rains had abated, but a spring mist continued to fall, leaving the entire city glistening like a bed of flowers on a dewy morning.  
 
    She closed her eyes and soaked it in. What is Your command? she prayed. It still felt odd, praying. Though she’d acted in Wrath’s name since her coronation, it had been false. Now, however, she knew that whatever happened next would be her god’s will, and not hers. 
 
    Wrath didn’t answer in words, but in feeling, dumping adrenaline into her bloodstream, gathering strength in her arms and legs, lifting her weariness.  
 
    It was time for war.  
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    “That went well,” her Fury said, falling into step—not beside her, but a pace back.  
 
    Rhea had handpicked her Three Furies, and they shadowed her steps like obedient dogs when they weren’t out in the city maintaining order and righteousness. This one in particular never strayed far.  
 
    Rhea glanced back, saw the way the sharp angles of the woman’s face tightened slightly, how her lips pursed. She fears me still. Good. Let her obey out of fear, so long as she obeys. 
 
    “Yes,” she said lightly, facing forward once more. “The size of our army tripled from one speech. Any word from the Furium?” The Furium was the home of the furia, a nondescript structure in the midst of Knight’s End where girls were turned into warriors, devout servants of Wrath. Which was much the same as saying servants of the queen—her own personal army. 
 
    Rhea still remembered watching two young girls do battle with staffs, bloodying each other again and again, but never faltering, never failing to get back up for another round.  
 
    “Young girls are flocking to its gates. It will take a week to process them all and begin their training.” 
 
    Rhea stopped and the Fury stopped just as fast, as if she’d been anticipating it. “Not good enough,” Rhea said, letting the edge of a sword infiltrate her tone. “Process them all today. Begin their training tomorrow. Accelerate it. Even if we defeat Phanes, Calypso’s counter will be swift. We have to be ready.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” the Fury answered. She didn’t bow, but Rhea could tell she had the urge to.  
 
    “You may go.” Rhea turned away and marched on, shadowed by a dozen guardsmen.  
 
    For a moment she forgot herself, allowing her eyes to scan their lines for her cousin, Ennis Loren, whose death she had faked, disguising him as one of the guards.  
 
    She shook her head, pushing away the feelings of aloneness that often plagued her. Grey was gone. Ennis too. She’d pushed them away—no, shoved them. And Bea… 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she walked on, toward the royal stream.  
 
    She entered through a low archway, picking up her dress as she clambered down to the water’s edge. Two stream workers pretended not to stiffen at her approach.  
 
    There is fear everywhere I go. Am I such a monster? 
 
    She didn’t answer herself, hating the truth.  
 
    There is time to atone. I will atone. She’d done so before, after all. First, she’d defeated the northerners in the bay. And then she’d saved both the east and west when she’d killed Darkspell and foiled his plans to release a contagion into the waters of the Spear.  
 
    But could such magnanimous acts of good wash away the stench of blood on her hands? She had to believe it could. Wrath wanted her to go south, where the heathens kept slaves. Yes, there was word of a faction fighting against the Hoza empire, but as far as she knew Falcon Hoza was still alive. And as long as a Hoza maintained power, there would be slavery.  
 
    So she would go south, riding with her army. For once her personal desires were aligned with those of the kingdom. Ennis is south, somewhere. Please be alive. Please oh please oh— 
 
    “Highness?” She blinked. One of the stream workers, a young maiden about her own age, looked at her with doe eyes and held a dry scroll tied with a ribbon in one hand. In the other hand, she held another piece of parchment, dripping wet. She waved it lightly back and forth.  
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” She reached out to retrieve the dry sheet first, deftly untying it. Unspooling the paper. Holding her breath.  
 
    It was from her cousin, Queen Annise Gäric, in the north. A request for aid, the second such she’d received this week.  
 
    She released her breath with a huff. Alliances could be so frustrating. Instead of marching south into battle with her cousin as she’d imagined, she was being asked to split her forces into two. In the long term, it might pay off, but who knew how many soldiers she would lose trying to help Annise reclaim Castle Hill from the sellswords. 
 
    “Would you like me to respond?” the stream worker asked. 
 
    Rhea considered. “Yes. Ask the queen to abandon Castle Hill and march south immediately. If she helps us defeat Phanes, we will reciprocate. Bring me the draft letter and I’ll review it.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    The other message—the fresh, damp one—dangled from her fingertips. Rhea took it, not caring that it dripped down her dress as she scanned it. It was from the east.  
 
    Yes. 
 
    Oh yes. 
 
    Gareth Ironclad was now the king, his brother, Grian, dead from a surprise attack by the Calypsians and their dragons.  
 
    Wrath works in mysterious ways, Rhea thought.  
 
    King Gareth Ironclad, once her prisoner, was now her ally.  
 
    For the first time in more than a century, there would be peace between the east and west.  
 
    The easterners would march on the Southron Gates.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    It was done. The unthinkable. An alliance with the west. 
 
    Father is rolling over in his frozen grave, Gareth thought. Grian too. Guy, even in death, would support his decision, as would his mother.  
 
    But they are not alive, not one of them. I am alone. Even Roan has abandoned me. And Gwendolyn, oh Ore, when she finds out what I’ve— 
 
    The door to the courtroom slammed opened to reveal Gwendolyn Storm, the sleek, slender angles of her armored form pulled taut like a bowstring. She looked ready for a fight, which was about the norm for the fiery woman. Several legionnaires rushed in behind her, shouting protests, but she sprang away from them, catlike. No, Gareth thought. She is far faster than a cat. More like the wind, uncatchable. Then again, she did bear the heromark. 
 
    She stood directly in front of him, the anger seeming to rise from her in waves. Even like this, she was beautiful, Gareth mused. No wonder Roan can’t resist her.  
 
    “Your Highness, I’m sorry, we tried to stop—” 
 
    Gareth waved his hand. “It’s fine. Leave us.” 
 
    The legionnaires, looking relieved, hurried away as quickly as they’d arrived.  
 
    “You,” Gwen said, stalking forward. After the speed and agility she’d demonstrated, the pace felt like slow motion now.  
 
    “Me,” Gareth said. “Yes. That about sums things up, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Gwen wasn’t amused. “The Calypsians attacked us with dragons. They killed your brother. Hundreds perished. Where was the west when we needed them? Have you forgotten so quickly?” 
 
    Gareth knew she could kill him in less than the time it would take him to shake his head. But he also knew she wouldn’t. Not after everything she’d gone through to restore him to the eastern throne. Plus, they were supposed to be friends, even if he felt like mud under her tread at times.  
 
    “I have not forgotten.” 
 
    “Then why ally yourself with them in a war we care nothing about?” Beyond the anger, there was a note of pleading in her voice now. She truly didn’t understand. Sometimes the past obscured the present, creating a future that was no better for drinking than a pool of muddy water. Gareth knew he needed to tread lightly. The Orian had been through so much already, nearly ninety years of tragedy and pain. 
 
    “We defeated the Calypsians. We killed the dragon masters. We—” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Gwen growled. 
 
    Gareth still remembered how Empress Raven Sandes had saved him. He also remembered how Bane had touched her and they’d both vanished. As far as he was concerned, she was dead, though he wasn’t certain yet how to feel about that fact.  
 
    “We killed their dragons,” he continued.  
 
    “Not all of them,” Gwen said again, taking another step forward.  
 
    Gareth grimaced. It was true. They’d managed to capture one of the dragons, the one Raven Sandes herself had ridden into battle. The same winged creature that had killed his brother while he’d watched helplessly.  
 
    “The dragon is a valuable prisoner.” 
 
    “It’s a monster.” 
 
    “Can’t it be both?” 
 
    “What will you do with it?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Anyway, I thought you wanted peace with the west. It’s what Roan would’ve wanted.” Dropping Roan’s name was unfair, and Gareth instantly regretted it. 
 
    “I do want peace, you fool.” Only Gwen was bold enough to call the king a fool. Secretly, Gareth preferred such honesty. Pedestals were for statues of the dead, not the flesh and blood of the living. “And don’t pretend like Roan is yours alone. I care for him too.” There was silence for a brief moment. It felt like something was breaking, slowly cracking into two pieces. Then Gwen said, “I won’t ride with you against the Phanecians.” 
 
    It was a truth Gareth had known even as he’d penned the treaty contract with Rhea Loren and the west. This truth was what had made streaming the letter so difficult. “I know.” 
 
    She nodded, but said nothing more. 
 
    “What will you do?” Gareth asked. 
 
    “Do you truly want to know?” 
 
    Gareth shook his head, debating whether to tell her the other news. Truth, he thought. It is the only way forward. “Viper Sandes has claimed the Calypsian throne.” 
 
    “What?” As if by instinct, Gwen’s hand curled over her shoulder, resting on her bow. “She has no claim on the throne, not unless Whisper and Raven are dead. Last I heard, Viper was in Kesh, managing the fighting pits.” 
 
    Gareth nodded. “That’s what everyone thought. But something has changed.” 
 
    “A coup?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. The stream arrived not an hour ago. She requested a negotiation.” 
 
    Gwen’s grip on her bow tightened, until her knuckles were fully white. “A negotiation for what?” 
 
    “Peace,” Gareth said, the word sounding unfamiliar, as if spoken in a foreign tongue. 
 
    “Have you responded?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly. 
 
    “What will you say?” The question felt like an arrow zipping for his head. 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet. But I am leaning toward agreeing, if the Calypsians are willing to make restitutions for the damage caused during the Dragon Defense.” 
 
    “And if you return their dragon,” Gwen spat. Not a question. “They murdered your people.” 
 
    “It was a battle. Soldiers will always die in a battle.” 
 
    “They attacked our capital.” 
 
    “Viper Sandes had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “Raven did. And you let her escape. Anyway, they are all the same. The Sandes are snakes, all of them. Watch yourself, lest they bite you, their poison is deadly.” 
 
    With that, she turned and left.  
 
    Gareth wished it didn’t hurt so much to see her go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
 
    [image: Heromark 2] 
 
    Though Gwendolyn Storm had accused the Sandes of being snakes, she could feel her own serpent uncoiling in her stomach, breathing fire through her body.  
 
    Anger made people dumb. She breathed slowly, tempering her rage. But it was still there, hot coals releasing dark smoke. Forgiveness had never come easy to her, especially when it involved the Calypsians.  
 
    And I won’t forgive now. Someone must hold them accountable.  
 
    As she approached the large, circular iron structure, a lifetime of memories was unspooled.  
 
    Fire. Ash. Screams rending the air, a cacophony of fear and pain, drowned out by the roar of dragons, the beating of leather wings, and the clanks of steel on steel.  
 
    Running, outpacing the wind itself, challenging the speed of the rays of sunlight spilling through the trees. Firing arrow after arrow into the enemy ranks, sometimes two at a time. Sometimes three. Never missing her mark.  
 
    Watching the love of her life die, his perfect words the only thing left of him, etched into her heart like another failed mark of power. 
 
    Moving forward in time…  
 
    Her father’s lifeless body strapped to a tree, slowly covered by ore channeled by his people, until he was gone, becoming one with the forest he loved, Ironwood. His home. His final resting place. Another casualty in the war with Calypso.  
 
    Another brick in her pillar of revenge.  
 
    Moving forward once more… 
 
    Countless battles. Countless dead. Finally, finally, killing that enormous gray dragon, slicing it open from belly to throat, spilling its fire and life before her. Defeating its cold-eyed master as easily as stepping on a worm after a spring rain.  
 
    Victory was hers. Revenge too. They’d won. The dragons, save one, were dead. The Sandes fighting amongst themselves. 
 
    A roar snapped her back to the present, her final thought vanishing like rising smoke: 
 
    Then why am I not satisfied? Why am I not happy? 
 
    The guards stepped aside as she strode inside the structure.  
 
    Another roar shook the walls. 
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    The red-backed dragon was royally pissed off.  
 
    Its head swung from side to side, smashing into the iron walls. With each ram, it sent a blast of flames into the sides of the prison. The heat was enough to melt the ore, but its tethers—long, heavy chains attached to each foot, each claw, and its neck—were sufficient to prevent it from breaking through the stone wall sandwiched between two thick layers of iron. Dragonproof, the original Orian designer had called it, all those years ago when the structure had originally been built. For decades it had stood empty, used occasionally for large gatherings. Eventually the woman responsible for its creation passed on, following Gwen’s father into the Great Forest of Orion.  
 
    Gwen stood on a viewing platform, high above the upper limits of the dragon’s reach. There were dozens of other Orians and humans, pointing and gawking at the display of raw aggression far below. 
 
    By dragon standards, Gwen figured the massive beast was slight, perhaps the smallest of all those that had attacked the iron keep not a fortnight ago. The black monster she had slain might’ve been twice the size. Yet, this was the one that survived, she thought, observing it more carefully. 
 
    Watching the powerful beast maneuver from side to side, back to front, swinging its spiked tail at the walls of its prison, Gwen wondered whether there truly was such a thing as dragonproof.  
 
    It’s testing the walls, she thought, noticing how it never struck the same point twice. Its seemingly random tantrum has logic, purpose. It can think. 
 
    Somehow the thought unsettled her. Gwen preferred thinking of dragons as senseless killing machines.  
 
    In between its assault on the walls, the dragon shot thin gouts of flame at its chains, melting the links to free up one portion of its body. Then it would swivel toward another chain, attempting to melt it before the prior chain could be reformed by the dozens of Orian channelers positioned out of reach on other platforms. They worked in shifts, night and day, an entire squad of them for just this one dragon.  
 
    Each time, the dragon failed. Each time, it also seemed to get a hair faster, as if learning from its previous mistakes.  
 
    Wading through the crowd, Gwen reached the end of the platform, placing her palms on the edge of the waist-high iron wall. Abruptly, the dragon froze. Next to the cacophony of a moment earlier, the silence felt absolute. Collectively, the spectators seemed to hold their breaths, as if afraid to shatter the quiet.  
 
    The dragon sniffed the air, steam wafting from its black nostrils.  
 
    It looked up and its eyes met Gwen’s.  
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    Siri 
 
      
 
    Deathpainhatefireashbloodfearrage! 
 
    Dragonkiller. 
 
    It was the last that stopped Siri in her tracks. Rare were two-leggers who had slain a dragon. Rarer still were those left unchanged by the experience. Siri could smell both on this woman, the death, the ash, the dragonblood. And yet her lifeline was unchanged, a consistent path of emotion that was as steady over the last decade as the sun’s daily jaunt from horizon to horizon.  
 
    Before that, there was chaos. Fear. Pain. Deaths of those she loved. 
 
    Sadness, as complete as the times when the moons blocked the light of the sun. An eclipse, Siri thought, remembering the two-legger term for it.  
 
    And hate. So much hate that it seemed to roil from her in waves. This two-legger wished her dead. Would kill her herself if she had the opportunity.  
 
    You do not understand, she thought. You will. 
 
    And then she launched herself at the platform. 
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    Gwendolyn 
 
      
 
    The attack was so swift that for a moment no one reacted, watching as the dragon bent its knees and then exploded upward, simultaneously twisting its neck from side to side to melt the chains securing its ankles before the channelers could so much as blink. 
 
    Leathery wings that had been tucked against the dragon’s spiky red back burst outward, churning the stale air into a frenzy. Streams of flame shot for the platform, which was supposedly out of the range of dragonfire, but which now seemed so close as the beast extended its reach… 
 
    Gwen leapt into action, spinning and shoving the other spectators back while shouting “RUN!” A mad scramble ensued, bodies tumbling over bodies, arms tangling with legs, people trying to leap over the fallen in their haste to escape, others crawling on elbows and knees, diving through the entrance— 
 
    Red, orange, yellow—flames all around, licking over the sides of the platform, which should’ve been made of stone—Why isn’t it made of stone? 
 
    Gwen could feel the heat through the steel soles of her boots as the floor began to melt away. She sprang to the side without thinking, the X-shaped heromark on her cheek blooming with a fire of its own, sending strength to her muscles, speed to her arms and legs.  
 
    Even as she flew through the air, she thought, There are still people on the platform, and threw her hands back over her head while simultaneously clamping her knees over the side wall, which, mercifully, was untouched by the flames and still attached to the structure. 
 
    She grabbed two different hands, one with each of her own, watching with horror as two other people she couldn’t reach fell, their eyes wide, their mouths open in silent screams. 
 
    Gwen couldn’t think about them now, had to focus on swinging, once, twice, gaining momentum, and throwing the two she held through the arched doorway.  
 
    The wall melted, hot liquid ore burning through her iron gloves even as she refortified them by channeling ore from other parts of her armor. Her backswing had launched her away from the melting platform, and now, she reached for the structure’s wall, channeling the ore into a handhold the moment her fingers brushed it.  
 
    She hung precariously for a second, adding footholds to secure her new position. 
 
    When she looked back, the dragon was there, hovering before her, its wings undulating slowly, broad graceful strokes, its eyes fathomless black pits filled with golden stars. 
 
    It eyed her with something between mild interest and vague hunger. 
 
    What she saw in its eyes surprised her. No, she thought. Not it. Her. This dragon is a female.  
 
    And what she saw was grudging respect. 
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    Siri 
 
      
 
    One blast of fire and she could destroy this two-legger, this forest dweller—the enemy.  
 
    They keep you in chains, they take away your flight, they hate you, they despise your kind. 
 
    She killed dragon-Cronus; I can smell his stink, his treason. This two-legger killed the traitor who killed dragon-Heiron—kind, gentle Heiron. Cronus attacked his own kind, murdered Heiron and dragonmaster Rider, who rubbed your belly and fed you and helped make you more than you would’ve been… 
 
    And this two-legger saved two of her own, risking her own life while others fled. 
 
    Strangely, this two-legger reminded Siri of another two-legger, her two-legger: Raven. The thought seemed to shred her chest and pull fiery breath from her lungs. Whereisshewhereisshe? Isshesafeisshewellisshehurtisshecomingforme? Cantlethercomeformemustprotecther… 
 
    The bite of chains reattaching to her legs snapped her back from her thoughts even as she was yanked backwards by a force stronger than that of her wings. She crashed to the ground, the momentum of her sudden fall dragging her back, toppling her. She rolled over, hating this feeling of helplessness, this feeling of imprisonment, the sky like an impossible place unreachable if she had eons to achieve it.  
 
    The woman, still clinging to the wall, was watching her, a frown creasing her face. It was confusion. It was calculating.  
 
    Her smell changed. Dragonkiller, yes, but something else too.  
 
    Her lifeline wobbled just the tiniest bit before resuming its consistent path across time.  
 
    Find her. Find my soul, Siri thought.  
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    Gwendolyn 
 
      
 
    The entire experience had unnerved her.  
 
    Though it had been only a few seconds, the way the dragon’s eyes had bored into her had left a mark. Why didn’t she strike? Gwen knew the dragon had had ample time to slash a claw at her, or breathe flames, or do something other than stare at her. And yet…she hadn’t.  
 
    Why? 
 
    The question seemed to pull at her mind, making it impossible to sleep. No, she thought, it was something else driving her insomnia.  
 
    She felt cold. Not from the temperature, which was mild, but inside, like her guts had been packed with snow. The feeling was such a contrast to the typical fire inside her at the thought of anything related to the Calypsians or their oreforsaken dragons that sleep continued to elude her.  
 
    She knew she should hate the dragon for killing another two of her people—the two spectators that had fallen to their deaths—but she couldn’t. Even knowing it was this dragon who had killed Gareth’s brother, Grian, didn’t stoke the coals of her vengeance.  
 
    Instead, she felt nothing but sorrow for the dragon, confined to a prison, her wings useless, her powerful legs controlled by iron manacles.  
 
    What is wrong with me? Gwen thought, sitting up in her hammock, high in the iron tree she called home. The movement caused her to swing gently from side to side. 
 
    “This is wrong,” she muttered. The alliance with the west, the planned attack on Phanes, everything. It wasn’t the dragon causing her inner strife, but Gareth Ironclad’s deal with Rhea Loren. Yes. That has to be it. Gwen was simply getting her own mind confused.  
 
    She knew she wouldn’t sleep well until someone had been punished for the attack on Ferria.  
 
    And that someone was Raven Sandes.  
 
    Find her. Find my soul. She remembered the way the dragon’s thoughts had appeared in her own mind.  
 
    I will find your soul, she thought. And I will kill her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill 
 
    Zelda Gäric 
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    Something was happening  
 
    Zelda rolled over and placed her ear against the hard stone floor. Vibrations rumbled through the surface. Sometimes closer, sometimes farther, but consistent.  
 
    It’s time, she thought. 
 
    Lending credence to her thoughts, shouts echoed down the stairwell.  
 
    It had only been two days since she’d gained access to the mamoothen herd, but she’d already more than convinced the Brotherhood that she’d trained the beasts to follow their orders. What they didn’t know was that the training was temporary, and could be superseded by her own command.  
 
    She grinned in the darkness, waiting. Maybe I am mad, she thought. 
 
    The shouts got louder. Footsteps followed them. Then light, as a small posse of Brotherhood members turned the corner from the stairwell into the corridor. At their head was Severon, grim-faced but not frightened. Confident-looking. 
 
    All the better for my plan, Zelda thought. Let his arrogance be his downfall. 
 
    She sat up as he approached, but didn’t move to stand. “She’s here,” she said. “I told you she would come.” 
 
    “Your niece will die on this night,” Severon said. “And you will watch.” 
 
    Zelda flinched. It was all an act. “And me?” 
 
    “If your beasts perform as promised, your life will be spared.” 
 
    “The mamoothen will march into battle.” But not for you. 
 
    “Good. Then the outcome is all but determined.” 
 
    Arrogance. Foolishness. It is almost too easy. 
 
    The thought gave Zelda pause as she studied Severon’s face, which was lined but not with concern. Only his scars marred his expression.  
 
    “You will not win,” she said, remembering to play her part. “The Armored Knight will mount your head on a spike.” 
 
    The sellsword leader laughed. “Perhaps. But I don’t think so.” 
 
    He turned on his heel and departed, his men falling into ranks behind him.  
 
    Zelda watched the lights bob away, before disappearing entirely.  
 
    She listened to the night. The sounds of preparation, horses whinnying, men shouting out orders, steel clanking on steel. Though loud, this was the calm before the coming storm.  
 
    Finally, drowning out all other noise, she heard thunder. Not real thunder, but the heavy footfalls of dozens of mamoothen marching into battle.  
 
    Zelda placed two fingers between her lips, waiting a beat longer, one eyebrow cocked.  
 
    And then she whistled a single command, long and clear. Unmistakable.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    “Frozen hell,” Annise muttered. “They have mamoothen.” They were still a fair distance from the castle walls—I can’t believe I’m in this situation again, having to retake my own castle once more—and couldn’t see much, but she could hear that familiar sound. Heavy. Rumbling across the uneven terrain, like thunder beneath the surface. The entire herd of tusked beasts, moving as one.  
 
    Beside her, Tarin gripped his Morningstar, the chain coiled around the handle, the spiked ball dangling in front of him. “They are trained to defend the castle?” His white armor shone as he shifted his weight from foot to foot. 
 
    Annise shook her head. That was the strange thing. “No, they are trained to obey their masters. It would take months to retrain them to new masters. Unless…” 
 
    Tarin finished her sentence. “They had help from one of their old masters.” 
 
    It was the only thing that made a lick of sense. The Brotherhood must’ve spared the lives of one or more of the mamoothen masters. “Frozen hell,” she said again. This changed everything. One fully grown, trained mamoothen was as good as a hundred soldiers.  
 
    Archer raised an eyebrow. “What hope do we have against mamoothen?” It was the first time she’d ever heard such pessimism from her younger brother, who wore bravado and fearlessness like a fine coat. 
 
    “The Sleeping Knights will make up the difference,” Tarin said. Annise shook her head, knowing it was a white lie, an attempt to calm her nerves. “I will make up the difference.” The growl in his voice made her turn her head sharply to look at him, expecting to see that telltale darkness in his eyes, the one that meant he’d given himself over to the monster inside him, the one that turned his blood to ash, his bones to stone, his fists to hammers.  
 
    Instead she found him smiling. Archer laughed, recognizing it also. It was a jape, nothing more. Not yet. 
 
    No, Tarin’s monster purred in her head. He is closed off. But I am knocking… 
 
    She started at the voice. In a way, she felt more connected to Tarin now that she could hear that snakelike voice, those whispers in the dark, but she hadn’t grown used to it, not fully. She wondered whether she ever would.  
 
    Tarin said, “Don’t listen to it. Slam the door. Focus on me.” 
 
    She did, and the voice vanished. Swiveling, she checked that no one else had noticed the odd exchange. If anyone had, they didn’t show it. Archer and Sir Jonius were conferring, discussing the minutiae of strategy. Dietrich was organizing his company of riders, barking out orders with the familiarity of a man having experienced countless battles. Sir Metz was doing the same with his women soldiers, but with less passion, more strictness. Their lines were perfect, their eyes trained forward, unblinking, reacting to his voice alone. His armor shone with hues of green and red in the moonslight. Apart from the others were the Sleeping Knights. They stamped their feet with unspent energy. Lisbeth Lorne stood before them, her real eyes closed while the marking of a blue eye on her forehead blazed with light.  
 
    Annise wondered what she was saying to them, where only they could hear. 
 
    It must be enough. We must be enough. I can’t lose another. Not her. Not Zelda. 
 
    That’s when she noticed Archer had finished speaking with Jonius and was staring at her, a frown creasing his otherwise handsome face. Are you all right? he mouthed.  
 
    Yes, she mouthed back, though she wasn’t certain it was true. The hopes of an entire kingdom hinged on a strange skinmarked girl she barely knew, a group of women soldiers who’d only seen one battle, and a ragtag company of soldiers numbering less than a hundred.  
 
    Then again, against all odds they’d won at Darrin.  
 
    She turned and raised her own weapon, the Evenstar, a gift from the same blacksmith, Fay, who had forged Tarin’s weapon and armor. She waited a moment for the soldiers and their commanders to quiet, focusing on her. “Men, women, ancient knights!” she said, earning a smattering of laughter from the men. One or two women laughed, too, but were quickly silenced by a sharp stare from Sir Metz. The butt of the jape, the Sleeping Knights, ignored her, staring longingly at the castle walls.  
 
    Annise knew they expected a long, drawn out speech about honor and kingdom and crown and— 
 
    “Kill the bloody sellswords!” she shouted, lowering her weapon and turning to face her home.  
 
    “Nice,” Tarin said, digging his heels into his enormous horse. “Very concise.”  
 
    “Sometimes less is more,” she said, bringing her own stallion into a trot beside him.  
 
    All around them, hooves thundered, boots stomped, and the war cries began.  
 
    Next came the arrows, falling like rain. 
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    As the arrows fell amongst his troops, Christoff forced himself not to run through their ranks, trying to block each dart with his shield. You can’t save them all, he reminded himself. They are well trained. They can protect themselves. 
 
    Still, he kept one eye on Private Sheary—he was still trying to come to terms with the fact that she was Tarin’s cousin—watching as she deflected an arrow with her shield; her positioning was perfect, just like he’d taught her, making herself a smaller target by holding the metal plate away from her body, in line with the downward angle of the projectiles. 
 
    She’s a fast learner, he thought, feeling a warm swell of pride in his chest.  
 
    Focus on the task at hand. He blocked an arrow of his own, one that would’ve penetrated the steel grill of his face shield. His own training kicked in, and he gave the command for evasive maneuvers. He didn’t need to look back to confirm that his company had obeyed the order, cutting a zigzagging path toward the white castle walls.  
 
    On the right flank, his peripheral vision located the Sleeping Knights galloping ahead, their long strides almost rivalling that of the horses ridden by Dietrich’s small force. Twice Christoff had requested that his soldiers be permitted to train with the ancient knights; and twice Lisbeth Lorne had informed him that the Knights had rejected his request, a response that had perturbed him greatly.  
 
    Slowly at first, but then swifter, the distance to the castle evaporated like dew under the morning sun.  
 
    As he ran, Christoff reminded himself of his goals for this battle. First and foremost, support his troops and prevent loss of life. Second, help take the castle. And a not so distant third: find Lady Zelda and save her. 
 
    The gates loomed, and somewhere behind them a mamoothen bellowed. 
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    Zelda 
 
      
 
    The nature of the shouts had changed. No longer commands but distress, and Zelda could almost picture the sellswords diving aside as the mamoothen herd—no longer confined—broke away from them, a stampede of heavy hooves and rage.  
 
    Zelda smiled at the image, backing away from the wall, curling into a ball and covering her head with her arms as the earthquake-like stomps got louder, louder, closer, closer, reverberating through the prison… 
 
    The stone wall exploded inward and Zelda closed her eyes, feeling a hail of small, sharp stones and larger, blunt stones ratchet off her body. The pain heightened her focus even more, and when she was certain the worst was over, she sprang to her feet with a litheness she hadn’t felt in years.  
 
    One of the mamoothen stared at her with big, brown eyes. Her favorite: Chantilly, a gentle giant to those she favored and a monster from the Hinterlands to those she despised. And because Zelda despised the Brotherhood, Chantilly would hate them too. A dozen other mamoothen crowded behind her, like Zelda’s own security force.  
 
    Blood running down her neck and arms, Zelda strode forward, raising her hands to the sky—which she could now see—so Chantilly could pick her up with her powerful trunk, placing Zelda high atop her back, just behind her ears. 
 
    Zelda whistled again, this time lower and shorter. As one, the mamoothen released their cry, turning away from the rubble of the destroyed prison.  
 
    Time for battle. 
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    The Knights had quickly outdistanced her, but Lisbeth was with them anyway. She heard their thoughts, a chaotic spill of coming violence and bloodlust. There were other ideas, too, more noble ones—like northern pride and honor and victory—but at the core of everything was the violence. 
 
    The need for war, the insatiable thirst of a man dying alone in the desert. 
 
    It was this desire that scared Lisbeth the most.  
 
    Her soulmark burned like a candle on her forehead. 
 
    She concentrated, trying to touch each of their minds in turn, to rein them in. Some responded, slowing, falling back to wait for the other two companies to catch up. But most pushed back, mental shoves that knocked Lisbeth off balance, almost causing her to fall.  
 
    She regained her balance, however, running toward that miasma of pulsing, beating souls that was her company of Knights; and beyond, more than a hundred souls of the enemy, as black as tar—dark souls who’d committed unspeakable acts against the innocent.  
 
    These are bad men, Lisbeth thought. They deserve what is coming to them. 
 
    She knew, however, that was just an excuse for the fact that she couldn’t control the Knights, no matter how hard she tried. Maybe the men they would kill on this night deserved to die, but what about the next people the Knights killed, and the next? If she didn’t find a way to hold them back now, she might never be able to later. 
 
    They will swarm the lands south of the Mournful Mountains, killing all in the name of the north.  
 
    This isn’t my purpose. It isn’t! 
 
    She hated the bitter taste of the lie in her mouth. 
 
    Ahead, amidst a hail of arrows, the Knights threw themselves at the wall, not waiting for the battering ram to move into position against the gates. Instead, they climbed like spiders, their fingers finding small cracks between the wall’s stones, where the mortar had chipped away. Atop the wall, the archers redoubled their efforts, shooting straight down.  
 
    Arrows deflected off armor and shield, and the Knights climbed higher. 
 
    Her breath left her as one fell, and she felt the air whooshing around her, felt the fear of dying, felt the crunch of his body against the cold, hard ground. She collapsed, her dress coiling around her like a windblown shawl.  
 
    She panted, her heart beating rapidly in her chest, then slowing. Slowing. Stopping.  
 
    Wait. Am I dead? But no, her heart was beating wildly at the same time, even as it had stopped. Different hearts, she thought. I’m feeling all of them at once.  
 
    One, however, had died. They can die. Somehow that thought gave her solace. Somehow it scared her. She regained her feet, the pain gone.  
 
    The arrows had ceased. Where are the archers? 
 
    Fear racing through her, Lisbeth Lorne ran for the wall, which had already been taken by the Knights. Not a single dark soul was left alive on the ramparts. 
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Annise’s eyes met Tarin’s. He wore a grim look of determination, which she suspected mirrored her own. They were on opposite sides of the battering ram, a medium-sized felled tree stripped of leaves and branches. As they shoved it forward, retracted it, and shoved again, each blow reverberated through her hands, sending shockwaves up her arms. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, the arrows had stopped falling. The Sleeping Knights, she thought. They are a dangerous force.  
 
    Another thud. And another. Archer yelled something as they pushed in unison once more. The next impact earned a cracking sound, splinters protruding like a porcupine’s quills. The next two blows were enough to break through the heavy wood of the crossbar, the door exploding inward to reveal a snarling army of career sellswords already doing battle against an army so ancient they would’ve been right at home on display in a museum.  
 
    Still, the Brotherhood were holding their own; several of the Knights were even dead or injured on the ground. Dozens of sellswords were down too, the cost of defeating the ancient foe.  
 
    She charged forward, bringing her Evenstar into a tight orbit over her head. Tarin’s weapon was spiraling, too, and as they met the waiting enemy, they unleashed their spiked balls as one.  
 
    Tarin’s aim was true, bludgeoning an enemy soldier in the face, mangling his iron mask and throwing him back like a stuffed dummy on the practice field.  
 
    Annise’s target ducked, the metal projectile narrowly missing his helmet. The momentum of her swing carried her forward and she brought a knee up into his jaw, rocking him back. Still, he was a seasoned warrior, and even off balance he attempted to impale her on his sword. Luckily, it was a glancing blow, her armor protecting her with a shriek as the blade scraped past.  
 
    All around her, there was mayhem, both sides’ ranks broken, all semblance of structure and command gone in the heat of the battle. In short, it was a street fight.  
 
    And street fights happened to be Annise’s specialty.  
 
    She grinned and threw herself into the fray.  
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    Zelda 
 
      
 
    Chantilly and the other mamoothen rampaged across the castle grounds, tearing trees up by their roots, smashing walls, bursting through hastily closed gates like they were wet paper pulled from the royal streams.  
 
    Several bold members of the Brotherhood tried to stop them, standing bravely in their path, firing arrows or throwing spears.  
 
    They might as well have been tossing nuts and berries, for all the good it did. A chorus of trumpets preceded the squishing of hooves on corpses as the men were trampled. For one, Chantilly lowered her head and gored the enemy soldier through the ribs, bucking her head and tossing him aside. He landed in the branches of a pine tree, slumped across the bed of nettles as if he might be sleeping.  
 
    He was not sleeping.  
 
    Zelda turned her attention forward once more, gathering her bearings. Just ahead, the wide courtyard funneled into a narrow corridor with a gate at the end. Beyond that was the outer courtyard and the main castle gates, where sounds of battle could be heard. With a dozen mamoothen flanking the sellswords, the outcome would be determined swiftly.  
 
    Zelda frowned, noticing something strange as Chantilly entered the corridor at full charge, her leathery skin nearly scraping the white stone walls on either side.  
 
    The ground was covered in a thick layer of straw. Which wouldn’t be odd, if this was the stables or the cow pastures. Here in the promenade, however… 
 
    Severon is an arrogant bastard, but he’s no fool. 
 
    Sudden dread filled her and she pressed her lips together to whistle the short, sharp command to halt. 
 
    But she never released that whistle, feeling a jolt as Chantilly’s forelegs dipped down into the first hole hidden by the straw. Zelda was wrenched from the beast’s back, going airborne, somersaulting head over feet. 
 
    Chantilly! she thought as she flew. 
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    Two dead so far. Another member of his company fell, the third since the battle began. The sight sent a bolt of pain through him, but Christoff clenched his teeth and pushed on, carving a path between where the Knights and Sir Dietrich’s company fought.  
 
    His soldiers were relentless, like wildcats, using the advantage wrought by their three-pronged attack to pounce on the enemy.  
 
    Still, the sellswords were experienced, highly trained soldiers. They didn’t falter, even as it was clear the battle had turned against them.  
 
    Another woman soldier perished, clutching her chest, where her plate was rent. Christoff flew to her aid, knowing it was too late, but wanting to make her death mean something, meeting his opponent with perfect form, parrying his frenetic, rage-filled strokes with cool, precise blocks, eventually seeing an opening and taking it, disarming him and finishing him off. His opponent died surprised that he’d been bested, his lips forming an O-shape.  
 
    “Lady Zelda,” a voice said. Christoff turned to find himself clear of the main body of action, facing Mona—Private Sheary. Her face was smudged with dirt and blood, but she was alive. “Give me command and go find her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I won’t fail you. And you won’t fail Lady Zelda.” 
 
    Words escaped him. It was as if she knew his mind better than he did. “I cannot abandon my post,” he finally managed. 
 
    “You won’t be. You will be delegating temporary command to me.” 
 
    He almost smiled. Almost. It was exactly the sort of loophole he liked to use to maintain his honor and loyalty while trying to make the right choice. “I, Captain Christoff Metz, do delegate temporary command of this company to Private Mona Sheary, until the time when I return or perish.” 
 
    Private Sheary winced at the last part, but nodded grimly. “Now go! And don’t perish or I’ll kill you.” 
 
    He was fairly certain it was an exaggeration, but he scurried off just the same. The quickest way toward the prisons was barred by the locked gate into the promenade. Alternate routes came and went in his mind, but all would require going well out of his way. Time was of the essence. He had no choice but to climb the ivy-covered wall.  
 
    The decision made, he sheathed his sword and approached the task like he approached every task, seeking the most efficient route to the top. The thick leafy ivy made it difficult to find the best handholds, but he took the extra time to locate them, knowing they would get him to the top with the least risk in the fastest time possible. 
 
    Behind him, the sounds of battle faded, his concentration consuming everything else. A fall from this height would break his back at best, kill him at worst.  
 
    Don’t perish or I’ll kill you. Private Sheary’s—no, Mona’s—final words lifted his lips in a wry smile. But they quickly drooped as he felt a shred of fear, something he’d never experienced while trying to save a life. The feeling surprised him. He wanted to see her again. Wanted to…touch her again, feel her lips on his skin.  
 
    For a moment he froze, shocked by his own thoughts.  
 
    A sound from above broke him from the trance. The archer’s arrow stared down at him. “Die, Sir,” the sellsword said.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    She squeezed harder, the man bucking in her grip. When he stopped moving, she tossed him aside. Nearby, Dietrich’s sword was a tornado of blows, cutting down the three men who’d surrounded him. On the opposite side, Tarin slammed the Morningstar into the enemy. A soldier fell and didn’t get back up. Sir Jonius, an impressive swordsman in his own right, disarmed his foe and stabbed him between his plates. Archer, still on his feet, spun slowly, searching for his next opponent. 
 
    Only a dozen or so enemies remained fighting, but now they turned and retreated, heading for the gate to the promenade, which swung open at their approach.  
 
    “Company Dietrich! Pursue!” Annise said. Dietrich and his men charged ahead a step behind the Sleeping Knights, who had already given chase, blood dripping from their ancient weapons. Lisbeth Lorne was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Annise scanned the courtyard for Sir Metz and his all-female company. One of the women, Tarin’s cousin, Private Sheary, approached. “Requesting orders, Your Highness,” she said stiffly.  
 
    “Where is Captain Metz?” 
 
    “Under his orders, I am the company captain until he returns.” 
 
    Annise frowned. “You didn’t answer my question, private.” 
 
    “He’s on a mission to locate Lady Zelda.” 
 
    She shouldn’t have been surprised. The knight was as honorable as a judge and, ever since the news of the Brotherhood’s attack on Castle Hill, had felt responsible for Zelda’s predicament. “Fine. Secure the perimeter. And locate Lisbeth Lorne.” 
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    Her leg was shattered. Her heart was pierced by a blade. Half her face cut off, an ear missing. She could taste blood in her mouth, hear snarls in her ears. Atop the wall, she was a broken woman. 
 
    None of the injuries were her own, but she felt them all the same. At Darrin it had been different. The Knights hadn’t suffered a single injury, had swept over the surprised easterners like a scourge, decimating them. The sellswords had been ready, fresh, hardened warriors who, for the first time in their lives, had had something to call their own, worth defending. Though the Knights had still been too much for them, they’d been injured—several had even died.  
 
    She felt them all. 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne pushed to her feet, straining from the effort.  
 
    The cries faded. The pain too.  
 
    In the courtyard below, the battle was over. Enemy survivors were fleeing, ducking through a gate, which closed behind them. The Knights were chasing, as well as Sir Dietrich and his men. 
 
    Sir Dietrich, she thought, feeling something in her chest. It was an odd sensation, like butterfly wings fluttering inside her, or a warm summer wind passing between her ribs.  
 
    She pushed the feeling aside and focused. 
 
    She wished she hadn’t: 
 
    The bloodlust was back, surging like a thick vitriol, filling her throat and mouth with its bitterness. Despite all the death they’d wrought on this night, the Knights were not sated. Not until all their enemies’ souls had winked out, vanishing like wraiths in the dark sky.  
 
    I can’t control them. The thought was defeatist, but felt true. The desire to sink back to her knees intensified, weariness swarming over her.  
 
    “No,” she growled, surprised by the sound of her own voice. Strong. Determined. I am still alive. There must be a greater purpose for me, else I would not be here. She only had to find it.  
 
    Her feet left the stone wall, the earth relinquishing its powerful grip. She was wind; she was air. Various colored souls passed beneath her, while broad shadowed stretches indicated where the dead lay. Dietrich’s pulsing blue soul had stopped at the gate. He was one soul in two lines of them, and she knew they were using the battering ram once more.  
 
    The angry red souls were too impatient, clambering up the walls like spiders. The Sleeping Knights. My responsibility. 
 
    Toward them, she flew. 
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    Zelda 
 
      
 
    Pain blossomed in her shoulder, where a spike had driven cleanly through, cleaving muscle, tendon, and bone. Despite herself, it drew tears from her eyes, obscuring her vision. Not only had Severon had the foresight to dig pits, but they were filled with wooden spears, honed to fine points. He anticipated my betrayal, or at least considered it a possibility. I was the fool, not him. 
 
    The pain in her shoulder was nothing next to the sinking feeling in her gut. She heard the beasts’ mournful cries, felt their pain in her chest, a weight pressing down upon her. They saved me and I led them into a trap. 
 
    A scream scraped from her lips as she tried to push herself up. “Arrrgh!” she growled as the wooden spike slid slightly but held her to the ground.  
 
    Strong arms grabbed her under the arms and pulled. There was a cracking sound. Spots of fire burst across her vision and then darkness, the world disappearing as she momentarily blacked out.  
 
    It returned in a rush as she was thrown to her knees, held steady by those same strong arms. Cold metal bit into her throat as blood leaked from the hole in her shoulder.  
 
    Sounds assaulted her ears: 
 
    The howls of the mamoothen, vanishing one by one by one. They’re killing them, slaughtering them like so many cattle.  
 
    The thud of something heavy against the wooden gate, rattling blows, each more powerful than the last.  
 
    The ring of steel against steel as a battle raged somewhere above—on the promenade walls perhaps.  
 
    And a snakelike voice, hissing in her ear. “If I die, you die.” 
 
    Severon. 
 
    She wanted to turn, to spit in his face, to throw her own body upon his blade if her death meant he’d lose his only bargaining chip. But she couldn’t, could barely force her own breaths between her lips, each expansion and contraction of her lungs sending shards of agony through her body.  
 
    Zelda was facing away from the gate, toward the mamoothen, forced to watch as a sellsword shoved a large spear through each of their brains, one by one. There were five, maybe six, left. Including Chantilly. They’re saving her for last, she realized, astounded at the evil of these men. 
 
    A raucous clangor rang out behind her as the gate burst open.  
 
    “Stop!” Severon shouted. “Stop, or Lady Zelda dies.” 
 
    “Halt.” Annise’s voice. Strong. Unwavering. She has become the woman I always knew she could, Zelda thought with a swell of pride that sent fresh pain to her shoulder. 
 
    She tried to speak to her niece, but her voice didn’t seem to work. Don’t listen to him, Annise. Let me go. You must let me go to save the kingdom. I am a willing sacrifice. 
 
    “What do you want, Severon?” 
 
    The man had the audacity to laugh, his knife separating slightly from Zelda’s skin. “To walk away alive with my survivors. This doesn’t have to end with more bloodshed.” 
 
    Oh, but it must, Zelda thought, spotting something nearby. Something she could use. The same spike that had impaled her, having broken off when Severon wrenched her from its grasp.  
 
    Summoning the little energy she had remaining, Zelda prepared to throw herself toward it.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Though she was trembling inside—not Zelda, please, she is the only family Archer and I have left—Annise kept her voice steady. “You stole my castle, killed my soldiers, and tried to usurp my throne, and you want to just walk away?” 
 
    Everything was frozen, the battle between the sellswords and the Sleeping Knights having paused atop the wall. She was surprised the Knights had obeyed her; lately it seemed they only obeyed Lisbeth Lorne, who she’d spotted flying—flying!—across the courtyard. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as the soulmarked girl landed softly on the ramparts.  
 
    “Good. Then we have an understanding,” Severon said. “Unless, of course, you’d like to watch as I remove your aunt’s head from her shoulders.” 
 
    “I will kill you myself,” Archer said, taking a step forward. 
 
    Annise moved to stop him with a hand on his arm, but Sir Jonius did so first. She swallowed, trying to hide her nerves. Not because she feared her own ability, but because she knew sellswords were unpredictable, and Severon more than most. There was no doubt this man would perform such a horrifying act without blinking. But this was not the time to let righteous passion force his hand. Archer looked at her, anger and determination flashing in his eyes, but she shook her head. She turned back to face the sellsword. “You would die a moment later.” 
 
    “And yet Lady Zelda would still be short a head.” He smiled, the half-mad smile of a man who had nothing left to lose.  
 
    Annise was about to respond in kind, but Severon spoke first, his eyes darting to the top of the wall. “If any more of my men die, Zelda dies too.” 
 
    Annise followed his gaze to where one of the Knights had disarmed a sellsword, holding him up with one hand. The ancient warrior’s eyes were dark and intense, his other arm retracted, preparing to plunge his sword into the man’s heart.  
 
    “Sir. I command you to cease and desist,” she said.  
 
    The Knight’s head turned toward her slowly, his lips parting. “I obey the will of the north and the north alone. These men have threatened the kingdom, and they must die.” 
 
    His grip tightened on the hilt as he brought his blade forward. 
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    Lisbeth strained against the Knight’s will, halting his sword’s progress, his red soul brightening in surprise as he twisted his head to face her. He continued to hold the sellsword aloft in one hand. The man’s soul was as black as a shadow, almost as if he was dead already, and she knew he deserved to die. 
 
    But not at the cost of Annise’s aunt. No, Lisbeth said in the Knight’s head, trying to burrow down into his soul, which seemed to descend deeper and deeper, a pit with no bottom.  
 
    Something struck her, a truth, the reason the magic of her mark seemed powerless against the ancient warriors.  
 
    Because they’re old, she thought, suddenly making sense of the senseless. Their souls had seen more, entire lifetimes of nothingness spent in hibernation in the frozen Hinterlands. She had to wade through all of that empty blackness to cut to the core of them, where their greatest truths lay hidden, covered by centuries of dust. 
 
    She burrowed deeper, remembering when an entire Garzi army threatened her on a snowy hillside what seemed like a lifetime ago. Though she still felt awful about what she’d done then, she had done it. She’d brought them to their knees, touched all their souls at once. Concentrating, she tried to recreate that power, felt it coursing through her like a wash of flames, her forehead on fire. She pushed farther into the Knight’s soul, seeking the core, the bottom of that pit of darkness and time.  
 
    She thought she saw a light, winking in the blackness. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    The Knight pushed back, spikes of pain pricking at her body from all sides, and Lisbeth realized it wasn’t just this Knight she was facing, but all of them. It was like poking a beehive with a stick, angering the entire colony rather than just the single bee you happened to hit. Their collective voices roared in her head, drowning out everything else, driving Lisbeth to her knees once more. Hidden somewhere amongst the cacophony was the Knight’s intention, working its way from his brain to his shoulder to his arm to his hand to his fingers, which began to open. 
 
    He’s going to drop the sellsword from the wall, Lisbeth realized, a beat too late. 
 
    The dark soul fell like a dropped stone, his scream as bright as the sun. 
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    Zelda 
 
      
 
    When the man screamed, Zelda lunged for the spike, feeling Severon’s blade slash across her, slicing open her skin. Warm blood ran down her neck as she curled her fingers around the spike. If Severon didn’t kill her first, she would end her life herself.  
 
    Sunlight reflected off something metal atop the wall, staying Zelda’s hand momentarily as she tried to discern its source.  
 
    And then Severon was upon her, his knees punching the remaining breath from her lungs, his lips an angry snarl, his scarred face twisted with rage. He raised his blade for the killing stroke… 
 
    She saw the source of the light. A familiar knight in shining armor, deftly leaping from the wall, the path of his arc drawing a definitive line toward her. She tried to roll, but couldn’t, Severon’s weight too much, even as his arm slashed downward.  
 
    WHOOMP! 
 
    The blade whistled past as Sir Christoff Metz slammed into the sellsword leader, knocking him askew. Zelda got a foot in the face, filling her vision with stars, which twinkled, slowly faded, and then vanished into darkness. 
 
    She could feel the blood leaving her body, pooling beneath her. She felt warm, as if wrapped in a cocoon. This was good. This was right. Annise had won back her kingdom.  
 
    Rule with honor. Save the kingdom. 
 
    Her thoughts slipped away from her like the fleeting tails of comets disappearing into oblivion.  
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    After the one atop the wall, the archer who’d had the high ground and the element of surprise on his side—he’d swung sharply to the side, the arrow zinging past his ear, before grabbing the man’s bow and pulling him off the wall—Christoff had had to defeat three more sellswords in order to sneak along the wall to gain position behind where Severon held Zelda at knifepoint. He’d planned to clamber quietly down the wall and surreptitiously make his approach, but everything had moved so fast that simply wasn’t in the cards.  
 
    As a last resort, he’d thrown himself from the wall, judging the distance as best he could. If he’d over or underestimated, he would’ve broken his legs. Instead, he’d probably broken Severon’s, while the sellsword leader had broken Christoff’s fall.  
 
    Now, Christoff clambered to his feet and pointed his sword at the man’s throat. He was groaning, writhing on the ground, clutching his own legs. The remaining Knights and soldiers had swarmed the rest of the sellswords, killing or capturing them. The one who’d been methodically murdering the mamoothen herd swiftly dropped his spear and surrendered. Christoff wasn’t sure whether any of the regal beasts had survived, but he hoped so.  
 
    “Kill me,” Severon said. When Christoff hesitated, the man screamed, “Do it!” 
 
    Something about this pathetic man’s end made Christoff uncomfortable. How far would a man have to fall to wish for death? He’d lost his own brother, and yet he’d never considered suicide, nor asking someone to kill him.  
 
    He shook his head. “Your life is not in my hands. Not anymore.” 
 
    He stepped aside for Queen Annise Gäric.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Annise held her Evenstar in one hand, the spiked ball hanging loosely from its chain. “You threatened my family, my kingdom,” she said, feeling cold inside at how close it had been. Nearby, one of her healers was tending to Aunt Zelda, having already determined the loss of blood was grievous, but that it could be stemmed. Archer supervised closely, helping to put pressure on her wounds. With rest, she would live. Thank the frozen gods of the north, Annise thought. And thank Sir Christoff Metz. 
 
    Severon spat blood, still clutching his knee. “I did what I had to do to get what I was owed. My entire life I’ve fought for lords and ladies, kings and queens. People like you and your aunt, your uncle and cousins, your father and mother.” 
 
    “Don’t speak of my family. You know nothing. You’ve fought for yourself. For gold. You are a worm beneath my trod.” 
 
    He laughed, his teeth stained with blood. “Then be sure to wipe my slime from your throne before you sit in it.” 
 
    “For your crimes against the kingdom, namely treason of the highest order, I, Queen Annise Gäric, first of my name, sentence you to death, to be carried out immediately and swiftly.” 
 
    Madness consuming him, Severon laughed the entire time, until one mighty swing of her Evenstar silenced him with a crunch.  
 
    She threw down the weapon and turned away, wondering whether this broken world could ever be truly fixed. 
 
    Not as long as evil men like Severon are alive, she thought.  
 
    Someone stood in her path and she tried to push past him, but thick, long arms circled her, pulling her into an embrace. She looked up into Tarin’s eyes, which were his and only his, rich pools of warmth, fierce but compassionate.  
 
    For the first time since she’d known him, the monster lurking inside him had been absent during a battle. She wondered what it meant. 
 
    “It’s over,” Tarin said, leaning down and kissing her forehead. 
 
    Her gaze slipped past him to where Lisbeth Lorne stood watching from atop the wall. Annise recalled how her blue eye had burst to life, how she’d stayed the Knight’s hand. And then, how he’d defied her, dropping the sellsword from the wall. If not for Sir Metz’s swift actions, it would’ve sealed Zelda’s fate.  
 
    Lisbeth’s milky unseeing eyes fell to her feet, as if unable to meet Annise’s stare for a second longer. She turned away. 
 
    I’ll need to talk to her later, she thought. Something told her their troubles were far from over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    The Southern Empire, Citadel 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    Though Lady Windy had suggested Roan get some sleep before they spoke again, his thoughts wouldn’t allow rest.  
 
    Bear Blackboots was here, just like I thought. The truth had him buzzing, like he’d drunk too much of Windy’s tea. Maybe there’s still hope for the Four Kingdoms. Maybe Bane is wrong about everything.  
 
    He had to believe it, otherwise everything he’d done so far was for naught, his life forfeit.  
 
    “You should be sleeping,” Windy said, startling him. Lost in his thoughts, Roan hadn’t even noticed her enter.  
 
    Roan propped his head up on one hand. “What does it mean?” he asked.  
 
    Windy cocked her head to the side in that birdlike manner of hers. She didn’t smile, and Roan could sense a fear in her he hadn’t felt before. “You mean…Horde?” 
 
    Yes. Roan nodded. “At first I thought Horde was us. You know, the armies of the Four Kingdoms. Killing each other. Destroying everything.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
    Roan shook his head. “Now I don’t know. It felt…darker than that.” 
 
    “War is dark.” 
 
    “You’ve never read about Horde in any of your books?” 
 
    Windy laughed. “Scholarship isn’t about being given answers in books, it’s about discovering them for yourself.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you don’t know.” It was a lighthearted jab, but Roan couldn’t help himself.  
 
    “No, Roan Loren, Peacemaker of prophecy and legend. I don’t know. But I suspect the answer, along with many others, lies in Teragon.” 
 
    “Then we must go there.” 
 
    “Yes, and we must go with you.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Yela and I. Most believe peace is the work of kings and their armies, but it is scholars who can change the world.” 
 
    Roan considered that. Considered something else, longing to ask the question but fearing the answer. Is Bane right about me? Are we part of the same fate? Am I the light to his dark? Do I need to work with him to achieve peace? 
 
    He clamped his mouth shut. Opened it. “What of Calyp?” 
 
    Windy smiled without humor. “The fate of Calyp has never been mine to determine. Viper might be a bitter snake, but she wants what’s best for our people. There comes a time in life when it’s necessary for one to walk away from everything they’ve ever known. For me, that time is now.” 
 
    Roan nodded. He’d had a time once, too, when he’d left Calypso. His life hadn’t been the same since, for better or worse. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “Immediately. We shall travel on guanik-back.” 
 
    Roan groaned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Knight’s End 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Rhea was powerless against the strong arms pinning her to the floor, the stones icy through the thin fabric of her silk shift.  
 
    Where are my clothes? she wondered, even as she tried to fight off the woman who held her.  
 
    She remembered: They took them. They stripped me down to this. 
 
    A scream rose up from her lungs, but lodged itself in her throat, choking her. The two Furies holding her bared their teeth, which were stark white next to their long, red hair. The third stood over her, hurling accusations in that cold, even tone that marked her as a servant of Wrath. The edge of a blade caught the light, a flash of silver death. 
 
    I am powerless. I have no control. 
 
    Control. That word. It was the key to everything. To life, to death, to happiness, to driving away her enemies. 
 
    Again: I am powerless. 
 
    The knife darted down, pressing against the skin of her cheeks. She felt its bite, the warmth of her blood flowing freely. She wanted to close her eyes, but couldn’t. She saw the Fury— 
 
    No. Oh Wrath. 
 
    Father? 
 
    King Gill Loren stared down at her, his expression sad. He began to cut. 
 
    Father!  
 
    But no, her assailant wasn’t her father anymore, but her lost brother, Roan, his long, golden hair falling across his brow in waves.  
 
    Grey Arris was next, and she remembered how he’d protected her to the end, just before he’d— 
 
    Left.  
 
    Her chest felt ripped open, her heart exposed, a lonely thumping thing with no purpose, no control over its own destiny.  
 
    Dimly, she was aware that this was a dream—no, a nightmare, one that had recurred again and again ever since the Day Where She Was Scarred—and yet she couldn’t bring herself to end it with a scream, the way she normally did.  
 
    For the first time, there was one more person left to hold the knife. To cut. To scar her.  
 
    Leo. Her younger brother. She could see the anger in his narrowed eyes, in his white-knuckled grip on the knife, in the way his teeth knit together, grinding.  
 
    Leo, no! she tried to shout, but her words were caught behind that frozen scream. And then Bea was dying all over again and she was powerless, her life spiraling out of control, and all she wanted was to return to the old days, when she was just a rebellious maiden and her father was the king and Bea was alive and— 
 
    She screamed, shattering the dream world, thrashing so hard her silken sheets wrapped around her, tightening… 
 
    She choked. Gasped. Breathed. Stopped fighting. Counted to ten, then to one hundred, in rhythm with her racing heart. Just breathe. She did. She breathed.  
 
    It was just a nightmare and the past is the past. 
 
    It was something she’d been reminding herself of daily, in an attempt to be a different person, not the monster she’d become ever since the day Cousin Jove had condemned her to a fate she never wanted.  
 
    The control was an addiction, a part of her she couldn’t cut away like a piece of fat attached to tenderloin. One of her tutors had once told her about an odd lizard in Phanes that could be cut and regrow. A tail, a limb, even its head. The only way to truly kill this lizard was to burn it to ash. It was like that with her need for control. No matter how much she fought it, strove to cut it off, that need would regrow, driving her to do mad things like what had happened to her sister in the Bay of Bounty.  
 
    I will have to use fire to slay my own monster, she thought. Burn it to ash. 
 
    There was one more thing Rhea had to do before departing Knight’s End.  
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    Rhea hesitated in the shadows of the doorway, watching her brother, Leo, as he stared at the wall. What is he thinking? she wondered. What is he seeing? Memories of his twin sister’s final moments, before Wrathos dragged her screaming from the shore? Rhea’s cold, uncaring face as she pretended she felt nothing? 
 
    That was what plagued her more than anything—that Leo thought her a monster. 
 
    Sometimes she agreed with him.  
 
    Her baby kicked, its timing uncanny. Once she might’ve believed nothing mattered but controlling her own destiny, protecting herself from ever being hurt again, but now… 
 
    Now she wanted the child to have a mother to be proud of. Not a monster. 
 
    “I am not a monster,” she whispered under her breath, willing it to be true.  
 
    Leo turned at the sound, his eyes sunken, dark circles under them. She wondered how many sleepless nights he’d had, how many times he’d been woken by nightmares of her.  
 
    She took a deep breath and entered, hating the way her brother flinched when she moved closer. Hating that it was warranted. How could she explain that she never meant for Bea to be killed? How could she explain that she was as much a victim of Wrath’s will and whims as him? 
 
    “I’m going away for a time,” she said, her voice quivering slightly on the last word. Once, not so long ago, she would’ve hated hearing that weakness in herself, would’ve tried to hide it. Not now. Not with Leo.  
 
    “You’re going to war,” Leo said. He sat cross-legged on the floor, his head angled slightly toward her, but not making eye contact. His voice was flat, monotone, without feeling. He doesn’t care whether I live or die. She didn’t blame him—couldn’t blame him.  
 
    Who am I? she wondered. The girl who murdered her cousin, Jove, as he forgave her sins, or the queen who faked Ennis’s death to save his life? The brave warrior who saved her kingdom in the Bay of Bounty, or the petty sister who caused Bea’s death because she wanted to scare her? The vicious ruler who sought to poison an entire species, or the mother who saved all of the Four Kingdoms from Darkspell’s plague potion? 
 
    She realized Leo was staring at her, that she’d been silent for a long time.  
 
    “I don’t want you to”—she swallowed—“hate me.” 
 
    “I don’t hate you,” Leo said, too quickly, far too quickly. He was never a good liar, not like Bea had been. He’s scared of what I’ll do to him if he says the wrong thing. The thought made her unbearably sad.  
 
    “It’s all right,” Rhea said softly, taking a step closer. Leo leaned away, eyeing the dark space beneath the bed, as if seeking an escape route. “I deserve it. I’ve done…bad things. Too many bad things. But I’m trying to do right now. I’m trying to be better.” 
 
    His eyes remained fixed on that dark space. He said nothing.  
 
    “I didn’t kill Ennis, you know,” she said.  
 
    At that, his eyes roved back to her before darting away again. “Everyone says you did. You stabbed him in front of the entire city.” 
 
    “It wasn’t real,” she said. “He wore a bag of blood on his chest. He was given an elixir that made him appear dead.” 
 
    “Then where is he? I want to see him.” 
 
    She shook her head. “He’s in Phanes. That’s why I must go to war. To get him back.” 
 
    “Is Bea alive, too? Was that staged as well?” 
 
    The naked hope in his voice, the way it rose toward the end, shattered what was left of her heart. “I—I didn’t mean for that to happen. I only wished to prove the stories about Wrathos.” And scare you. Yes, she’d wanted to scare them into obedience. Even unspoken, the truth tasted bitter.  
 
    “But it did happen!” Leo said, his eyes suddenly wild, his hands roaming over each other. “She’s dead, Rhea.” His voice broke on the last word, the tears streaming freely down his face.  
 
    She went to him; any façade of strength she had left broke as she held him, as they cried, as they mourned their lost sister, their dead father, the mother they’d barely known. 
 
    After a time, Rhea dried her brother’s eyes on her dress. “Your eldest brother, Roan, lives. And I’m going to find him.” 
 
    Until she said it, Rhea didn’t know it was true, but now it felt like the most important thing in the world. Her next words surprised her even more. 
 
    “We’re going to be a family again. You, me, Roan, and my baby. You’re going to have a niece or nephew.” 
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    The spring mist hung low, clinging to the streets of Knight’s End, painting the city in ghostly shades of gray.  
 
    Despite the hour, thousands thronged the main thoroughfare to watch the army leave the western capital. Most wore white, their god’s symbol of purity and righteousness, but each citizen included an article of red, Wrath’s color of vengeance, as worn by the furia. A red bandanna tied around a head here, a silk ribbon wrapped around a wrist there. Atop her white horse, squinting through the mist, Rhea saw them all, wondering how she had earned the respect and trust of her people. 
 
    Wondering whether she deserved it.  
 
    Her thoughts strayed back to Leo. She’d sought him once more before she’d left the bounds of the castle, but he’d already left his quarters, having risen even earlier than she.  
 
    She was surrounded by many of the furia, though more would join her as they approached the Furium, which they would pass on the route to the southern gates. They stared straight ahead; in the foggy dawn light, their red armor appeared painted with blood. Appropriate, Rhea thought grimly. I’ve seen so much blood lately. Too much. Far too much. 
 
    Her horse slowed unexpectedly, and then eased to a stop. Beside her, the furia’s horses did the same. Something blocked the way forward. Attenuated shadows, shifting through the mist. A mob, filling the width of the street. To the right, Rhea could make out the fuzzy edges of the structure known as the Furium, the training grounds for Wrath’s holy army.  
 
    Though this was where the two halves of her army were meant to come together, something felt…off. Figures shifted forward, materializing with each step. One, two, three…several furia moved in behind them. 
 
    Rhea frowned. “I was told you left the city.” 
 
    “We didn’t.” It was Sai who spoke, her eldest living cousin. He looked older somehow, his chestnut hair streaked with gray. He wore silver armor, a longsword hanging from his belt. His hand gripped the hilt, as if ready to draw his blade in an instant. Flanking him were his brother and sister, Wheaton and Gaia. Wheaton seemed distracted, scanning the crowd, which had gathered to watch the exchange. Gaia, once rather close with Rhea, almost as close as Ennis, stared at her with her piercing green eyes narrowed. Ennis’s siblings, all three.  
 
    “I’m glad,” Rhea said. “Thank you for coming to see me off. Or are you planning to ride with us?” 
 
    “No. We are immune to your silver tongue, cousin,” Sai said. “Where is Ennis?” 
 
    It was then that Rhea noticed another, smaller figure standing off to the side. He shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot.  
 
    Leo. 
 
    In her attempt to get her brother back on her side, Rhea had unwittingly admitted to a lie of epic proportions. She’d trusted him, and he’d betrayed her. Just like Bea. Anger rushed through her like a rogue wave. Commands lingered on her tongue, sharp words meant to hurt, to destroy, to control. She could easily deny her brother’s claims, order her cousins and Leo arrested, thrown in the dungeons. Nothing had to change. She’d survived thus far with strength, with fearless, brutal action. 
 
    Her child shifted, perhaps rolling over in its sleep.  
 
    I don’t want to be that queen, that person, anymore. 
 
    “Where is Ennis?” Sai asked again. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. 
 
    Sai’s eyes widened in surprise, which made Rhea realize something. He thought I lied to Leo about Ennis being alive.  
 
    The thought made her feel horrible, because he was right to think that. Ever since her face had been mutilated by the Furies, she’d maintained power with lies, murder, and fear, all under the guise of righteousness. 
 
    “You admit he’s alive?” It was Gaia who spoke now, and her eyes were also wide with wonder. No, not wonder. Hope. Rhea had never considered how badly Ennis’s death would hurt the rest of her cousins. I have been blind for so long. Too long. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, the word seeming to knock a large weight from her shoulders. Several gasps arose from the crowd. Whispers ran through the throng, like the rustle of leaves blown by a stiff wind. The words felt like the held-back waters of a dam exploding through a hole as they rushed out of her. “I faked his death. I lied. Ennis disobeyed a direct order from his queen during a time of war, the punishment for which was death. But I didn’t want him to die. I couldn’t lose another person I cared about.” 
 
    At that, Gaia’s expression softened. Sai’s did not. “By your own admission, you lied to your people, to your kingdom. Do you deny it?” 
 
    Rhea didn’t know what would happen, but she felt stripped of everything but the truth. “No.” 
 
    “And what of Jove’s death? You claimed he was murdered by the King’s Bane. Did you tell it true?” 
 
    There was no going back from this. No seeking forgiveness. No regaining the control she so desperately craved. “No. I lied. I murdered Jove with a shard of glass as he sat upon the throne. My throne.” 
 
    Gasps from the crowd. The citizens—her citizens—stared at her in horror. In disbelief. Mothers pulled their small children’s faces against their skirts, as if to look upon her would dirty them forever.  
 
    Worse was the look on Gaia’s face. On Wheaton’s face. On Sai’s face.  
 
    Gaia whirled and pushed through the crowd, not wanting to be near her a second longer. Wheaton shook his head and scowled. Sai calmly stared at her, his gaze icy. “Then the furia have no choice but to punish you for your crimes—no, your sins—against Wrath and the kingdom.” 
 
    So this was it. The end of her short and intense reign as queen of the west. In some ways, Rhea felt relieved. She swung a leg over her horse and prepared to dismount. “Stop,” Sai said. She looked up, hoping against hope that there was some mercy left in him. “The Furies have already decided your punishment.” 
 
    Rhea’s heart sank, but she wouldn’t make a scene. Wouldn’t beg or grovel or weep. Her actions had consequences, and she would face them like a queen, her head held high. 
 
    One of the Furies stepped forward, her face a mask without expression, the scars carved by Rhea’s own hand gleaming wickedly as the sun tried to break through the fog. This woman had no reason to show Rhea mercy.  
 
    She didn’t, and yet Rhea relished her punishment like the mortally wounded relished death. 
 
    “You, Queen Rhea Loren, First of Your Name, will ride south to Phanes and trade yourself for Ennis Loren. You are hereby stripped of all claims on the throne, which will pass to your brother, Leo Loren, upon his sixteenth birthday. Until then, your eldest living cousin, Sai Loren, will be crowned King of the West and Protector of the Realm.” 
 
    “No,” Rhea said, but it wasn’t a denial, merely a change in the details. “By Western Law, the crown must pass to the eldest in the line of succession. Roan Loren, my eldest brother, shall be king.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    Gareth expected to feel a lot of things, but not calm. Yet that was exactly how he felt, like he was sitting beside a burbling stream on a warm, sunny day. Peaceful.  
 
    Maybe Roan is right. Maybe peace is the way forward. Maybe it’s possible. 
 
    After all, in only a matter of two weeks he’d managed to do what his brother, his father, and his grandfather had been unable to accomplish in a century. A treaty with the west. A possible treaty with Calyp. 
 
    The latest, conducted in a series of negotiations with the self-declared Empress, Viper Sandes, via message stream, was contingent on two things: 
 
    First, the delivery of enough gold to make the families who had lost soldiers in the Dragon Defense wealthy for generations to come. Gareth knew gold couldn’t replace lives, but at least it was a step in the right direction, an admission of guilt by the Calypsians.  
 
    Second, the dragon being returned to Calypso. After the dragon’s recent killings, this was the harder of the two. 
 
    His people wouldn’t be happy. In the past, blood would be met with blood. Violence with violence. I am not my brother, Gareth thought. Nor my father. 
 
    And I’m not the Shield, he added as an afterthought. At least not anymore.  
 
    He refocused, listening as his booted steps thudded on the forest floor. He was surrounded by legionnaires, but when he stopped in front of the gate, he raised a hand to command them to hold back.  
 
    Lines of a poem written long before he was born were etched in the metalwork. Rather than reading the familiar lines, he let them blur into nothingness.  
 
    He pushed through, closing the gate behind him.  
 
    A good sign, he thought. She’s not angry with me anymore. Else the gate would’ve barred his entry into this portion of the forest.  
 
    Gwendolyn Storm sat perched on a metal hammock, her legs swinging idly over the side. Her catlike eyes watched him approach, decades of experience locked in that expressionless stare.  
 
    His heart beat firmly in his chest. I am a mouse. 
 
    “Gwen,” he said, stopping to look up at her.  
 
    “Gareth.” Those eyes. Like a predator’s finding its prey. She is your friend, he reminded himself. At least for a little while longer.  
 
    There was nothing for it. He blurted out the reason he’d come here. “The terms of our treaty with Calyp have been finalized.” 
 
    “Truly?” Her thin, scythe-like eyebrows lifted to her forehead. “Let me guess—gold and a dragon.” 
 
    Gareth nodded. “And peace. Just like Roan wanted.” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s what this is really about, is it? Roan saves your skin—twice, or is it thrice now?—and you start signing treaties.” 
 
    “That’s not what this is abou—” 
 
    “No? Because from where I’m sitting, it is.” 
 
    “Gwen.” 
 
    “Gareth.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted this, too. That’s why you helped me reclaim the throne. So Grian wouldn’t destroy everything.” 
 
    “Grian was drunk on power. You are drunk on foolishness.” 
 
    The words stung, but Gareth didn’t show it. “What would you have me do?” 
 
    Her response was immediate. “Send me to Calyp. I will find each of the Sandes.” 
 
    “An assassin?” 
 
    “Who better?” 
 
    “No one, but that’s not the point.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The treaty.” 
 
    “A treaty with Calyp is impossible so long as there is a Sandes sitting on the Dragon Throne. You give them their dragon back, and they will return the favor with unquenchable fire.” 
 
    That’s when he felt it, the truth hidden behind her silver armor, both the plate she wore and that which sheathed her heart. This wasn’t about peace or war, dragons or gold. This was about pain and loss, feelings he understood all too well. This I can work with. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “But this is a chance I have to take. I want peace for our people. For the Four Kingdoms. There has been too much bloodshed. Someone has to take the first step to stem the tide.” Yes, he would march to war with Rhea Loren and the west, but only against Phanes, whose slaving ways went against everything Gareth had been taught by his father.  
 
    Gwen nodded. “That is your choice. And I will make mine. Will you try to stop me?” 
 
    Gareth felt as if he’d been slapped. “Is that why you think I’m here? To arrest you?” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Isn’t it? You’ve brought legionnaires.” 
 
    Gareth couldn’t hold back his laugh. “You are the mightiest warrior I’ve ever known. An entire legion could not bring you to heel. They insisted on coming with me. For my protection.” 
 
    It was her turn to laugh. “They thought I might hurt you.” Though her tone was incredulous, she quickly changed it. “Well, I suppose it’s not such a farfetched notion, and the day is still young…” 
 
    The jape seemed to repair something that had been broken between them. “Hilarious. May I come up?” 
 
    No sooner had he spoken than one of the metal-sheathed branches swooped down and wrapped around his midsection, flipping him into the air. Gwendolyn caught him by the shirt with one hand, setting him beside her in the hammock.  
 
    “Thanks,” Gareth said breathlessly.  
 
    “You know, Roan once sat in that exact spot,” she said.  
 
    “Did he? And did you…” He left the thought unfinished. 
 
    “Kiss him? Ha! We argued and I dumped him out.” 
 
    “Oh.” Somehow it reminded him of his own tumultuous relationship with the western prince. Why did love have to be so hard? 
 
    Gwen sighed, and it seemed to come from a place deeper than her lungs. “How did we get here?” 
 
    “I stomped along for a quarter-hour, while I’m assuming you sprinted, leaping deftly from branch to branch…” 
 
    “Amusing, as always. You know what I meant.” 
 
    He did, all too well. The last few months didn’t seem long enough to contain half of the events that had transpired. Not so long ago he was imprisoned in a tower, forsaken by his own people, his own brother, and now he was the king of a proud nation about to march to war once again.  
 
    “Bad luck?” he suggested. 
 
    “A whole mountain of it,” she said with a smile.  
 
    “You know, I’ll miss your insults the most,” Gareth said.  
 
    “And I your foolish wit and pointless banter.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. The banter. Though it’s not the same without Roan.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    Gwen glanced in his direction. Nodded.  
 
    “Have you ever wished your skinmark gave you a different power?” 
 
    Gwen choked out a laugh. “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know, snap your fingers and create food.” 
 
    “First off, I don’t have to snap my fingers to use my power. Second, a foodmark? Really? That’s the best you can come up with?” 
 
    “Yes, a foodmark! You would be more popular than a warmongering king with an entire legion of dragons.” 
 
    “Ore, I can see why Roan likes you so much. Talking to you is like drinking an entire barrel of mead.” 
 
    “You never answered my question,” Gareth said. 
 
    Gwen said, “No, I didn’t.” And that was the answer, he knew. It wasn’t that she couldn’t answer his question, but that she didn’t want to, just as he didn’t want to wonder what his life would’ve been like had one of his brothers been born first, inheriting the title Shield and protector of the true heir. 
 
    Maybe they wouldn’t all be dead, he thought. Maybe I would be dead instead. 
 
    He remembered a long-ago day when he’d almost drowned, when Guy had saved him. A night, a celebration, a truth. His life shattered, a wedge driven between he and Grian. Between he and Guy, too, in a different way.  
 
    “I leave for the Scarra Desert tomorrow,” Gareth said.  
 
    “I will ride with you as far as the borderlands,” Gwen said.  
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then I must continue on alone.” 
 
    Gareth nodded. It was another truth he couldn’t hide from. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom,  
 
    approaching the Calypsian border 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Despite everything that had changed, the jaunt south with Gareth had felt almost like old times. Roan was notably absent, aye, but, in a way, that had made the trip easier. Less heavy. 
 
    All the lightness was sucked away the moment she saw the first of the sand dunes, waves of white, ever-shifting, painting the desert with wind-filled brushes. 
 
    Dotting the landscape were dozens of forms. There were no guanero, the royal protectors of the empire, Calyp’s finest warriors.  
 
    Because they’re all dead, Gwen thought without satisfaction.  
 
    A particularly loud roar and hammering sound drew her from her thoughts. Though the animalistic sound of a large dragon trying to escape its rolling prison had grown commonplace during the journey, it sent a thrill through her every time Gwen heard it. The memory of her confrontation with the monster always seemed to be at the front of her mind. She remembered the way the dragon had stared at her—no, through me, like I was a window to the outside world—the way it had spoken to her, in her mind—Find her. Find my soul.  
 
    “I will.” I will kill her. 
 
    “What was that?” Gareth asked. Like her, his eyes were locked on the enormous metal box on wheels being hauled by an entire herd of cattle. Atop the box were two-dozen Orian channelers, each focused on maintaining the five-layered prison keeping the dragon from massacring the lot of them.  
 
    “Are you really going through with this?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    She swallowed down her anger, not wanting that to be the last emotion she felt before separating from him. “Fine. Then I wish you luck.” 
 
    “Gwen,” Gareth said, his voice filled with the gravity of a fall from a great height. He had turned toward her, his eyes clear and focused.  
 
    “Enough, Gareth. I just have to go—” 
 
    Catching her by surprise, he stepped toward her in one swift motion, wrapping his arms around her. She did nothing for a moment, embarrassed by the dozens of sets of legionnaires’ eyes watching them. But then, slowly, she hugged him back, the warmth spreading through her like a warm summer wind.  
 
    “I’ll miss you,” Gareth said. “Truly.” 
 
    “You, too, you damn fool,” she said. “Try not to get yourself killed or I’ll kill you again.” 
 
    “Same for you. And try not to ruin any of my treaties.” 
 
    They pulled apart. “No promises.” She left, slipping away eastward toward the Barren Marshes and the coastline, where a boat would be waiting. 
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    Gareth 
 
      
 
    He watched Gwen go, forcing his mouth to remain closed before he called her back. She had her own decisions to make, and he his. Still, it felt like another piece of him had twisted and broken off. He wondered how many pieces he had left.  
 
    Get on with it, he thought, refocusing on the task at hand. As he moved forward, the figures lined up on the edge of the desert grew larger and larger, their features gaining clarity. Most of them were dark-skinned, save for a few gray-skinned Dreadnoughters. None of them looked happy, not even the one standing in the center, wearing battle leathers and a curled-lip snarl.  
 
    From the descriptions, he was certain it was Viper Sandes. Though she was taller and darker, her nose and chin sharper, he could see the resemblance to her niece, Raven.  
 
    Behind him, the dragon roared inside its metal prison, but he ignored it. He called across the gap between them. “Empress. Thank you for negotiating in good faith.” 
 
    One eyebrow went up, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Good faith? You would ransom what is already mine—my last dragon—and call that good faith?” 
 
    Anger coursed through him, and Gareth remembered Gwen’s warning: The Sandes are snakes, all of them. Watch yourself, lest they bite you, their poison is deadly. 
 
    “Your people attacked mine, not the other way around,” he reminded her sharply.  
 
    “Not on my orders. I am as perturbed by their actions as you. And might I remind you, I am grieving: my niece was killed during the battle.” 
 
    A lie. Gareth had seen Bane whisk her away using his magic. Perhaps she was dead, but not during the battle. “And Whisper?” It was a loaded question, and Gareth watched for her reaction. 
 
    To her credit, Viper didn’t so much as flinch. “She took her own life out of grief. I grieve for her too. Our family is swiftly growing smaller.” 
 
    Gareth wasn’t certain what to believe, except that this woman would do anything to maintain power in Calyp—power she had coveted for many years, ever since she lost in the arena to her sister, Sun Sandes.  
 
    Another roar and a bang. Gareth glanced back. The Orians atop the metal box were flushed and straining, rebuilding the iron walls again and again, adding layers as quickly as the beast burned through them with its fiery breath.  
 
    When he turned back, Viper was smirking at him. “Shall we get on with the exchange?” Before he could respond, several burly men strode forward. Each pair held a large rectangular chest that jingled as they walked. They shone under the harsh sunlight.  
 
    Gold, Gareth thought. The chests themselves are made of pure gold.  
 
    Eastern archers aimed dozens of arrows at the men as they approached, unceremoniously dumping the chests before Gareth.  
 
    “Open them,” he said, though he was certain of their contents.  
 
    The men looked back toward their empress. Interesting, Gareth thought. They are loyal and obedient. Who are they? he wondered, narrowing his eyes, reconsidering them. Given the scars, taut muscles, and dark-eyed stares, there was only one answer: fighters. Not just any fighters. The very same criminals who fought in the pits at Zune. She gave them their freedom and they give her their loyalty and the empire. 
 
    Only after Viper nodded her assent did they unlatch the boxes and swing the lids wide. Gold glinted. Jewels—rubies, emeralds, diamonds, sapphires, topaz—glittered like stars.  
 
    “Dump them out,” Gareth commanded. He didn’t believe Viper would try to trick him, but prudence demanded he check there weren’t ordinary stones under all of the jewels and gold.  
 
    Again, the men’s eyes found their empress’s. All except one, who stared at Gareth with narrowly hidden disgust. His eyes were naturally narrow. Phanecian. He was taller than the others. Broader, too, his skin tanned and smooth, not bearing the scars of his comrades. This man is the best warrior of them all, Gareth thought.  
 
    Gareth met his stare. “Do you have something to say?” 
 
    “My empress is not a liar,” he said. His tone was even but felt like it was on the knife’s edge of anger.  
 
    “No? Did she not claim to be managing the fighting pits of Zune when really she was building an army?” 
 
    The man’s teeth ground together. “That was her only—” 
 
    “Gat,” Viper said. The word was spoken pointedly, but with rounder edges than her other commands. This man—Gat—means something to her. Something more than the others. They could even be lovers. Gareth filed away the information in case he ever needed it.  
 
    Just hearing his name was enough to calm the man, who, his eyes never leaving Gareth’s, overturned the chest, spilling its contents all the way to Gareth’s feet.  
 
    There were no stones. Just gold and jewels and wealth unimaginable. The remainder of the chests yielded the same results.  
 
    My empress is not a liar. 
 
    Not today, Gareth thought. And neither am I. 
 
    “Release the dragon,” he said.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Siri 
 
      
 
    Colors: the red of anger, the blue of challenge, the black of pain, the gray of imprisonment.  
 
    Sounds: muted voices, the thuds of her tail on the iron walls, the lowing of the cattle who had borne her this far, the drumbeats of the hearts of her captors. 
 
    Smells: smoke, heated metal, sweat, dung, fear. 
 
    Always the fear. Siri sensed it in the air like a dense fog. Even those who held her captive feared her. Even her masters in The Place of the Big Sun had feared her. All except one. 
 
    My soul. 
 
    She could feel her again. Though still distant, the two-legger known as Raven Sandes was closer than before. She’s—her roar shook the walls of her prison, her fire bathing the box in red-orange-yellow-blue light, the walls melting in viscous waterfalls—in pain.  
 
    My soul is in pain. 
 
    Though the last living dragon was exhausted from her constant struggle to break free, that knowledge was enough to reenergize her, to strengthen her muscles and bones and the spikes on her tail and back, to heat the fire living inside her belly to higher temperatures, an inferno of death and destruction to all who stood in her path.  
 
    Release.  
 
    The fire roared from her maw, spreading to all sides, swirling around her, a living, breathing weapon. She could feel her captors—the ore channelers—pushing back, straining against her, but they were chaff in her fields, fodder under her feet. 
 
    They are nothing. I am Siri. 
 
    Molten iron dripped around her, spouting steam. Still her fire burned hotter and hotter. She honed it, focused it, the way Raven had trained her. On the metal roof above her, where she knew her captors stood. She could feel their fear heighten, could sense the moment when they realized the limits to their own mortality.  
 
    Air rushed in, feeding her flames.  
 
    Screams rent the air, lost in the power of her final roar, an earth-shattering blast of pain and anger and relief and 
 
    Freedom.  
 
    Her wings beat once, twice, and then she was clear of her own flames and smoke, rising into the sky, which was blue and clear and lit by the big sun of the place she’d only ever known as  
 
    Home. 
 
    My home.  
 
    And my soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 First Interlude 
 
    Crimea 
 
    THE HORDE 
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    Though it was daytime, the sky free of clouds, it was dark. The sun was blotted out by a mass, moving, writhing, descending in bursts, like great, dark hands reaching from the sky.  
 
    Crows. Scavengers. They followed the Horde wherever they went, feasting on the flesh of the fallen. One landed on his shoulder, its head cocked to the side.  
 
    He stared at it for a moment, wondering whether the filthy fowl sensed its own mortality coming to an end.  
 
    His hand shot out like a lightning strike, snatching the bird from his shoulder and snapping its neck. He tossed it aside, remembering a long ago past that might’ve been another’s life. 
 
    The Lost Son wondered whether anyone from the stranger’s life still spoke of him, still remembered him. He wondered if anyone would recognize him when he returned. 
 
    Surely not his father, who had pitied him for his weaknesses, for his shriveled legs, which could never hold his full weight. In a way, Kklar-Ggra, Son-Gäric, would rather his father despised him, hated him for his inability to march, to fight, to carry on the family tradition of honor and glory in battle. The Undefeated King, they had called his father, a nickname well earned.  
 
    Yes, he defeated me too, when he took away my birthright, my claim on the throne. He still remembered that day, how he’d cried, how his brothers’ smiles had stretched across their faces. How his sister, Zelda, had done nothing to help, disappearing for near-on a day before reappearing as if nothing had transpired.  
 
    He remembered his own nickname. The Maimed Prince. 
 
    Who will remember my true name when I return? Who will say, ‘Aye, Helmuth Gäric the Conqueror is here to destroy all those who have wronged him’? 
 
    None, he knew. None would recognize him, nor remember him. As far as they were concerned, he was dead. 
 
    He looked down at his legs. Strapped with metal and yew fittings from ankle to knee to thigh, they were no longer bent, no longer brittle. He walked with long strides that had taken him years to master. His arms were stronger still, the years of hauling his entire body around cording his upper body with thick, powerful muscles.  
 
    Kklar-Ggra stepped on the man’s throat. He was supposed to be a great king, a conqueror himself. King of the most powerful nation in the world. Crimea. But Helmuth knew better. Helmuth knew the inner workings of this evil, evil man, and he did not fear him. 
 
    Now, the king’s entire countenance shook with fear of his own. He gagged and Son-Gäric released the pressure a bit. “What has come of the Four Kingdoms?” he asked. 
 
    The man’s voice was a croak. “You,” he said, recognition dawning on his face. “I remember you.” 
 
    In truth, Klar-Ggra had hoped he would. It would only make this more satisfying. “Yes. You had a taste for young boys like me.” King Streit, he thought, the name like a long-forgotten nightmare remembered. The latest in a long line of pretenders. 
 
    “It wasn’t like that. I loved you like a son.” 
 
    Helmuth winced, and it took all his self-control not to kill him now. “What has come of the Four Kingdoms?” he repeated. 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “Liar.” Without anger, he backhanded the king across the face. He wore a glove, so his skin would not contact him. Not yet. The broken man howled. 
 
    All around him, the Horde prowled. They were human-like, but more primitive, without the pointless emotions of their supposedly more advanced cousins, humans. They lived for the hunt, for the kill, destroying all who stood before them. 
 
    Kklar-Ggra beckoned two of them closer, speaking in their rough tongue. They obeyed without question, careful not to get too close. One was male, his back ridged and humped, his thick hands hanging so low his knuckles occasionally sent loose rocks skittering. The female was larger, standing more erect, her teeth sharper, her claws longer, her strength that of two of her male counterparts. They killed with claw and teeth and weapons—mostly fashioned from the bones of their victims—without preference. 
 
    The king quailed, his cheek inflamed where he’d been struck. “The truth, or I shall give you to my friends,” Son-Gäric said.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” the man—for that’s all he really was—asked. 
 
    “Because I can. Now answer. I will not ask again.” The mark over his heart thrummed with energy, but he would not unchain it. Not now. Though he’d mastered the power he’d been born with years ago, it still took all his concentration not to rip off his gloves and press his flesh to the king’s skin. 
 
    “The war continues,” the king said, his voice barely more than a whisper. The rest poured out of him like a flood. The rumors of a prophesied killer, the Kings’ Bane, indiscriminately assassinating rulers across the realms. Gill Loren had fallen. Sun Sandes too. Three of the Hozas were dead as well, plus three Ironclads.  
 
    “And my brother?” he asked. “Has he survived?” 
 
    The king-no-longer-a-king’s eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “I do not know your brother. When you came to me you were a crippled orphan.” 
 
    The reminder twisted itself through Helmuth. He fought off the feeling, maintaining his neutral expression. “Of course you do. Long has Crimea traded with him and his ilk. He is known as the Dread King.” 
 
    Realization blazed across the king’s face. “Wolfric Gäric? He had only one brother, Griswold, and he was killed after he usurped his niece’s throne.” 
 
    If the throne had been usurped that meant Wolfric was already dead. No matter. There will be others for my Horde. He felt nothing for Wolfric. Nothing for Griswold. He tried not to think about Zelda, of her betrayal. “There was another,” he said. “Helmuth.” 
 
    “The Maimed Prince? But he has not been seen for years. Decades.” The king’s eyes widened as realization hit him. “You? You’re the Maimed Prince? You never said anything all those years ago. I didn’t know!” 
 
    Helmuth smiled and backed away. “It wouldn’t have changed anything. You were a monster then and you’re a monster now. And monsters must be slain.” He waved the two forward, their teeth gnashing.  
 
    “No! You said if I told you the truth that you would—” 
 
    His next words were cut off by his screams.  
 
    Helmuth was almost complete. Almost. All that was left was the Four Kingdoms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART II 
 
      
 
    Raven   [image: ]   Gwendolyn   [image: ]   Roan 
 
    Goggin   [image: ]   Siri 
 
      
 
    Somewhere between right and wrong, there is a garden. 
 
    That is where we shall meet. 
 
    Japarti, famous Calypsian poet  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    The Southern Empire, Zune 
 
    Raven Sandes 
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    The dragon’s shriek jolted Raven awake. 
 
    “Siri?” she said, blinking, trying to make sense of the shadows surrounding her, the gray-stone walls and solid iron bars and the hole in the ground from which a foul-smelling odor seemed to emanate.  
 
    Gods, it was no nightmare, she thought, the past fortnight rushing back once more, as it did each time she awoke in this horrid place.  
 
    Zune, she thought. I am in Zune and this is my prison and my Aunt Viper has usurped the empire. 
 
    My dragon has been captured by the east—Raven could feel Siri’s anger, her pain, almost as much as she could feel her own. 
 
    And I am lost. 
 
    What of Whisper? That was always the final thought in the sequence, the most important. Thus far, all she knew was that they had been separated. A dark hood had been thrown over her head from behind and she’d been dragged away by strong arms that managed to subdue her kicking legs and clawing hands. Whisper had screamed, but that sound had been cut off sharply. 
 
    Raven didn’t want to think about what that meant.  
 
    Couldn’t think about it.  
 
    All is lost. 
 
    She remembered the sinking of Goggin’s ship, his guanero and their reptilian beasts leaping overboard. She remembered the eastern defenses, how the very walls of Ferria fought against the Calypsians, killing dragon and warrior until none were left. 
 
    None save me.  
 
    That was Raven’s true prison—living—not the stone walls and iron bars that surrounded her.  
 
    She knew she was in Zune because she heard one of the pit masters say it. Which meant, eventually, she would be forced to fight for her life in the pits. 
 
    If Whisper is dead, I have nothing left to fight for.  
 
    It was that thought that kept nagging at her. Yes, she knew Siri was still alive, but it was only a matter of time before the easterners killed her dragon too. Oh Siri. Oh Whisper. I am sorry. I have failed you. 
 
    Just like she’d failed everyone else in her life. Her people. Her empire. Roan Loren, who did everything in his power to try to help her. I should’ve listened to him. I am a fool. 
 
    “Eat.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, though she heard the woven straw tray slide through the slot at the base of the bars. It was the same as every day, unspiced meat of indeterminate origin, mashed tubers and tarot, and a too-small wooden cup of filmy water.  
 
    Whisper. She grabbed the tray and dragged it over, snatching a piece of rubbery meat and stuffing it in her mouth. The pit master started to leave, but Raven stopped him when she said, “Is she dead?” 
 
    The master chuckled. “Who?” 
 
    Raven didn’t look at him—was afraid of what she might do if she did. You know who, you merciless bastard! “My sister. Whisper.” 
 
    “Oh. Her. She’s not such a good pit fighter. Sorry.”  
 
    Raven turned and threw up the little meat she’d swallowed. Her head was swimming. No. He’s lying. Aunt Viper wouldn’t—she couldn’t—Whisper was no warrior, was just a girl who wanted to paint flowers and wear sweet-smelling perfume and dust the floor with her elegant gowns and— 
 
    She couldn’t breathe, gasping, retching again, nothing this time, just choking on air, her stomach heaving, her heart pounding through her skin, her life 
 
    Forfeit. Over. Nothing. Darkness.  
 
    She curled up in a ball as tears rolled down her cheeks.  
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    Hours later, she stood. Anger wafted from her skin like smoke. For now, she’d locked the sadness away in an iron box, though its remnants remained on her cheeks, dried tracks of white salt.  
 
    She picked up the tray full of uneaten food. Launched it at the bars, hating how miniscule the sound was, the soft, straw tray a pathetic projectile.  
 
    Once I commanded dragons, led legions, ruled an empire. 
 
    Once I mattered.  
 
    She sank down once more, broken but not destroyed, her fire still lit.  
 
    Not because of love. Because of hate.  
 
    Revenge was all she had left.  
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    “I want to fight in the pits,” she said when the pit master returned, his eyes flicking from her to the food splattered on the bars and ground.  
 
    “Not my call,” he said. He was a gangly, pale fellow with long arms, legs, and even fingers. A two-day growth of patchy stubble littered his cheeks and neck. 
 
    “Ask Viper then.” 
 
    “She’s in Calypso. Ruling an empire.” 
 
    “Send her a stream.” 
 
    “You are in no position to—” 
 
    “Send it!” She was on her feet in an instant, her hands gripping the bars, her mouth stuck between them. 
 
    The man laughed. “There’s the tigress everyone says you are. Still. Doesn’t change anything. I just do what I’m told.” 
 
    Raven spat at him. He recoiled, wiped the spittle from his cheek, and then lashed out with a backhand.  
 
    She caught it in one hand and launched a kick through the bars, catching him in the knee. He groaned, falling backward, clutching his leg. “You bitch!” 
 
    Raven eased back into a crouch. She started scraping what was left of her food from the ground, licking her fingers. She needed to keep up her strength. Tonight she would fight in the pits.  
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    She’d been right. Her disobedience had granted her wish.  
 
    “You’ll fight tonight,” the pit master said with a snarl. Raven was pleased to see him favoring his left leg, the other leg wrapped with a thick bandage. He turned away. 
 
    “Tell Aunt Viper I’m coming for her,” Raven said. The man stiffened, but didn’t respond. He’s been commanded not to engage, she thought. A smart move. He left. 
 
    A swell rose inside of her, but she swallowed it down. Back into the box. Closed the lid. Began to pace, wearing a line in the dust. Thought better of it and sat down to conserve her energy.  
 
    Closed her eyes and tried to sleep.  
 
    Waited.  
 
    Hours, maybe days, perhaps years. Stars lived and died in that time, moons collided, suns exploded in fireballs that raged through her.  
 
    And then: 
 
    A sound.  
 
    She didn’t open her eyes until a key clicked in a lock and her iron door creaked open. “It’s time,” a voice said.  
 
    She rose, saying nothing. Wisely, they’d sent half a dozen pit masters. She didn’t fight them, let them shackle her arms and legs and lower a dark hood over her face. Muscled her along, one step at a time. 
 
    She listened to everything: the clank of her irons; the pad of her bare feet next to the scuff of the pit masters’ boots; the hollow sound of another door being opened; and then the roar of a crowd, dull and muted at first but growing louder with each step.  
 
    This is it. This is the place where I shall go on living, breathing furious air, bursting with raging heartbeats, fighting for all those I’ve failed over the years— 
 
    The hood was ripped from her head and she was shoved forward, bright lights assaulting her vision, her ears hammered by the screams and shouts of the crowd that surrounded her.  
 
    As a child, her mother had never allowed her to visit Zune, not even for the annual battle royale between the best fighters the pits had to offer. Now, she soaked it all in. The pit was circular, its wall constructed of large stone blocks sanded down, the spaces between them filled with mortar to remove hand- and footholds that might be used for climbing. The wall was high, well out of jumping range. At various intervals there were gates, all closed, including the one she’d been pushed through. Set along the stonework were weapons, most of which were rusty and dented from a hard life and insufficient care. Swords, daggers, a spear or two. There was even a single whip, strung across two pegs. No, not a whip. My whip. She ignored the obvious tease, continuing to scan the area. 
 
    Above the wall were rows upon rows of stone benches, all of which were filled with the roaring spectators, many of whom were standing and shaking fisted hands.  
 
    They love me. They hate me. She couldn’t tell the difference, but the sounds sent adrenaline through her as she waited for something to happen.  
 
    Somewhere along the way her shackles had been removed. Gingerly, she rubbed her wrists and ankles.  
 
    She was ready. The poor soul—some criminal—who was led through one of those gates would be forced to face the entirety of her wrath, her anger, an outlet for all the pain, sadness, loss, frustration, betrayal— 
 
    Across the pit, a gate opened with a clang.  
 
    A willowy, slender form was pushed through, her long hair like rays of sunshine falling across her slight shoulders. The girl’s eyes were wide and scared. Confused. Lost.  
 
    Raven’s heart soared through her throat and into her head. 
 
    Whisper. 
 
    Just as quickly, it fell back to her feet, filling her with dread. 
 
    Oh gods. 
 
    Her sister was her opponent. 
 
    Whisper’s eyes found hers, widening further, and she inhaled sharply. Her sister took a beseeching step forward, her hand extended.  
 
    All Raven’s anger left her, leaving a promise in its wake: 
 
    I will die for you, Whisper. Always and forever. 
 
    That’s when two more gates opened, one on either side, the lions leaping through with twin roars. They were too thin, their ribs showing. 
 
    Starving. Half-mad. Deadly. 
 
    One turned toward Whisper. The other toward Raven.  
 
    Acting on instinct alone, she lunged for her whip.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    The Southern Empire, Dragon Bay 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Dragon Bay had more than lived up to its name, the fiery sun beating down upon her day after day, attempting to cook her alive in her armor. Each night when the sun vanished beneath the horizon, Gwen felt like she could breathe again. And each dawn seemed to suck the air from her lungs, the sun turning the turquoise waters of the bay into a sea of fire.  
 
    When her water supply had run out, she’d almost been forced to make landfall in the Dreadnoughts, the long, narrow island that was home to the gray-skinned barbarians who had helped the Calypsians slaughter her people over the years.  
 
    Thankfully, Orion had been with her, sending a light rainfall that allowed her to fill her skins and quench her thirst.  
 
    She didn’t have a plan, not really, except to find any Sandes who were still alive and end them. Roan might never forgive her for it, but he could be a bit naïve sometimes. Bane wasn’t entirely wrong: Sometimes there were those who needed to die in order for there to be peace. The Sandes, after centuries of warmongering, were the head of the dragon. And the only way to kill a dragon was to cut off its head. Gwen should know. 
 
    After several days living on the water, she landed her boat a safe distance from the glinting, domed city of Citadel, the City of Wisdom, home to an army of scholars and the largest archives in all of the Four Kingdoms, a treasure trove of information.  
 
    And it was information she needed.  
 
    Her legs felt wobbly and clumsy as she dragged her boat up onto the dry, cracked earth. All she wanted was to find some shade, but she took the time to cover her small vessel with the broad leaves of a leathery beige plant she found growing nearby. It wasn’t the best hiding spot, but it would have to do.  
 
    In truth, she suspected she might never leave the southern empire.  
 
    She took a long swill from the last of her water skins, and then set out toward the city, which seemed as out of place amongst the dry, arid land as a lake might’ve been. After being on the water for so long, her legs felt like someone else’s, and she took the opportunity to regain her agility, stretching as she went.  
 
    Around midday the city drew nearer, the windblown plains becoming clean, cobblestoned streets that curved in concentric circles connected by narrow alleyways that felt like arrows aimed at the heart of the city. 
 
    One of the benefits of landing in this city first was that no one cared who she was or where she was from. This was a city of knowledge, and all who sought it were welcome. Though she received several strange looks—her shining armor, silver hair, and golden eyes sticking out like a third eye—they flitted away quickly, the scholars hurrying past carrying armfuls of scrolls. Many of them also carried paper cones of food, which they nibbled on as they hustled along.  
 
    Gwen’s stomach grumbled, but she ignored it. Information first, food second.  
 
    She considered questioning one of the scholars, but thought better of it, instead turning down one of the arrow-straight alleys, which was full to bursting with the lunchtime crowds. At the end of the alley was the barest sliver of a magnificent sight. The Citadellian Archives, its massive glass dome stretching toward the clouds. 
 
    She hurried toward it.  
 
    The alley spilled out into a broad area surrounding the archives, where she had hoped to find scholars sitting and eating, reading their dusty books and scrolls.  
 
    But no one sat. Even here, people moved to and fro, many funneling into one of the archives’ many perimeter entrances.  
 
    She stepped in front of one of the scholars, but she merely went around Gwen as if bypassing a rock in a stream. Gwen frowned. She tried again with the same result. Frustrated, she was about to grab one of the scholars and sling him against the nearest wall, when she froze. 
 
    What in the Four Kingdoms… 
 
    Unconsciously, she took a step forward, then another. Remembering herself, she stopped, sidestepping into the flow of the crowd and letting it carry her forward toward what she’d seen.  
 
    No, not what. Who. For exiting the archives was a familiar face that sent tendrils of dread and delight in equal measure through her chest. The delight was for him:  
 
    Roan. 
 
    The dread was for who he was with: 
 
    Windy Sandes. 
 
    One who must die, Gwen thought. 
 
    Gwen reached back and plucked an arrow from her sheathe.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
    The Southern Empire, Zune 
 
    Raven Sandes 
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    Her fingers found the whip’s handle, yanking it from the wall an instant before she threw herself to the ground.  
 
    It was a good thing, too, as the half-starved lion had not been idle, charging on her heels, lunging for her legs. It snapped, missing her and crashing into the wall, its thin yet powerful body shouldering her as it swept past. 
 
    The impact knocked the air from Raven’s lungs, but she managed to scrabble to her feet, screaming at Whisper to “Run to me! To me!” 
 
    Her sister took off, her long legs kicking beneath her dress, which seemed less tattered and dirty than it should’ve been. The second lion was already upon her. 
 
    Sensing the first lion close behind her, Raven flicked her wrist with practiced precision, watching as the leathery tendril snapped out, cracking just before the second lion’s eye. Surprised, the beast skidded to a stop, snarling. 
 
    Raven, still running, pointed toward the wall. “Climb!” It was the only thing she could think of, though clambering up the sheer wall seemed an impossible feat. Obediently, Whisper cut left, toward the wall. 
 
    Raven knew she was out of time. She feinted right and dove left, hearing the snap of jaws in her wake as the lion missed once more. I need another weapon, she thought as she rolled, shoving back to her feet. Something with a blade. 
 
    To buy time, she spun and snapped her whip, the first lion recoiling from the blow, pawing at its nose.  
 
    Raven bolted for the weapons rack. To her surprise, Whisper was heading in the same direction. “No!” she shouted. “You have to climb!” But Whisper was undeterred, reaching the rack first, using the metal struts as handholds, pulling herself up several feet. Clever girl. She reached for the top of the wall but was well short, even on her tiptoes.  
 
    Her head swiveled and Raven could see the fear in her eyes. But there was something else, too, something Raven had begun to see in Whisper more and more these last months, since Fire had died.  
 
    Determination. 
 
    Raven gritted her teeth, pushing herself to go faster, occasionally turning back to snap her whip at the lions, which were proceeding more cautiously now, realizing that cornering their prey might be the best approach.  
 
    Run. Stop and turn. Snap whip. Run again. Raven repeated this process until she reached her sister. “I’m coming up,” she said. “You can stand on my shoulders.” Perhaps it would be enough for Whisper to reach the top, to pull herself up. Whisper nodded. 
 
    Once more, Raven turned and snapped her whip, stinging the closest lion’s nose. It snarled but backed away. In one swift motion, she hauled herself up and lowered her hands to create a step for her sister. Whisper stepped up, her bare foot small and slender, her weight featherlike next to the adrenaline pumping through Raven’s veins. She lifted her onto her shoulders, training one eye back toward the lions, which were prowling forward cautiously, eyeing the whip dangling from Raven’s fingers.  
 
    “Hurry.” 
 
    Above her, Whisper’s weight shifted as she pushed onto her toes once more, stretching for the lip. “Got it!” And then the weight was gone, throwing Raven off balance. She tumbled from her thin perch, her shoulder slamming into the unforgiving ground.  
 
    Above her, amidst the press of the crowd, Whisper hung, slowly fighting to clamber to safety. Several members of the audience actually seemed to be helping her, which surprised Raven. Perhaps this was a spectacle the likes of which they had never seen, and the thrill of being a part of it had overtaken their desire to witness blood and death. 
 
    Or perhaps seeing Raven—their last empress—mauled by two lions was enough to sate them. 
 
    Either way, Raven didn’t care—her sister would live. 
 
    And she wasn’t done yet. She pushed to her feet, catching a glimpse of fur on the edge of her vision, reached for one of the larger weapons on the rack—a dual-edged axe—and swung it around with reckless abandon. 
 
    The lion crashed into her, its foreclaws sinking deep into her chest, its mouth opened, its teeth snapping.  
 
    A metallic tang filled the air and the lion’s eyes rolled back in its head. The weight was immense and she was exhausted and injured, pinned like a fly on a board. 
 
    Raven’s only thought was: Where is the other one? 
 
    Doesn’t matter. Whisper is safe. Wait…what is she— 
 
    Above her, Whisper had slung her legs back over the side of the wall, dropped to a hang, and then she— 
 
    Let go.  
 
    For a moment, she seemed to hang in the air, even as the second lion pawed its mate’s body off of Raven, releasing that enormous weight, saliva dripping from its maw, its yellow eyes blazing with hunger— 
 
    But no, Whisper, what is she doing? 
 
    The lion pounced. 
 
    Whisper slammed into its head, something glinting, bouncing off and falling away, landing hard on her tailbone, her head snapping back and colliding with the ground. She went still. 
 
    Whisper went still. 
 
    The lion, looking confused, toppled over, blood flowing from the top of its head, where a dagger was imbedded in its skull.  
 
    The crowd roared. 
 
    Raven’s heart pounded. 
 
    And Whisper remained still.  
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    They’d hauled away her sister’s body like a sack of oats. Raven couldn’t tell whether she was breathing.  
 
    And though her heart was in her throat, her vision swamped with unshed tears, she felt only one thing for Whisper in that moment: 
 
    Pride.  
 
    From the day her youngest sister was born, she’d been the underestimated one, living in the shadow of a firemarked sister and a born warrior, both destined to rule the empire ahead of her. 
 
    Yet she came back for me. She saved my life.  
 
    Someone clamped shackles on her feet, her wrists, but she barely felt them. Barely felt the puncture wounds in her chest, which leaked blood, soaking through her tunic. Barely felt the deafening roar of the crowd washing over her.  
 
    She felt only one thing: the will to live. 
 
    Now I live for Whisper. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
    The Southern Empire, Citadel 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    She was water. She was molten ore. She was death incarnate for this woman—this Sandes woman. Only one problem: Roan.  
 
    She waited for them to separate, to go their separate ways, but they were talking like coconspirators, their heads pressed close. A third person, a young girl, appeared by their side, listening in to their conversation.  
 
    To Gwendolyn’s horror, the threesome climbed into a carriage pulled by two large guanik.  
 
    What is happening? Gwen thought. Has Roan lost his mind? 
 
    She slid through the crowd, which was beginning to thin out, always staying in Roan’s blind spot, picking up her pace as the carriage began to move, the pedestrians giving the beasts at its head a wide berth.  
 
    The vehicle started to move faster as the scaly creatures accelerated.  
 
    Gwen, feeling her heromark burst to life, raced forward, grabbing the lip at the back of the wagon and throwing herself feetfirst beneath the carriage. Her toes found purchase in a knot in the wooden crossbeams while her fingers continued to grip the edge. Wheels rattled on each side. Voices drifted down from above. 
 
    “…Blackboots should’ve just spoken to me, told me the truth. Why all the secrecy and coded messages?” Roan, his voice full of that contagious fervor that had first attracted Gwen to him.  
 
    Another voice, presumably Windy Sandes. “Long-held secrets are the hardest ones to share,” she said. “If he truly is the son of the Western Oracle, he has been alone in his knowledge for more than a century. Perhaps he is testing your commitment before he brings you into his confidence.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Testing his commitment? How? What test? Gwen glanced to the side as structures began to flash by. They were in an alley now, heading through the city, away from the archives at the center.  
 
    “Is there nothing you can do for Raven and Whisper?” Roan asked a few moments later. So they’re alive, Gwen thought. Deep inside her, she’d always known they were. 
 
    “They’re already in Zune.” Zune. Oh. Viper is indeed a snake if she would send her own nieces to fight in the pits. 
 
    “What about an official stream? You could ask the pit masters to keep them safe, to not make them fight—” 
 
    “Viper owns the pit masters. They will not go against her orders. I’m sorry. I wish I had more sway in my own empire, but long have I been away from Calypso. None would recognize me there.” 
 
    Oh, Roan, Gwen thought. Your heart is as soft as ever. It was his best quality, she knew. And his biggest flaw.  
 
    “How far is it to the harbor?” Roan asked. 
 
    The harbor? 
 
    “Not far. The city is set back from the coast a bit, but these beasts will make short work of the distance.” 
 
    “And the boat?” 
 
    “Has been arranged.” 
 
    Ore, Gwen thought. Where is he going now? And why would he include Windy Sandes in his plans? I have to stop him before she destroys everything he’s trying to do. 
 
    The urge to clamber around the edge pulled at her muscles, but she resisted it, biding her time.  
 
    Silence fell for a while, and then the buildings gave way to open air and the cracked earth of the desert. They remained on a path of sorts, though it was only evident by the deep ruts formed by the passage of hundreds of carts and carriages.  
 
    Her heromark pulsed dully on her cheek. She hated that name: heromark. Like it only allowed her to do heroic things. An Orian legionnaire, after seeing her use her mark in battle to save a man’s life, had coined the name and it stuck. Was assassinating each of the Sandes heroic? Her people might think so, but still, something about using her power to kill in cold blood felt wrong.  
 
    Thankfully, her anger and desire for revenge burned hotter than her doubt. 
 
    Gwen waited several long moments, until they were clear of the eyes of the city, and then made her move. She was behind them in a heartbeat, her arrow already strung and pressed against Windy’s head, which was a nest of brown-gray swirls of hair.  
 
    “I was wondering when you would show yourself,” Windy said nonchalantly, as if just exchanging pleasantries. “You’ve been hounding us since I spotted you near the archives.” 
 
    Gwen was surprised she’d been spotted, but it was no matter. Nothing had changed.  
 
    Roan said, “Gwen? What are you—how did you—why are you pointing that at Lady Windy?” 
 
    Just in front of the other two, the young scholar girl said, “Roan, you know this woman?” 
 
    “Yes. I thought I did.” 
 
    Gwen’s eyes met Roan’s, and she hated the way he looked at her—with horror. “Lady Sandes, you mean. I’m saving you from yourself.” 
 
    He shook his head. “If you’ll just listen, I can explain.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to explain. You were there. The Calypsians attacked us, they brought dragons into our lands, slaughtered our people, tried to kill Gareth. Me.” She was surprised that her voice cracked on the last word.  
 
    She’d been avoiding her true feelings for a while now. Because they were selfish. Unimportant in the grander scheme of things. It shouldn’t matter that Roan hadn’t come back to find her after the battle was over, to make certain she was okay. It didn’t matter.  
 
    But it did, the hurt running deep, feelings Gwen hadn’t felt in a long time, feelings she didn’t want to feel ever again.  
 
    But she did.  
 
    “Gwen, I’m sorry. I thought it best to—” 
 
    “I know. And you were right to leave quickly, else you mightn’t have left at all. You did what you had to do for your noble vision of peace.” She hated the venom in the last four words, but she couldn’t help it. He’d been blind for too long. “Peace cannot be achieved until people like this woman—this Sandes woman—are stopped. Then you can do your Peacemaker thing and save the world.” 
 
    “You sound like Bane,” Roan said. 
 
    Gwen cringed away like she’d been slapped. And yet…hadn’t she thought the same thing on the journey here? Hadn’t she rationalized her actions by Roan’s naivete and the truth behind Bane’s actions—that he was, in fact, ridding the Four Kingdoms of those who sought destruction and war? 
 
    “Maybe you should listen to what he has to say. After all, he bears a fatemark, too, just like you.” 
 
    To her surprise, Roan nodded. “You’re right. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. There’s some greater purpose to all of this, to the fatemarked, to my life, to yours. Bear Blackboots left a message, asked me to travel to Teragon, to show me—” 
 
    “Teragon?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s where it all started, I think. That’s where the Oracle had the visions. You can come with us if you—” 
 
    “Us? Ore. First Gareth and now you? I see you’re still the fools I always knew you were.” 
 
    Roan frowned. “Wait, what about Gareth? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “He tried to ally with Empress Viper. Tried to trade gold for her dragon as a sign of good faith. Guess what? The dragon escaped.” She released a mirthless ha! “I’m certain the war will burn as hot as ever now.” 
 
    Roan said, “Please. Forget about all of that. What we’re doing is more important. It could change everything. Just come with us. I want you to come—” 
 
    “No.” She spoke that word quickly, cutting him off before she could hear more of the excitement in his tone, before his belief could seep into her and divert her from the course she knew she had to take. 
 
    “Why not?” His question hung in the air, another frown dragging his expression down. “Wait. Why are you here?” His eyes darted from the arrowhead—still pressed to Windy’s skull—and then back to her eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gwen said. “The Sandes are a plague on these lands. They need to be stopped. If no one else will, then I will do it. Perhaps that is my role to play.” 
 
    “It’s not. And Windy isn’t the enemy.” 
 
    “No? Where has she been all these years, while her people have warred with the east? Where was she when the dragons burned my people alive in their armor? Just because she wasn’t riding the beasts doesn’t mean she isn’t guilty. She did nothing to stop them either.” 
 
    “So you mean to kill Raven and Whisper, too?” 
 
    “If the pits of Zune haven’t already killed them. I’ll save the viper for last.” 
 
    Roan’s face was stone. “You’re a stranger. This person—this vengeful assassin—it’s not you. It’s not the Gwendolyn Storm I know, the woman who rescued Gareth from my sister, who fought for her people in Ferria, who is known as a hero in the east.” 
 
    “I am the same woman. Just because you don’t like this side of me doesn’t change the fact that it’s who I am.” 
 
    “I reject that.” The sadness in his tone started to break something in her, but she forced the feeling away and tightened her grip on the bow. “Do this, and I will never speak to you again.” 
 
    She drew the arrow back, gritted her teeth, and then released.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
    The Southern Empire, Citadel 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    Roan could see the moment of decision on her face, his lifemark flaring with heat even though he knew the arrow would pierce Windy’s brain before he could do anything to stop it.  
 
    He crashed into Windy, knocking her to the side, falling on top of her, pouring every ounce of healing power into her, white light blinding him, obscuring his— 
 
    “Roan.”  
 
    His body jolted at the word, for it was not spoken by Gwen or Yela, but by Windy Sandes, her grainy voice cutting through the rush of blood in his ears.  
 
    His lifemark faded to nothing as he looked upon her face. She blinked. Her eyebrows rose. Her chest, too. He could feel her heartbeat between them. She was very much alive. 
 
    “Would you mind getting off me?” she said with a hint of amusement.  
 
    “But Gwen—the arrow…” He craned his neck to look toward the back of the carriage. Citadel receded in the distance, the guanik continuing their jaunt toward the harbor, ignorant to all else but their goal.  
 
    Gwen was gone. 
 
    “The Orian shot wide on purpose. See.” She pointed to the side, where a long metal arrow protruded from the hard-packed earth.  
 
    “Stop the carriage,” Roan whispered.  
 
    Windy uttered a command and the guanik slowed their gait. Roan hopped off before they came to a complete stop, Yela close on his heels. “Where are you going? She’s gone. And a good thing too, that woman was half-mad and—” 
 
    Roan wheeled around, thrusting his finger in Yela’s face. “Not another word,” he said. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Yela flushed and she took a step back. Immediately, Roan felt bad. This girl from his past had been thrust into a situation she knew nothing about. From her perspective, he could see how a strange silver-haired Orian showing up and pointing an arrow at her mentor would appear crazy. “Look, Yela, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “You’re right. I don’t know anything about that woman except that she threatened Lady Windy.” 
 
    “She’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “Fine. But so have I. So have you. And we’re not going around trying to assassinate scholars.” 
 
    It was a fair point, but then again Yela had never felt what it was like to bear a fatemark, to feel the pressure that came along with it. The responsibility of so much power. He turned away, locating the shimmering shaft of the arrow. He moved toward it, bending down to pick it up. It was embedded in the dirt halfway along its length, and it took him a bit of digging to get it out. He inspected it. Half was pristine, polished to a shine, while the other half was marred with dust. Like Gwen. Like me.  
 
    Did I drive her to this dark place when I left Ferria without seeing her? Was it like losing her true love all over again? 
 
    “I’m a fool,” Roan muttered, wondering how he could’ve been so hardheaded. Of course, Gwen would need support. The last time the dragons had attacked her home they’d killed her bondmate. Her father had perished soon after. He couldn’t imagine what it must’ve been like to hear their roars again after all these years, feel the heat of their flames, the wind buffeted by their powerful wings.  
 
    “So the fate of the world rests with a fool then,” Windy said, suddenly standing by his side. “Luckily, I’m going with you.” 
 
    A better man would turn back, try to find her. Talk to her. Convince her to go with him.  
 
    In his heart, however, he knew she didn’t want to be found. Not until she’d slayed her own demons.  
 
    “Yes. Luckily,” Roan said. He strode back to the carriage and climbed up, still gripping the arrow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
    The Southern Empire, Citadel 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Ore, what is wrong with me? 
 
    That penultimate moment of decision continued to replay over and over in her mind, like a recurring dream. Pulling the arrow back, the string tightening, her hatred for the Sandes woman roaring through her veins… 
 
    I had decided to kill her. Despite Roan. Despite my heromark. 
 
    Her heromark. She tried to think. Had it flared, causing her to yank her shot wide, before leaping from the carriage and sprinting back toward the City of Wisdom? 
 
    No. It hadn’t.  
 
    I shot wide on purpose. I changed my decision.  
 
    Do this, and I’ll never speak to you again. Roan’s words echoed again and again. Did he mean if he killed Windy, or if he killed any of the Sandes? Did it matter? 
 
    “This changes nothing,” she hissed under her breath, trying to convince herself.  
 
    For one, Roan was a reasonable judge of character, so if he believed Lady Windy was the best of the Sandes, maybe she didn’t have to die. But the others…Raven and Viper for certain…had to die. Power in their hands was like offering a blade to an assassin. Perhaps Whisper too, although it was said she was softhearted and weak.  
 
    Gwen skirted the edge of the city, which was beginning to fill with shadows as the sun sank below the tops of the buildings. She shook her head, trying to clear it. She’d gotten what she wanted from this city: information. Raven and Whisper were in Zune. It was a harsh punishment by their own aunt, but then again it only proved how rotten the Sandes family really was. Treachery. Deceit. Murder. War. That was the way of them. Sometimes a diseased tree could be saved by cutting off the bad portion, but not usually.  
 
    In most cases, the tree had to be chopped down, the roots pulled up and burned. 
 
    That was the only way to save the rest of the forest.  
 
    And, regardless of what Roan thinks of me, I will be the axe. 
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    Twelve days later 
 
    Zune 
 
      
 
    Her trek across the desert had been hard, but Gwen had managed all right, sleeping under more of those broad brown leaves during the day and traveling under the stars during the relative cool of night.  
 
    Before she’d left Citadel, she’d inquired as to the best passage to Zune, and although several scholars had given her strange looks and hurried away, eventually one had helped. The woman had even shown her where to procure supplies and how to obtain the sweet, thirst-quenching juices from the prickly cacti that grew along the way. Gwen had tried to offer her gold for her efforts, but the woman had refused—apparently sharing knowledge was reward enough for her. 
 
    Grudgingly, Gwendolyn had to admit that the scholarly citizens of Citadel were not the warmongering Calypsians she’d expected of their neighbors to the south of the Scarra.  
 
    Then again, hidden in the shadows in an alleyway in Zune, she was finding that the cities of Calyp were as different from each other as night from day.  
 
    The streets of Citadel had been swept clean, free of debris. Zune was littered with food scraps, fought over by mangy hounds and feral cats. Where the City of Wisdom was orderly, Zune was a chaos of activity, dirty, barefooted children racing along its unkempt paths, merchants hawking their wares, escorts batting their eyes and sidling up to dark-eyed men.  
 
    Gwen had not seen a single weapon carried by the patrons of Citadel. Here, in Zune, everyone seemed to bear arms, from rusty daggers to longswords to hammers. She spotted a large bald man with an entire belt dangling with enough weaponry to outfit a small army. 
 
    Here I must tread carefully. 
 
    Or not, she thought, an idea bursting into life. A crazy, foolish idea. And you called Roan a fool… 
 
    She strode recklessly out from the shadows, nearly stumbling over a mead-soaked man sleeping along the edge.  
 
    Several men gawked openly at her, while one of the harlots eyed her with interest.  
 
    Let them look. 
 
    She strode up to one of the men and said, “Which way to the fighting pits?” 
 
    The man’s eyes, which were brown bordering on black, roved over her, taking in her armor, her lean, muscular form, her silver hair, and finally settling on her yellow eyes. He flinched slightly. “Follow the crowds,” he said, pointing up the road. “Evening bloodsport starts at nightfall.” 
 
    She didn’t bother to thank him, hustling the way he’d indicated. Sure enough, there was an obvious flow of traffic in the same direction. Mostly men, with the occasional dangerous-looking woman. Most kept one hand on a weapon, with the other hand on a pouch, presumably containing coin for wager at the pits.  
 
    As she’d expected, her appearance garnered more and more attention as she went, and then the whispers started. She ignored them, continuing along. She was ready. She had been for a long time.  
 
    Eventually, the throng funneled toward a large gate with an aged and cracking wooden sign that simply read “PITS” in scraggly red letters. Several guards kept order while a man sold tickets inside. Already two of the guards were looking in her direction, frowning, while people she’d seen in the crowd pointed at her. One of the guards shouted something. 
 
    Not just yet, she thought, slipping sideways, jostling bodies out of her way.  
 
    The main gate wasn’t truly an option, not until she’d confirmed that Raven and Whisper Sandes were indeed somewhere inside the complex, which was ringed by a high stone wall. Luckily, she knew something about human nature. Where there were humans, there would be hunger. And where there was hunger, there would be food. And mead. Though it was possible the food supplies would be brought in via the main entrance, it wasn’t likely. Which meant there was a back entrance somewhere, for deliveries, for kitchen staff to gain access to the arenas.  
 
    Gwen shoved her way against the flow of traffic until she reached the wall, sticking to its edge, stepping over beggars holding wooden cups. The wall arced in a large circle, the crowd thinning out the further she got, until she was the only one left.  
 
    Just ahead, she saw a break in the wall. Two guards manned the back entrance, looking bored. The staff would’ve entered hours ago, preparing for a long night of cooking, selling, and cleaning.  
 
    On silent toes, Gwen sprinted along the wall, darting past the first guard and cutting to the right, yanking the door’s handle outward. It wasn’t locked, and she slipped inside, slamming the door behind her, throwing down the wooden bar in one smooth motion. The guards’ muffled protests filtered through the thick door, which rattled on its hinges as they tried to open it.  
 
    Gwen moved down a short corridor and beneath an archway. Beyond was a broad atrium lined with wooden shelves sagging under the weight of various foodstuffs, from sacks of flour and grains, to glass jars of pickled vegetables, to dried, cured meats. There was a tang in the air, the aroma of fire and spice.  
 
    Gwen’s stomach rumbled.  
 
    Several kitchen workers moved through the area, not noticing her as they grabbed the items they needed, hefting them over their shoulders and returning through one of several doors delving deeper into the complex.  
 
    Gwen followed one of them, a flabby, long-jowled fellow whose full apron was smattered with dried blood and grease stains. He pushed through the swinging door, oblivious to the shadow behind him. She made it through before the door swung back, dancing to the side as a surprised ruddy-faced woman coming in the other direction almost collided with her.  
 
    “Who the hell—” 
 
    But Gwen was already in motion, spinning around the woman and sliding across a wooden tabletop laden with chopped vegetables—carrots, zucchini, okra, and several others she couldn’t identify. Landing on her feet, she dodged around a barrel-chested man who tried to hit her with a frypan, ducked under a wooden rolling pin swung by a flour-faced woman, and dove headfirst past two men with carving knives.  
 
    She rolled to her feet, sensing the attack before it came, throwing her hands backward just as one of the knives zipped past, embedding itself in the wall. Holy Ore, do all kitchen workers in Zune know how to throw knives with such deadly precision? she wondered as she vaulted off her hands and back to her feet, plucking the knife from the wall and, with a deft flick of her wrist, sending it back the way it had come.  
 
    The blade flew true—stabbing the man’s floppy hat and knocking it from his head.  
 
    Aye, her heromark was burning like a hot coal now, throbbing with life. 
 
    Casually, she opened the door and walked through.  
 
    Really? she thought. Another kitchen? This one was bigger than the last, and, apparently, the commotion she’d caused had carried through the door, because each and every staff member had stopped what they were doing to stare at her. And there were a lot of them, at least twenty.  
 
    “Hullo,” she said. “I’m here for the tour.” 
 
    Evidently, they didn’t believe her, because all hell broke loose at that point. Several of them tried to hit her with various kitchen utensils—a spatula, a meat hammer, a butter knife—while others hustled out yet another door with shouts of warning on their lips. 
 
    Time for the real fun to begin, Gwen thought as she dodged or blocked each attack. She leapt up onto a counter, kicked a chunk of spiced meat into one cook’s face and upended a pan of sizzling oil onto another.  
 
    They howled.  
 
    Another expert knife thrower—do they all practice this in their spare time?—launched three knives in short succession, two of which she ducked while the third rang off of her chest plate. An eye for an eye, she thought, sending three arrows back, two shaving hair from his head and the third slamming into a wooden cutting board he held over his heart.  
 
    Still, they didn’t give up. One woman tried to grab her legs so she jumped from the counter, grabbing a large copper pot hanging from the ceiling on a hook, swinging feetfirst, kicking one man in the head and using his sprawling body to cushion her fall.  
 
    She had to admit, it was the most fun she’d had in a long time.  
 
    That’s when the fruit-throwing began. As the first apple zipped past, she couldn’t help but to admire the workers for their creativity and imagination. She caught the second apple and took a bite, juices dribbling down her chin. The third she shot from midair, coring it with an arrow.  
 
    Next, they coordinated their efforts and threw several at once, forcing her to dive for the floor, chunks of fruit and juice raining down upon her as the apples smashed against the wall.  
 
    They moved on to pears, which happened to be less ripe and harder, almost like stones. She took offense to that, and managed to hit two of the assailants with pears of her own, drawing groans.  
 
    It was becoming less fun. Enough, she thought, finally moving for the door amidst a hail of tomatoes and boomerang-like cucumbers.  
 
    On the other side of the door were the pit masters, burly and thick-necked and not looking too happy about the fact that they had her to deal with. Past them was the first of the pits, blocked by a wall of spectators, most of whom faced away, screaming and shaking their fists at whatever was happening in the arena below. 
 
    The guards drew swords. 
 
    She nocked an arrow, a special one, attached to a long, sturdy rope prepared for just such a situation.  
 
    They charged. 
 
    She aimed her bow skyward, where several long beams crisscrossed overhead, strung with large lanterns used to light the pits. Fired. 
 
    The first guard to reach her slashed at her head—a foolish move in a swordfight, since the head was a relatively small part of the body and hard to hit—but she was already grabbing the end of the rope as it slithered away, swinging beneath the danger zone, using her feet like a battering ram as her momentum cracked him at the knees, and then she was soaring past him, arcing over the heads of the guards and spectators, flying over the first of the pits, where a fight was already underway—hence, the ruckus from the crowd.  
 
    Gwen released the rope and dropped. Angling her body, she landed in a crouch on one of the stone staircases leading to the lower seats. The surrounding spectators stopped their screaming to stare at her. She ignored them, taking the steps two at a time so she could get closer to the action. For some reason, she’d always envisioned the fighting pits of Zune as filthy, crumbling holes where the dregs of society spent their nights.  
 
    Not so. The staircase was of fine construction, blocks of black granite cut with graceful precision. The wall surrounding the pit was of equally good build. Everything looked rather…new, as if recently renovated.  
 
    If nothing else, Viper Sandes had clearly taken her job seriously.  
 
    Reaching the bottom, Gwen leaned over the wall. In the pit were two men, each bloodied, each staggering slightly. Circling each other, waiting for the other to make a move.  
 
    These people are dogs, she thought. Treating such a thing like entertainment? Betting on fights to the death? 
 
    Rage coiled inside her. 
 
    Still, these two men were not her reason for being here. Hers was a greater purpose, one that might lead to true change amongst the Calypsians. She spun around to climb the steps, but stopped when she saw the guards stampeding down toward her.  
 
    Time for a detour. 
 
    The crowd gasped as she placed the heel of her palm on the short wall and propelled herself over the side. It was a large drop, but with her heromark pulsing her body found the perfect angle to land, only jolting her slightly. The surprised men stopped circling to stare at her as she raced past. At the far side of the pit, she launched herself into the air, using her upward momentum to find just enough purchase under her feet to reach the top, clambering over the opposite wall. 
 
    With the surprised guards frozen on the other side, she nonchalantly galloped up the steps and out of the pit.  
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    Six pits later and Gwen was no closer to her goal of finding the Sandes sisters. Perhaps they aren’t here. Or maybe they aren’t fighting tonight. Or at all. They could just be kept imprisoned, safely tucked away from their aunt and the new Calypsian regime.  
 
    If so, Gwen knew she’d have to find a way belowground, to whatever dark tunnels and dungeons housed the fighters when they weren’t doing battle in the pits.  
 
    I’ll just check one more pit first.  
 
    She heard a commotion behind her—the pit masters, most likely, finally catching up to her—but she ignored it, slipping into the next ringed area, standing between a man and a woman, each leaning forward to get a better view of the pit below.  
 
    A thrill raced through her.  
 
    Yes. 
 
    There were two women—well, one was more of a girl, slender and small-chested, her golden hair a stark contrast next to her sun-browned skin. Strangely, she wore a pale pink dress, which felt out of place next to the short blade she wielded. The second girl’s skin was darker, her body taller and more muscular, her hand gripping a whip. She wore ragged battle leathers. Her chest piece was shredded—are those claw marks?—and blood ran freely from a gash on her face.  
 
    It was the same woman Gwen had seen Roan with in Ferria, on dragonback. Raven Sandes. Which meant the younger girl was her sister, Whisper.  
 
    They were fighting for their very lives, a guanik bucking its scaly head and whipping its spiked tail around. Nearby, another guanik lay on its side in a pool of its own blood.  
 
    The guanik charged Raven, who was a hair too slow to dodge. The beast rammed her in the midsection, throwing her against the wall, where she crumpled to the ground. With an animal scream, Whisper attacked from behind, leaping onto the guanik’s back and stabbing her blade into its rough skin again and again and again. 
 
    Gwen was shocked. According to rumor, the Third Daughter was mild-mannered and quick to tears, not this bloodthirsty warrior garbed in a pretty pink dress. The audience went mad, any who weren’t already standing rising to their feet.  
 
    There is violence inside us all, Gwen thought. It just took the right situation to bring it out.  
 
    The guanik squealed and spun around, throwing Whisper from its back. She rolled three times before coming to rest, her grimace partially hidden behind a veil of golden hair.  
 
    Near the wall, Raven fought to her feet, snapping her whip at the guanik as it pawed in the dirt in preparation to charge toward her sister. The beast flinched back, its nose stung.  
 
    One of the gates around the base of the pit opened, chains rattling. Another guanik lumbered through, half again as large as either of the other two.  
 
    For a moment, Gwen forgot herself, feeling sorry for the two girls facing impossible odds.  
 
    They cannot win this. They are not expected to. 
 
    She shook her head. Why do I care? After all, she’d come here to kill them herself. Memories of dragonfire and blood, mangled iron and broken bodies, sprang up. Ash and smoke, burning, everything burning. 
 
    Because of the Sandes. Because of orders given by Raven Sandes. 
 
    The new guanik spotted Whisper lying helpless on the ground, lowered its head, and attacked. 
 
    No. This beast will not rob me of my reward, my revenge, for Alastair, for my father… 
 
    They are mine. 
 
    At that very moment, one of the pit masters entered the arena, spotting Gwen’s gleaming armor immediately. He lunged for her, but she barged forward, knocking two spectators aside. They crashed into others, sending more bodies sprawling, a domino effect that would’ve been comical if not for the gravity of the situation.  
 
    Gwen ignored the carnage around her, barreling down the steps and leaping over the wall in a single bound, twisting through the air, landing on her feet on the beast’s back as it charged. The enormous guanik tried to skid to a stop and twist its neck around, but Gwen had already strung three arrows, which she fired directly into the top of its skull.  
 
    The beast jolted as if struck by lightning, and crumpled forward, its chin thumping to the ground. 
 
    Gwen stepped off deftly, strung another arrow and located the injured guanik, which was staggering around the edge of the pit, looking confused. A trail of blood dripped behind it. It fell when her arrow struck its eye.  
 
    For the first time, the crowd went completely silent.  
 
    Raven strode over to her sister, kneeling down to check that she was uninjured. She looked back at Gwen, a question in her eyes. “Who…who are you?” 
 
    Gwen hated this woman’s dark eyes, her short blue-black hair, her form-fitting battle leathers… 
 
    “We lost two-hundred-and-fifty legionnaires during the Dragon Defense,” Gwen said. “Three children, too.” 
 
    Raven winced as if she’d been struck. Her hand brushed her cheek, smearing the blood. She didn’t seem to notice. “I didn’t…” She shook her head. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry doesn’t raise the dead. You gave the orders.” 
 
    “I know. You’ve come to kill me then?” 
 
    Gwen glanced around the arena, where several pit masters had blocked each of the staircases. There were more just inside each of the closed gates, too. She was surrounded. “Yes.” 
 
    Raven nodded. “I understand. But please. Spare Whisper. She had nothing to do with any of it. She counselled me not to declare war. She is a kindhearted—” 
 
    “Stop saying that,” Whisper said, squirming away from Raven. “Stop coddling me. You said it yourself. I am a Sandes. I must start acting like one.” 
 
    “Too late for that,” Gwen said, fitting an arrow to her bow. She eyed the pit masters, who were now three layers thick, surrounding the arena, both the staircases and underground tunnels. She considered her situation. She could kill Raven and Whisper now, but she would likely be caught. There were simply too many, even for her.  
 
    Am I making excuses? she wondered inwardly. She wasn’t certain.  
 
    She drew the arrow back, taking aim. 
 
    Raven moved away from her sister, not in fear, but to protect her. Gwen couldn’t help but to respect her for that. Raven’s dark eyes never left hers.  
 
    Gwen hesitated, her heromark pulsing on her cheek. Something felt…off. Wrong. Like she’d woken up in a strange world and only just realized it was a dream.  
 
    Slowly, she lowered her bow. Dropped it to the arena floor. “I surrender,” she said. 
 
    Guards rushed forward to grab her, securing her arms and legs with chains. 
 
    And Raven’s eyes never left hers, her expression unreadable.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-One 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Dreadnoughts 
 
    Goggin 
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    Something felt cool on Goggin’s forehead. 
 
    Which was strange, because the rest of his body felt packed with lit coals.  
 
    Where…where am I? 
 
    He tried to open his eyes but they felt hammered shut with nails.  
 
    Like a coffin lid, he thought. His mind was full of sandflies, and he tried to swat them away with memories. Sailing into battle, surrounded by his guanero, anticipation in the air. Raven’s countermand. The aerial coup by the dragon master, Shanolin. How he’d pitted the dragons against each other.  
 
    Pits of fire, Goggin thought, remembering how the largest of the dragonia, Heiron, had fallen from the sky. 
 
    I’m alive? 
 
    “It would seem so,” a voice said. Only then did Goggin realize he’d voiced his question aloud.  
 
    “I can’t open my eyes.” 
 
    “I sealed them with gum wax.” 
 
    What? Goggin tried to sit up, feeling a swell of nausea, his body slumping back down onto something soft. He scrabbled at his eyes with his hands, feeling the soft mold of wax from brow to cheek. He tried to rip it off, but couldn’t seem to find the strength in his fingers.  
 
    “I can take it off if you are ready,” the voice said calmly. The speaker sounded male, his voice gruff.  
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Gentle hands pulled his own large fingers away from his face. Something cool brushed his cheeks, forming small circles. “Give it a moment. The solution will soften the wax.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    A few moments passed and then he felt the wax being peeled away from his skin. Slowly, he opened his eyes, blinking at the bright light.  
 
    “Take it slow.” 
 
    He did, cracking his eyelids, getting them used to the light. Little by little, he drew them open further, until he was looking upon a small gray face bearing a dark-lipped smile. It was the same man he remembered from the beach, his chin square, his forehead broad and flat, his skin grizzled and rough. Around him was a small stone room. There was something odd about the way the walls and edges shone, as if they were glossed with something… 
 
    Gum wax. Just like what had been covering my eyes.  
 
    More memories flashed past. Being lost at sea, clinging to the wreckage of his ship. Washing up on shore. Being saved. 
 
    “The Dreadnoughts,” he whispered, licking his dry lips.  
 
    “Yes. I am Joaquin. At your service.” 
 
    “Goggin. You saved my life.” 
 
    “You saved yourself. I offered only water and a place to rest.” 
 
    “Still, I am in your debt.” 
 
    “We do not believe in debts.” 
 
    Goggin knew that, too. Dreadnoughters were a strange people, and though Calypso maintained a small population of the island people, his interactions had been limited. Most he’d met were quite large in terms of size, though this man was remarkably small. “Calypsians do, and I will find a way to pay you back for your kindness.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “As you wish. But first you must eat, drink, and rest some more. Your body has had too many days without sustenance.” 
 
    “How long have I been…” 
 
    “Sleeping? Many moonfalls. Ten? Twelve? I’ve had to squeeze water and lemon juice into your mouth.” 
 
    By the gods… “I have to go,” Goggin said, trying to sit up again, fighting off the wave of nausea this time, closing his eyes until the room stopped spinning.  
 
    The same gentle hands pressed lightly on his chest. “You must rest. Regain your strength.” 
 
    “I have to get back to Calyp. The empress needs me.” 
 
    The hands pressed harder. Goggin tried to fight them, but despite his size advantage couldn’t muster the strength. He slumped back onto the soft mattress. “Fine. One more day of rest, and then I will need a boat and sufficient provisions to sail across Dragon Bay. You will be rewarded handsomely by Empress Sandes, I promise.” 
 
    “We shall speak of that later,” the man said. “Now you must sleep.” 
 
    Something strong-smelling was thrust beneath Goggin’s nose. A dark wave seemed to crash over him as the world faded.  
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    Goggin awoke to an earthy scent, one that reminded him of the magical time after a rare rainfall, when mist rose from the hot Calypsian desert.  
 
    He opened his eyes and sat up, feeling much stronger than before.  
 
    “Meet the day!” a voice said, and Goggin recalled that was the standard Dreadnoughter greeting. The man—Joaquin, he remembered—was tending a small fire, the smoke escaping through a vent in the roof.  
 
    “Uh, aye. The day is met?” 
 
    “May the sun shine brightly on you and yours,” Joaquin said with a smile. Right. The islanders have strange traditions. 
 
    Goggin put that thought aside, however, because something smelled good, the aroma of his favorite spice, mixa, strong in the air, combining with the earthy scent he’d noticed first. “What’s cooking?” he asked. 
 
    “First meal in just a moment,” Joaquin said. “White tubers, green shoots, and a hearty helping of red radishes.” 
 
    Sounded…interesting. There had to be a saving grace. “And the meat course? Did I mention you will be compensated for all of your kindness?” His stomach growled. 
 
    “No meat.” 
 
    “What?” His gut seemed to shrivel, closing in around itself.  
 
    “There is none on the islands. Spill no blood.” 
 
    The phrase jogged something in his memory. That saying had always been associated with the island chain, but he’d never known it was literal. “There are no animals here?” 
 
    Joaquin laughed. “Of course there are. We just don’t kill them.” 
 
    “Why not? Have you ever tasted meat?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Once I took a trip to Citadel. They served it on a stick. I vomited shortly thereafter. I won’t eat it again.” 
 
    The idea was so foreign to a man like Goggin, whose life had been filled with meat thrice a day, that he felt numb. Any strength he’d felt when he’d awoken vanished at the thought of a meal contrived of tubers, shoots and radishes. At least they have mixa, he thought.  
 
    Joaquin used a long flat spoon to transfer the vegetables from his pan to a wooden plate, before handing it to Goggin. He inspected it like he might a strange new bug that had landed on the hilt of his scimitar.  
 
    He picked up a white tuber, which was dusted with spices. It felt rubbery to the touch, and even more foreign on his tongue. It tasted…good. “Mmm,” he said, despite himself. He tucked into the rest of the food, shoveling it into his mouth like he might devour a heaping plate of smoked pyzon. Even the radishes were flavorful, a bitter, spicy mix that left him wanting more.  
 
    When he finished, he found Joaquin grinning at him. “Do you still desire meat?” 
 
    “I want more of that,” he said, pointing at the half-full pan still simmering over the small fire.  
 
    “You don’t want to become ill. That is my first meal, or breakfast as the Calypsians call it.” 
 
    Goggin fought off the urge to leap from bed and push the man aside to get to the food. “When is second meal?” 
 
    “Midday.” 
 
    “Wake me up then.” 
 
    Goggin lay back down and promptly went to sleep, feeling righter than he’d felt in days.  
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    The midday meal—stewed tomatoes and pumpkin—was even more delicious than breakfast had been. Again, Goggin’s plea for seconds was rejected. “Take it slow,” Joaquin cautioned.  
 
    “Aye. Slow,” Goggin muttered, handing over his licked-clean plate. He watched longingly as the small Dreadnoughter man ate his own meal, seeming to chew each bite a hundred times before swallowing.  
 
    Finally, after an eternity, he pushed his empty plate aside and said, “Time for a walk.” 
 
    The idea chased away any thoughts Goggin had of more food. He missed fresh air. In this stone gum-waxed box the air was stale. The only window didn’t even have a latch to open and Joaquin never seemed to open the door.  
 
    The man helped Goggin to his feet, and seemed pleased when he managed his first few steps on his own. “You are healing quickly.” 
 
    Almost two weeks didn’t feel fast to Goggin, but maybe time was different on the island. Plus, he had almost died out there in the ocean.  
 
    “I feel strong. Must be the tubers.” It was meant as a joke, but Joaquin nodded seriously in agreement.  
 
    “Come. Let me show you our city.” 
 
    He opened the door and Goggin was surprised to find a smaller room attached to the first, like an entryway. The small man waited for him to pass through, before shutting the door behind him and moving onto the next door.  
 
    Yet another room, even smaller than the first two, awaited them. Goggin had to stoop to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling, his elbows scraping the waxy walls.  
 
    “Why all the wax?” he asked as Joaquin awkwardly maneuvered around him to close the second door.  
 
    “To keep out dirt,” Joaquin said, as if it was the most obvious answer in the world. He turned and opened the third door, which finally seemed to lead outside.  
 
    Well, sort of.  
 
    Goggin craned his neck back and followed the path of the enormous wall rising overhead. It arced across, supported by thick, sturdy-looking columns. Glass skylights provided light from a bright sun in a cloudless sky.  
 
    Everything was covered in wax.  
 
    Large stone steps were attached to each wall, and numerous Dreadnoughts scurried up and down them, dipping brushes into tin cans and smearing them across the wall. Wherever their brushes touched, the wall took on a bright sheen. Fresh wax, Goggin thought. 
 
    He shook his head, focusing on the structures within the city. Like the one they’d just exited, each was constructed of stone, the cracks filled in with wax on the outside as they had been on the inside—to keep out dirt. Also like Joaquin’s residence, each structure had a strange, three-level snout at the front. A small door leading to a narrow room, and then a slightly larger door and room, and finally the main living space.  
 
    They were the most peculiar buildings Goggin had ever seen. And yet not nearly as peculiar as the fact that the entire city was walled and roofed in, covered with gum wax. Several gray-skinned Dreadnoughters, all larger than Joaquin, walked by, their gazes flitting past Goggin quickly, without lingering. 
 
    “You are amazed, no?” Joaquin said.  
 
    It wasn’t the word he would’ve chosen, but… “Yes. I am amazed. But where does all the wax come from?” 
 
    “There are entire forests of gum trees on the island. Once a year, brave volunteers harvest the wax.” 
 
    Brave? What was so brave about harvesting wax from trees? Goggin chose to ignore it for now. “It’s used to…” 
 
    “Keep out the dirt. In the city, you’ll find no dirt. Not a speck.” 
 
    “Dreadnoughters like things to be clean?” 
 
    Joaquin chuckled. “In the city, yes. There’s nothing we can do about the rest of the island.” 
 
    It was another strange response, but Goggin was getting used to it. He wasn’t, however, getting used to the stale-tasting air, which permeated the city as much as it had Joaquin’s home. “I would like some fresh air.” 
 
    “Then just breathe.” 
 
    “No. I mean, outside the city.” 
 
    Joaquin frowned. “Too dangerous.” 
 
    Dangerous? Attending a dinner party in a lion’s den was dangerous. Dancing the Calypsian shaka with a pyzon was dangerous. But going outside? “Why?” 
 
    “Too much dirt.” 
 
    Goggin felt like his guanero were playing their annual prank on him. My guanero are dead, he reminded himself. And he was losing patience. “My second wife—she was dangerous. Dirt is not. Dirt is just dirt. Washes off with a little water.” 
 
    “Spill no blood,” the man said.  
 
    “Aye, I’ve heard saying. But what does it mean?” 
 
    “It means don’t leave the city unless you have to.” 
 
    “Well, I have to. And anyway, you left the city to find me.” 
 
    Joaquin nodded vehemently. “Exactly. The scouts spotted you through their looking glasses. I was given permission to leave by our dalla. Without her permission, the airlock never would’ve been opened. I was sent to ensure you didn’t destroy everything.” 
 
    Goggin was tempted to check behind him to see if he had grown a tail, one which he was now chasing in circles. Permission to leave? Airlock? Destroy everything? Wha-what? 
 
    Joaquin touched his arm in that child-gloves soft way of his. “All will be made clear soon. I have requested permission for a demonstration, and the dalla has accepted. You should feel honored! She does not often grant such requests, because of the risks.” 
 
    Goggin didn’t have the faintest idea what this man was talking about, so he only nodded. “Lead the way.” 
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    Goggin was ready to scream. They’d been walking for an hour through the maze of odd-looking structures, each step soft and springy due to the thick layer of wax smeared on every inch of ground. Their pace had been…slow. No, slow wasn’t even the right word. Whatever came before slow. From time to time, he glanced about him to see if he was being passed by a snail. 
 
    Each time he tried to walk faster, Joaquin would place a gentle hand on his arm and say, “There is no need for haste, my friend.” 
 
    Everyone else moved in the same manner, like they had all day to get where they were going, like they would be rewarded based on how long it took them to arrive at their destination. When Joaquin approached a fellow Dreadnoughter, they slowed even more, exchanging pleasantries, before giving each other a wide berth and accelerating from molasses to sluggish.  
 
    “Are we close?” he asked through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Yes. Very. Should be there in another hour.” 
 
    Gods give me patience. His third wife had had patience, at least until she’d run him off with a serving fork and meat cleaver.  
 
    Finally, after what felt like half the day, they reached their destination, a larger version of the same buildings they’d been passing all day. “The dalla,” Joaquin said, as if that explained everything.  
 
    This structure’s “snout” contained five rooms of steadily increasing size, each with doors on either end. There was a Dreadnoughter for each door, some men, some women, though Goggin had always had trouble telling the difference, but they weren’t guards, exactly, for they carried no weapons. They held the doors without question, closing them as soon as they passed through.  
 
    Eventually, they reached a large well-lit atrium with a high window on each wall. Hanging on the walls were dozens of paintings. By the leather armor and knife-strapped ankles and wrists, Goggin knew the paintings were of Phanecians, though he could not tell by the faces, which had been scratched out. Something about the depictions gave him the shivers. 
 
    In the direct center of the space sat a woman on a carpet. She was broad-shouldered, her skin even more grizzled than most, her forehead so broad it might have been its own island. She wore a black dress from neck to ankles. Hidden beneath its folds, her legs must’ve been crossed beneath her as she stared at them. “A Calypsian, and a guanero at that,” she said without introduction. “I am the dalla. You must be Goggin.” 
 
    “My fifth wife liked to call me ‘drunk bastard,’ but that’s a story for another day.” 
 
    If the dalla was amused, she didn’t show it. “You would like a demonstration?” 
 
    Goggin still didn’t know what that even meant, but anything was better than being cooped up in this confounded stale-aired city. He nodded. “If it pleases your dalla…uh…ness.” 
 
    “It doesn’t, but I will agree, so you might understand why you cannot leave this city.” 
 
    There was something about the way she said it that made him add ever in his head. “I thought the demonstration involved leaving the city.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. You will watch through a window. Then you will see.” 
 
    He wanted to argue, but took a deep breath instead. One thing at a time. “Fine. Lead the way. More quickly this time.” 
 
    If Joaquin moved slowly, the dalla was mud oozing down a hill—and not a steep one. She spoke as they walked, other Dreadnoughters parting widely around them as they passed. “Ontonoman has survived many years, despite the dangers of the islands. Other Dreadnoughter cities have been less…successful. Vigilance is paramount to survival.” 
 
    Survival from what? “The Phanecians? I saw the paintings on your walls.” 
 
    Her expression changed to one of disgust in an instant. “Before the shipping lanes were closed by Empress Sandes, the slavers came often to our shores. I almost wished one of them had stubbed a toe or accidentally cut themselves with one of their blades. Instead, they smashed down our doors and abducted our people.  
 
    The thought made Goggin sick. This was what the Sandes—what he—had been fighting against their entire lives. Oppression. Slavery. 
 
    “Were many of your people killed in the battle?” 
 
    The dalla stopped abruptly. “Killed? Commander, there was no battle. We did not resist.” 
 
    She started to walk on, but he grabbed her arm. She froze, her eyes darting to where his strong fingers gripped her elbow. “Release me, slowly. Do not break the skin.” He was so shocked by the command that he obeyed, drawing his hand away. “Never touch me again.” 
 
    She turned away and continued on. Joaquin said, “There is no violence in Ontonoman.” 
 
    “Spill no blood,” Goggin muttered.  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “You let the Phanecians take your people without a fight. You are weak, the lot of you.” 
 
    The dalla overheard their conversation, her slow pace having only carried her a short distance away. She turned back, calling over her shoulder. “It takes great strength not to fight when it’s all you want to do. No, Goggin, we are not weak.” 
 
    Goggin stewed for the rest of the journey, wondering how a people could simply watch as their friends and families were enslaved. Thankfully, the walk was much shorter than the previous one. Soon enough, they reached one of the city walls.  
 
    “Climb,” the dalla instructed.  
 
    Goggin eyed the staircase set into the side of the wall. It was wide and solid-looking, with a thick stone siding to prevent anyone from falling. Like the ground, the steps were covered in wax, making each step springy and soft.  
 
    Up and up they went, until the dalla said, “Stop.” The platform they’d reached had a rare alcove in the wall. Joaquin held the door for him and Goggin entered the small space, which contained a round window at the far side. As with all the other windows he’d seen thus far, there was no latch to open it and the edges were sealed with gum wax.  
 
    Drawn to the light, Goggin crossed the space and peered out the window.  
 
    A short grassy space separated the wall from the beach, and then the ocean. Squat, barrel-shaped trees grew intermittently, their broad leaves bright white and frond-like. The view offered little else other than the beautiful island scenery. He drew his gaze from the window and said, “Why am I here?” 
 
    The dalla pointed to the right and said, “Watch.” 
 
    Frowning, Goggin turned back to the window, pressing close to look in the direction she’d indicated. A hand protruded from the wall. Then another hand. Someone was reaching from a window.  
 
    An open window. Goggin darted his eyes back inside, locating a closed door set in the side wall he hadn’t noticed when he entered. Another room. With an open window. He stepped quickly to the door, yanking on the handle. It held firm. Locked. “Open it,” he said.  
 
    “I cannot,” the dalla said. “It can only be opened from the inside. A necessary precaution.” 
 
    Goggin lowered his shoulder, readying himself to bash it down.  
 
    “Just watch,” the dalla said. “Then we can talk.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, considering. He’d been stuck in this closed-off city for two weeks—he could stand another few minutes. “Fine.” 
 
    He went back to the window, where one of the hands now held a knife. “What is he—” 
 
    “Shhh,” the dalla said.  
 
    Goggin wasn’t used to being shushed. “I will not—” 
 
    This time he silenced himself, watching in surprise as the knife slid across the tip of a finger on the opposite hand. A small slice appeared and then a single drop of red blood. 
 
    What the hell is this? 
 
    The finger twisted around, the drop of blood quivering as gravity tried to pull it from the wound. It hung, elongating for a moment, and then fell.  
 
    Goggin lost sight as it plummeted quickly to the earth below.  
 
    There was a sizzling sound, and where it must have landed a tendril of steam rose, wispy and white. Strange… 
 
    Then the earth cracked open. Goggin gawked as the rift widened, more smoke pouring from the growing gap. Something moved. Something alive. A clawed hand burst into open air, scratching at the ground. Then another. The…thing…dragged itself out of the hole, dry dirt crumbling around it.  
 
    What in Surai’s name… Goggin thought, feeling his knuckles begin to ache as his fists squeezed harder.  
 
    The…monster was the only word for it…stretched its long neck, muscles and tendons popping. It had skin the color of night, muscles bulging on its arms, legs, chest. Even from this height Goggin could tell it was at least a head taller than him, and broader-shouldered to boot. As if drawn by a sixth sense, it craned its head back, slowly working its gaze up the wall until it met Goggin’s stare. Its dark eyes narrowed and it released what he could only describe as a snarl.  
 
    Then it began to run.  
 
    Straight toward the wall, flinging itself onto the stonework, its claws digging into the gum wax, finding purchase as it pushed itself higher.  
 
    “Now!” the dalla shouted from behind him. She had pressed in close and was peering around him. Joaquin was on the opposite side, and Goggin could feel the small man’s body trembling. “Shoot it! Shoot it!” 
 
    Arrows zipped from the adjacent window. Two sailed high, while the third and fourth seemed to deflect off the monster’s leather-hard skin. The fifth and sixth—how many archers are in that room?—hit solidly, penetrating the creature’s flesh. One protruded from its thigh and the other from its shoulder.  
 
    Dark liquid spilled from the wounds. 
 
    The monster unleashed a roar, coiling its legs, seeming to gather its strength.  
 
    It leapt, its powerful body cutting the distance to the windows in half with a single bound, its claws sinking deep as it hung on.  
 
    More arrows flew, most missing as it twisted its body away, climbing higher, leaping and grabbing. One shot brushed by its head, severing a dark ear. Another hit its sternum. In short succession, three darts plunged into its abdomen.  
 
    Bullseye, Goggin thought, finding his hands pressed against the glass.  
 
    He waited for it to fall, to die.  
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    If anything, the arrows only seemed to piss it off more. Another massive leap and it was grabbing the window’s ledge and the dalla was screaming “Out! Out!” and the adjacent door was springing open, Dreadnoughter archers tumbling through with fear in their eyes, turning to slam the door shut, jamming their backs against it as it— 
 
    THUD! 
 
    The wooden frame shuddered, dust raining down.  
 
    THUD! 
 
    A splintering sound as a large crack formed in the dead center.  
 
    “The stone blocks!” the dalla shouted. Half of the archers scrambled to where two large stone blocks were set in the corner on wheeled carts. Together they pushed them over, struggling to heave the blocks to the floor. 
 
    Goggin snapped out of his frozen stupor, striding over to help. “On three! One…two…” 
 
    The door thudded and cracked and they heaved. The three archers still holding the door dove out of the way just in the nick of time as the stone block wobbled, teetered, and then fell from the cart, landing heavily before the door.  
 
    “The other block,” the dalla said. “Hurry.” 
 
    Goggin shook his head. This was pointless. Foolish. It would take a dozen more men and ten stone blocks to seal off the door effectively. And even then, the monster would simply find a window to break.  
 
    “We have to kill it,” he said, the door shuddering from another blow. This time the monster’s fist burst through, raining wooden splinters. It scrabbled around for a moment, razor-sharp claws blindly seeking its prey, and then dragged itself back through the hole.  
 
    “Retreat,” the dalla said. “We can lock the next door. Barricade it. Regroup.” 
 
    “The monster will still be out there,” Goggin said.  
 
    The dalla’s face contorted into a fearsome expression. “You know nothing of what we face. We have battled the monsters for centuries. We retreat. The monster will grow bored and climb back down. Then we will kill it from a distance.” 
 
    Goggin let his shoulders sag, as if resigned, but then lunged out and grabbed a sword from one of the archer’s scabbards. Finally, a weapon! 
 
    He pointed it at the dalla. “Leave. All of you. Close the door.” He ignored the cracking of the door, the thudding, the monster’s growl, his eyes boring into the Dreadnoughter’s. 
 
    The dalla eyed the blade, shaking her head. “You fool. You will kill us all.” 
 
    “Aye. I’ve heard that before. Now go!” He thrust the blade forward, forcing them to back off. One by one, they retreated onto the landing. The last thing Goggin saw before the door closed were Joaquin’s frightened eyes.  
 
    Goggin turned back to the other door, which now had three holes and a dozen cracks. “Come on,” he growled, just as the monster burst through once more. Goggin rushed forward, narrowly eluding its slashing claws, thrusting the sword forward toward where a large portion of dark leathery skin was visible through one of the holes.  
 
    It was like trying to drive a spear through a brick wall. 
 
    Wrong spot, he thought. Try again. He jammed the sword in again, but the monster was already bringing its arm back, swinging it around. Just as his blade entered the creature’s gut he felt the blow slamming into his skull like the business end of a battering ram.  
 
    He spun around, dazed, his legs wobbling, his fingers losing their grip on the hilt.  
 
    Stars danced before his eyes as he clutched at the wall for balance. Everything was fuzzy, but he had the presence of mind to duck as the next blow came around. The monster’s claws whistled past, scraping chunks of stone from the wall.  
 
    Goggin shook his head, clambering on all fours until he was out of range. His head pounded. He reached up, searching for blood—what was it about blood again that was so important?—but his hand came away clean.  
 
    He looked back at the door, where the cracks had joined, becoming a widening gap as the monster strained to tear the wood into two ragged halves. 
 
    The sword was still protruding from its stomach, having only penetrated a hand’s width. 
 
    So far, Goggin thought, gathering what strength he had left, clenching his teeth to stop the room from spinning, finding his feet, swaying slightly but not falling, and then rushing forward while the beast was distracted with the door. 
 
    He hit the sword’s hilt at a run, grasping it with both hands and using his momentum to shove it in further, until the blade vanished into dark flesh. Then he twisted.  
 
    The monster tried to rain down blows on his head, but he dropped to the floor, popping up again only to twist the blade back the other way, simultaneously dragging it upward, rending his foe’s muscular chest in two. Then its neck. Then its head, which parted like cheese.  
 
    It fell back.  
 
    Releasing an enormous sigh, Goggin fell back, too, in the opposite direction. His vision faded, but not before he spotted a long slash on his forearm, just beginning to ooze with 
 
    Blood.  
 
    Oh no, he thought, and then he passed out.  
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    The monster lunged for him, slashing his chest open with its claws, clamping its fangs down on his throat. Blood flowed like water, spilling to the earth, each drop sizzling, spitting steam, and growing into monsters.  
 
    An army of monsters.  
 
    He knew he was dying, but still, he tried to raise his blade, to kill at least one of them, to give the rest of the Dreadnoughters a fighting chance. His mouth tried to form words—I didn’t know. I didn’t understand. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry—but all that came out was a blood-filled gasp. 
 
    Goggin sat up in bed, sucking at the stale air, swinging at monsters that were… 
 
    Not there. 
 
    The familiar room was empty, save for the slash-faced depictions of Phanecians on the stone walls. He was sitting on a soft mattress set on the floor. The thin rug where he’d first met the dalla lay in the center of the cavernous space. She did not.  
 
    He swiveled his head around, but he was alone. No monsters. No Joaquin. No dalla.  
 
    He remembered the injury he’d sustained while fighting the monster, his gaze darting to his forearm. His skin was wrapped with white cloth, and there was no evidence of blood seepage. Slowly, he peeled off the cloth, each layer coming away clean. Finally, he reached the skin, which was entombed by a hearty portion of gum wax, sealing off the injury.  
 
    He sighed, slumping down, his heartrate returning to normal.  
 
    He hadn’t created an army of monsters with his blood. Someone—the dalla probably—had gotten to him fast enough, before his blood could spill out.  
 
    “We were fortunate,” a voice said.  
 
    He sat up once more and turned toward it, finding the dalla standing in the doorway, which now stood open.  
 
    He sighed again, even more deeply this time. “There is no need to thank me. I just did what I do—” 
 
    “Thank you? Is that what you expect? You almost destroyed everything we’ve worked so hard to protect.” 
 
    He clenched his fists. “I did what your pathetic archers could not. I saved you and your damn city.” 
 
    “You disobeyed my orders. If Joaquin hadn’t insisted on rushing back in like a fool and having the presence of mind to stem the blood with gum wax…” 
 
    “Joaquin?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s your only advocate at present. The rest of my people would have you dumped in the sea without a raft. I might consider it, but flotsam tends to only wash back up on shore.” 
 
    Goggin ignored the threat and insult. “He stopped my blood from spilling.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Oh no, it spilled. He managed to stop the flow with his gum wax but it was already too late.” 
 
    “Then why…” 
 
    “Haven’t monsters decimated the city? We keep it clean for a reason. Your blood had to touch the island’s earth to set off the reaction. We cleaned it up quickly, burned the bloodstained rags, and then resealed the doors and window. Still, we were lucky, if even a single speck of dirt had touched your blood…” 
 
    Goggin felt bad. But only a little. “I didn’t know. I asked questions, but no one answered them.” 
 
    The dalla said, “Would it have made a difference if we had?” Before he could answer, she continued. “I’ve known men like you. Big on courage, small on patience. You would’ve petitioned me again and again to leave the city, risking us all.” 
 
    It was true, he would have. “You let Joaquin leave when I washed up on the beach.” 
 
    “Yes. To ensure you didn’t bleed all over our island.” 
 
    Oh. “I can’t stay here.” 
 
    “No. You can’t. This we finally agree on.” 
 
    “When can I leave?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know.” With that, she turned on her heel and left.  
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    Just as Goggin had begun to count the stone blocks for the third time—the first two attempts had yielded two-thousand-and-thirty-six and two-thousand-and-twenty-one, respectively—Joaquin showed up, bearing a grin.  
 
    Goggin immediately said, “Thank you.” 
 
    The small Dreadnoughter shrugged it off like saving his city from an army of monsters was a daily affair. “The room was clean, or at least where your blood fell. There was little risk.” 
 
    Goggin could tell from the tight way the words came out that the man was purposely downplaying the event. “Still…thank you.” 
 
    “What you did was courageous!” Joaquin said, sitting on the edge of the makeshift bed.  
 
    “My seventh wife liked to say I’m always walking the line between courageous and stupid, and I usually fall on the wrong side.” 
 
    “Ha! I think I like your seventh wife. Are you still married?” 
 
    He shook his head. “When she threw all of my clothes out the window I suspected she was ready for me to leave. I’m currently between wives.” 
 
    Joaquin grinned like it was the best story he’d heard all year. “The dalla wants you to leave. I’m to be your escort to the beach. You will be given food, water, and a seaworthy vessel.” 
 
    “Weapons?” 
 
    “Sorry. The risk of you accidentally cutting yourself while still on the island is too great.” 
 
    Fair enough. He was getting off—that was the important thing. Now I can go back to Calyp and find Raven, if she’s alive. No more monsters. Well, at least not the kind that terrorizes the Dreadnoughts. “Thank you. For coming to my aid. Twice. For being my only advocate.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, it was more excitement than I’ve had in years! And anyway, it was our fault for not containing the monster. We’ve done several such demonstrations without trouble. This time, we failed.” 
 
    “Why do you do them at all?” 
 
    He shrugged. “To test the island. To see if it is still cursed. Do you think we want to live our entire lives behind walls, always adding gum wax to the nooks and cracks? Always living in fear of breaking our own skin by accident? That is why we walk so slowly, planning each step to avoid tripping over. That is why we keep anything with a sharp edge locked away, only to be used for our tests. Have you ever tried cutting a rubbery tuber with a blunt utensil?” He laughed, but there was no mirth in it. Only frustration. 
 
    “Why do the Dreadnoughters stay here? On the islands. They could come to Calyp. Many do. They are accepted. Well, mostly.” 
 
    “This is our home. We have fought for our lives here for many years, and we won’t give in, not when our ancestors didn’t. Some grow frustrated and leave, but most stay. Leaving home isn’t as easy as you make it sound.” 
 
    That was true. Goggin had lived his entire life in Calypso, the city of his birth. He’d fought in two other kingdoms and one other empire, but he always returned home.  
 
    “You could come with me. If you wanted.” 
 
    A smile crept back onto Joaquin’s lips. “Thank you. I am sorely tempted, but my place is here too. I will go on surviving, hoping for a day when our curse is lifted.” 
 
    Goggin nodded. He’d suspected the man’s answer before he gave it. “When do I leave?” 
 
    Joaquin’s lips returned to a grim line. “Immediately.” 
 
    Good. This is good. He remembered his dream, shuddering slightly. Still…an army of monsters could come in handy, especially if used against Calyp’s enemies. 
 
    An idea formed in his head. It was like most of his ideas: outlandish, bordering on madness. 
 
    It’s perfect, he thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, Zune 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Gwendolyn felt like a sideshow act at a Calypsian carnival. If they have carnivals in this Ore-forsaken place, she thought wryly. She considered lunging at the pit masters hanging around the edges of the bars to her cell, but managed to restrain herself. There was no point in wasting energy. She would need it in the arena. 
 
    “Who is running this horrid place?” she said aloud, to no one in particular.  
 
    One of the guards, a beady-eyed, bony fellow, answered. “Empress Viper herself.” 
 
    “I heard she’s in Calypso sitting on the dragon throne. I mean the day to day operations. Who decides who fights who—that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Why should I answer your questions?” 
 
    “Because I want to make the empress a lot of coin.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Let me fight against both Raven and Whisper Sandes. They can have weapons and I’ll be empty-handed. Ore, you can tie my hands and feet if you want. Make it the main event, an Orian warrior against the First and Third Daughters. You could charge triple—no, quadruple—for admission. And then use the empire’s treasury to bet a bunch of coin on me. You won’t be sorry.” 
 
    The man closed one eye, seeming to consider the proposition. “I know I’d love to see a fight like that.” He shook his head. “But I can’t do anything without the empress’s permission.” 
 
    “Then send her a stream with my proposition.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it. Anything else, Your Highness.” He said the last with a sarcastic sneer.  
 
    “Aye,” she said. “Tell Raven Sandes I’m going to kill her. And her sister.” And then I’ll escape and head for Calypso to finish off the snake. 
 
    The guard laughed. Said, “I’ll do you one better. You can tell her yourself.”


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, Zune 
 
    Raven Sandes 
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    A commotion wrested Raven from a restless sleep.  
 
    From the cell beside her, Whisper hissed, “Someone’s coming.” After that first match, against the lions, the guards had found it amusing to have the sisters in neighboring cells so they could listen to them strategize for the next fight. Since then, Whisper had shown her mettle on half a dozen occasions. Each time they emerged from seemingly insurmountable odds victorious, Raven’s determination grew. She would find a way to save them both, or at least Whisper.  
 
    What now? Raven thought, listening to the approaching footsteps. Was it already time for their next bout? 
 
    She crawled to the bars and peeked through, trying to see down the dark, narrow corridor. One of the pit masters, a squinty-eyed fellow she referred to in her head as Weasel, strode toward her cell, but stopped before he reached it. “Get in,” he said to someone Raven couldn’t see. The adjacent cell creaked open, a shadow passed inside, and Weasel slammed the door shut with a clang that reverberated through the stone wall between the cells. He glanced at Raven, offering a sneer, and then left the way he’d come.  
 
    “Hello?” Raven said. It was the first time they’d imprisoned another fighter within earshot.  
 
    No response.  
 
    Whisper said, “What happened? I can’t see a thing.” 
 
    Raven said, “They brought someone else.” 
 
    “Not someone,” a woman’s voice said. “A nightmare. For you, anyway.” 
 
    “You,” Raven said. “The woman from the pits. The…Orian.” The woman who said she wanted to kill me. Not without reason. 
 
    “Yes. Me. The Orian.” There was a cold undercurrent to her reply.  
 
    Still, Raven remembered how she’d hesitated the night before, eventually surrendering, dragged away by the guards. “Why didn’t you kill us when you had the chance?” 
 
    “You don’t mince words, do you?” 
 
    “Lies are pointless. Truth can be a blade when wielded by one with skill.” It was something her mother had once said. Something that had stuck with her, evidently. 
 
    “How noble of you.” The woman spat the words like they were a vile taste in her mouth. “I didn’t kill you in the pit because there were too many guards. I wouldn’t have been able to escape. They would’ve killed me.” 
 
    “They would’ve applauded you,” Raven said. Then again, something about the Orian’s words rang false. She’d seen how she’d moved, her silver hair swirling, her golden, cat-like eyes flashing with ability. She could’ve killed us both and escaped, she thought. So why didn’t she? 
 
    “Aye. Because Calypsians are bloodthirsty barbarians,” the Orian said. Again, that venom in her tone. That hatred. Despite that, something had stayed her hand. 
 
    Then again, her words weren’t far from the truth. At least, at times. “Some are,” Raven admitted. “Else Zune would’ve ceased to exist years ago. Calypsians enjoy battle, the higher the stakes the better. But that doesn’t make us barbarians. We are against the Phanecian slavers, for example.” 
 
    “And yet you attack a city full of children with dragons.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to—I didn’t know—I wasn’t trying to—” Each time Raven started a sentence, she couldn’t bring herself to finish it. Everything sounded like a flimsy excuse in her head. Because they are. 
 
    “Right. As I thought.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So you said. But I guess your gods showed you what they thought of your actions when they stole your dragon throne from beneath you.” 
 
    Finally, she felt a burst of heat in her chest. Harsh words burned on her tongue, but before she could voice them, Whisper snapped, “It was Aunt Viper who usurped the throne, not the gods. And you should know that Raven tried to stop the attack, but her dragon riders mutinied. She almost died. Her most loyal followers, the guanero, did die.” 
 
    “Good riddance.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Raven saw Whisper’s hands wrap around the bars. “You piece of—”  
 
    “Whisper,” Raven said, cutting her off, feeling her own anger fading. “She’s only baiting us.” She turned her attention back toward the other cell, where she spotted a single yellow eye gleaming in the dark. “You are right. I ordered the attack, and though I changed my mind, I failed to stop it. I deserve whatever is coming to me. But Whisper was against it from the start. Try to kill me, get your vengeance, but leave her alone.” 
 
    “No!” Whisper shouted. “If you do, I will hunt you to the ends of—” 
 
    “I will consider your request,” the Orian said. “But can’t make any promises.” 
 
    “Thank you. If you spare her, I won’t fight you. I’ll let you kill me without a struggle.” 
 
    Whisper’s protests grew louder, but Raven blocked them out, listening for a reply. 
 
    “No,” the Orian said. “I want a fight. A fight I will win, but a fight nonetheless. After all, we have to give your bloodthirsty people what they want.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Raven said. Fighting was something she’d always been able to do. 
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    Whisper had refused to let it go, and eventually Raven grew tired of the argument, resting the back of her head against the unforgiving stone.  
 
    “Eastern legionnaires killed more than thirty guanero in the Scarra,” Whisper said. “Unprovoked.” 
 
    “Unprovoked?” the Orian said, sounding incredulous. “I know you’re a child, but surely you’ve heard of the Dragon Massacre.” 
 
    “That was what? Fifty years ago?” 
 
    “Some of us have long memories. And it was eighty-four years ago.” The precision of her response made Raven suspect the Orian thought about the event every day of her life. No wonder she is angry. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you should kill people who were born after it happened,” Whisper said. 
 
    And around and around the argument went. Raven blocked them out, considering what would happen if the three of them did end up in a pit together. She would have to find a way to subdue this new, more tenacious version of Whisper, else the Orian change her mind about sparing her.  
 
    And then I will give her the fight of her life. 
 
    The thought rang empty. This was no ordinary woman. She’d infiltrated the fighting pits, fought through gods knew how many pit masters, found her way into Raven’s pit, and then killed two guanik like they were nothing but feral cats.  
 
    “Who are you, Orian?” she said, cutting off the argument just before it started up again. 
 
    “Like I said—” 
 
    “I know. My worst nightmare, death incarnate, the assassin to end all assassins…” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. Well, not all of it.” 
 
    “I meant, what is your name?” Names had power, Raven knew, and it was about time they stood on equal footing in that regard. 
 
    “Gwendolyn.” 
 
    Nice try. “And your surname?” 
 
    A grunt. “Storm.” 
 
    A bell rang in Raven’s head. Though her sister had preferred art and literature, Raven had been a student of history, spending hours poring over tomes of stories about the Four Kingdoms and the Calypsian’s place in it.  
 
    And that name was familiar. But why? 
 
    “Your great-great-grandfather knew my father,” Gwen said.  
 
    Raven’s heart skipped a beat. There was something hollow about the statement, something unspoken. “Who was your father?” she said slowly. 
 
    “He fought in the Battle of Barrenwood after my bondmate was killed in the Dragon Massacre. My father died at your great-great-grandfather’s hands. Or I should say at his dragon’s breath.” 
 
    Silence. Raven held her breath, afraid to break it. She knew Orian’s lived long lives, but this woman didn’t look or sound more than thirty. My bondmate was killed…my father died at your great-great-grandfather’s hands… And the way she announced this information, so matter-of-factly…she’d disconnected her heart from her past a long time ago.  
 
    Raven knew all about that.  
 
    “Nothing to say, empress?” Gwendolyn said, the mocking back in her tone. 
 
    “No. Like you said, apologies won’t bring back the dead, nor undo the poor decisions that have already been made.” 
 
    “Finally, you speak the truth.” 
 
    That name…Storm… 
 
    Wait. Could it be? Truly? 
 
    It was the only thing that made sense. This woman, this Orian…she’d heard about her. She was a famous enemy, indeed. “You bear a mark of power.” Just like Fire had. 
 
    After that, the silence resumed, even louder than before. But it wasn’t a denial.


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, Zune 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Gwendolyn wanted to pluck her own heart from her chest, find an iron lockbox to hide it in, and throw away the key.  
 
    Whisper had fought for her sister like a wildcat. She will do the same in the pit. And if she does… 
 
    Gwen would have to kill them both, regardless of what she’d said.  
 
    Ore, why is this so hard? 
 
    Perhaps time and space had quenched the fires of revenge inside her. But that didn’t change the fact that justice was in her hands. Justice for her people, for the legionnaires who’d died defending their homes, their children.  
 
    Years of unserved justice…because of Sandes men and women. 
 
    Gwen listened to the two sisters breathing, deep and even. She wanted to hate them—needed to hate them—but it wasn’t that easy. Roan had ridden behind this very woman on her dragon. Raven had saved Gareth’s life. She’d tried to stop the attack, even if it was she who had ordered it in the first place. That had to count for something. 
 
    Right? 
 
    Why am I here? 
 
    For the first time in Gwen’s long life, she felt completely lost, purposeless. She envied Roan for his sense of truth, having a goal so certain and absolute it might’ve been a mountain in the distance. 
 
    She could’ve gone with him. He’d wanted her to.  
 
    I’m a fool. 
 
    Then again, there was no turning back now. One way or another, the two women sleeping nearby had to die. If she didn’t kill them, they would die in the pits anyway. 
 
    Light footfalls drew her attention to the dimly lit space beyond her bars. A moment later the guard appeared, the same squirrelly man who had transferred her to this cell. “You’re in luck,” he said with a smirk. “The empress said you can have your fight. The three of you will enter the grand arena tomorrow at dusk. Only one shall emerge with their life.” 
 
    He left without another word, leaving Gwen to think about regrets and promises.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calyp 
 
    Siri 
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    The sun had grown hotter, more familiar, as she flew southward.  
 
    The landscape had changed, ocean to island to ocean to the big land that stretched to the horizon. She avoided the desert—too many unhappy memories there. Too much ash and death. 
 
    I am Siri. 
 
    The reminder played through her head often. It linked her to the soul she felt pulsing somewhere in the distance. My soul. My Raven. Without the name given to her by Raven, she could feel herself being driven, measure by measure, back to that carnal place of fire and destruction. Her instincts skittered like scorpions, urging her to dive! Dive! To pluck the antlike humans who pointed and screamed from where they ran around the giant glass dome.  
 
    Madness, it was called—what happened to dragons without their souls. 
 
    That call again: Dive! Dive! 
 
    But she didn’t, catching an updraft and rising higher, above the clouds. She’d been to that city once before. With Raven. Always with Raven.  
 
    Her soul wasn’t dead—not yet. Occasionally there was pain, and she clawed at her own leathery flesh until it stopped.  
 
    Now, there was only silence and calm, like the time before a storm. The connection to Raven turned her eastward, and a memory blurred her vision.  
 
    The two-legger was so small, but not weak. Never weak. Even then, she’d been strong and certain. Fearless. Siri was smaller then, too, but still the size of a large guanik, twenty times the size of this child. Her wings were gaining strength day by day, and she longed to fly as her brother Heiron could.  
 
    The two-legger approached, her eyes never leaving Siri’s. ‘You are mine,’ she said. ‘And I am yours. You will be Siri, and one day I will ride you. I am Raven.’ 
 
    Siri fought this two-legger for three long years. Every step of the way, she rejected the tasty morsels she brought, burning them to a tasteless crisp. Rejected the name—I have no name—rejected the two-legger’s—Raven’s—attempts to saddle her and ride her like a common four-legger.  
 
    Then came The Night to Change All Nights.  
 
    The day had been glorious, filled with training and victory, a day in which she’d defeated all comers, including both Heiron and Cronus, her strong brothers. Siri had flown like a champion, the air itself her ally, her growing fire an inferno.  
 
    Raven, watching from the steps below, had clapped and whistled for her, but Siri had remained aloof, ignoring her. 
 
    Afterwards, Heiron had congratulated her with a grunt and a swipe of his tongue on her cheek. Cronus had offered nothing but the back end of his spiked tail. 
 
    That night Cronus came for her. She awoke to fangs penetrating the soft side of her neck, not yet armored in scales as it would be when she reached adulthood. His claws were fire on her back. 
 
    She screeched, trying to buck him free, but his teeth only sank deeper, his claws rending her flesh. He spoke in her mind. Never again will you make me look weak. Now you die. 
 
    For the first time in her short life, Siri was afraid.  
 
    She felt her blood pouring out, felt her heart slowing in response. Felt her inner fires dwindling. Black smoke poured from her mouth, stinging her eyes.  
 
    Still she fought, twisting her neck to take a bite at him, but he merely dodged the other way, clamping down harder, turning the gush of blood into a geyser. Regardless of her victory during training, he was bigger, stronger, more capable.  
 
    The color of weakness—yellow—flashed before her eyes. 
 
    I am weak. I don’t deserve to live, she thought. 
 
    Something changed. There was a snap! and Cronus released her, rearing back with a roar. He twisted away and Siri fell. Lying on her side, her own blood pouring from her neck and back, she saw a two-legger. A child. Raven. Whip in hand, her eyes flashing with anger and determination, she growled like a lion. 
 
    Cronus shot a jet of flames, but Raven leapt aside, snapping her whip, stinging his nose. He recoiled, his wings beating rapidly. He swung his tail.  
 
    Again, Raven leapt, but was too slow this time, the blow catching her ankles. She flipped, landing awkwardly on her shoulder, sprawling.  
 
    Cronus stalked forward, raising one of his clawed feet to stomp Raven into dust. 
 
    Siri felt something in that moment—a glimmer of something she couldn’t define at the time, but which she later learned was shared strength and love and the connection of two souls separated by the hairsbreadth of the eternities boiled down to a single moment in time.  
 
    Bleeding, dying, she fought to her feet, the last of her fires pouring from her mouth, a concentrated beam that stabbed Cronus’s leg like a lance. His foot fell off-balance, missing Raven by a foot. And then Siri was on him, biting, clawing, scratching, her instincts for survival firing. She felt Raven nearby, and the two-legger was snapping her whip, fighting too.  
 
    Bright lights burst forth and then there were voices and ropes were surrounding her and Cronus as they were wrenched apart, and the girl—Raven—was kicking her legs and screaming as they dragged her away.  
 
    Weeks later, Siri’s wounds had healed. But her soul had not. No, it was cracked open and another soul had burrowed inside.  
 
    Raven’s. Always Raven’s. 
 
    Now, with a screech and a burst of speed, Siri flew toward where she felt that same soul, pulsing, living, calling out to hers.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Dreadnoughts 
 
    Goggin 
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    The boat was small, but sufficient, laden with plenty of water and enough raw vegetables to sustain him across Dragon Bay.  
 
    Before departing the city of Ontonoman, Goggin had been stopped by the dalla. “Remember what you witnessed here. Spill no blood.” 
 
    Goggin had nodded, the bitter taste of his plans thick on his tongue. “And you should remember that the Dreadnoughts are part of the Calypsian Empire. You would be welcomed to the southern continent.” 
 
    “Thank you, but that is not our fate.” 
 
    Now, Goggin hefted one end of the boat while Joaquin carried the other. It was a short haul, but still, every precaution had been taken, the wooden handles slathered in gum wax to prevent splinters. Both wore thick leathers to protect their skin in case they fell.  
 
    As Goggin walked, he stared at the ground, which was soft, occasionally tufted with grass, eventually giving way to the soft cushion of sand. It was strange to think of the chaos that lived beneath the serenity of this island paradise.  
 
    But it didn’t change what he knew he had to do.  
 
    Goggin didn’t know whether Raven lived, or what the state of the empire was, or who was at its helm. But he could take precautions for the worst-case scenario. His guanero were dead. If the empire had been usurped by Shanolin the dragon rider or another, he would need an army.  
 
    And he knew where to get one. 
 
    Before they reached the water, they placed the boat carefully on the sand. Joaquin was sweating beneath the hot sun, his gray skin glistening.  
 
    Goggin held up his forearm and fist in the Calypsian manner. “Thank you,” he said. “For everything.” 
 
    “You are welcome. And thank you for showing me true courage.” 
 
    Goggin laughed. “Aye. Kin to true foolishness.” 
 
    Joaquin chuckled, handing him an oar and placing the other in the boat. 
 
    Goggin chewed his lip for a moment, and then said, “I meant what I said to the dalla. Your people would be welcome in Calyp. You would be welcome. You could start a new life there, one without fear.” 
 
    “There is always reason to be afraid, but thank you. My place is here.” 
 
    “If you ever change your mind, you will find me in Calypso. I should have plenty of stories about my ninth wife by then.” 
 
    Joaquin, looking slightly awkward, raised his own forearm and fist, mimicking Goggin’s earlier gesture. “I shall remember these last few weeks fondly.” 
 
    Together, they pushed the boat into the water. Joaquin backed up, and then traipsed across the beach to watch from the grass. Goggin knew this was his chance—his last one.  
 
    It was madness.  
 
    Sounds about right, he thought, and then he bent down to scoop up a handful of sand from the beach, tossing it into the empty bag he’d prepared ahead of time.  
 
    He ignored Joaquin’s protests, adding another handful of monster sand for good measure.  
 
    Satisfied, he clambered into the boat, grabbed the oars, and began pulling away from the shore. Finally, once he was certain he was clear, he looked back. Joaquin stood in water up to his waist, the gentle waves lapping at him. His eyes were wide with fear. 
 
    What have I done? 
 
    Only what they’ve made me do. They made a monster of me, and I will bring my friends to Calyp. 
 
    He sealed the bag of sand and placed it carefully in the watertight leather food bag.  
 
    Then he began to row in earnest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Seven 
 
    The Southern Empire, Zune 
 
    Raven Sandes 
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    The grand arena was perhaps ten times the size of the pits she and Whisper normally fought in. As a young girl, Raven remembered wanting to attend the battle royale held every year in this very arena.  
 
    Her mother had always refused.  
 
    Because of Aunt Viper, she realized now. Raven wondered whether Viper had directly threatened Sun Sandes’s daughters, or if her mother was simply being cautious.  
 
    Now, Raven wished she’d never set foot in this horrid place.  
 
    It was beautiful, there was no denying that. With its slick marble walls and grand stone façade and open-air quarter-roof displaying a deep black sky full of glittering stars…it was a sight. Racks of shining weapons arced around the sides, enough to outfit an army. 
 
    It was the people who made it ugly. What this place stood for. The ending of lives. The entertainment of death. The arena was full to standing room, the crowd whipped into a frenzy. They wanted blood reflected in their eyes before the night was done.  
 
    It must be my blood and not Whisper’s. 
 
    She’d been separated from her sister and escorted into the arena, where she now stood. Alone amongst thousands of people.  
 
    Across the grand arena, another door opened. Whisper was shoved through, her hands and feet unshackled. Her eyes met Raven’s. She could see the determination in her sister’s eyes. Oh gods, she looks like Fire always did. She looks like me. 
 
    Another door opened. Gwendolyn Storm, the Orian armor-clad assassin, was pushed through, but she didn’t stumble, her feet as graceful as if she wasn’t still shackled. They want us to win, because we’re Calypsians. This is a political move by Viper.  
 
    For some reason, the realization made Raven angry. Their lives were being played with like a mouse under the paw of a cat. Was I ever like that? Did I play such games when I was empress? 
 
    The truth hit her in the center of her chest. Yes. She had. And she’d ignored the atrocities committed in the fighting pits as well, a fact that now haunted her.  
 
    I was distracted by war on all sides. 
 
    An excuse, nothing more. I have failed the empire. I have failed myself.  
 
    I will not fail Whisper. 
 
    The thought snapped her back to reality, where an announcement was being made by one of the pit masters, something about the final opportunity to place wagers. Something about how only one of the fighters could emerge victorious; the only alternative was death.  
 
    A pause, the crowd’s cheering filling the void to overflowing. 
 
    From across the way, Gwendolyn called out. “I will spare Whisper if you go without a fight.” 
 
    It was a lie. None would be able to leave the arena until two were dead, and this Orian would not end her own life. And Whisper would not kill Raven. Which left only one other option.  
 
    “Agreed,” Raven said, more quickly than she intended, the words spilling out like water from a shattered jug.  
 
    Whisper strode forward to the racks of weapons and chose a long, curving blade. She said nothing, only turned toward the Orian. That expression… Raven thought. It was like looking in a mirror.  
 
    Gwendolyn’s expression didn’t change.  
 
    Then everything happened quickly. The crowd quieted for a moment as the announcer closed the betting and shouted, “Begin!” 
 
    Gwendolyn, despite the shackles linking her wrists and ankles, moved like lightning, reaching the weapons in an instant, selecting a silver longsword that matched the color of her hair, accentuating her eyes. There was a strange light about her face, an orange glow on one cheek. Raven’s heart skipped a beat. Her tattooya. I was right. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered, but— 
 
    Raven raced to the wall and selected a long, barbed whip and another weapon, one that was quite foreign to her. A wooden hammer. It was the sort of weapon Goggin would’ve found amusing, but useless in true battle, unless the enemy were nails that needed to be pounded into wood.  
 
    Whisper was moving in on the Orian, holding her blade high, readying to strike. Gwendolyn glanced back at Raven, and said, “I can’t make you any promises if she attacks me.” 
 
    You can’t make me any promises anyway. Still, Raven rushed forward, giving the Orian a wide berth and moving to her sister’s side.  
 
    “I won’t let you die for me,” Whisper said.  
 
    “I know,” Raven replied, turning to face the Orian. “We fight together.” 
 
    She’d never lied to her sister before, not intentionally, though Whisper had hidden many things from her. But this lie was impossible to avoid.  
 
    Whisper nodded and inched forward, her attention naturally focused on the enemy rather than her ally.  
 
    Raven took a deep breath and swung the hammer, pulling the blow just before it connected, taking some of the force from it.  
 
    Whisper’s eyes rolled back in her head as her feet crumpled beneath her.  
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    Gwendolyn Storm 
 
      
 
    As Whisper fell, Gwen almost laughed. “Clever move,” she said. “Unless your sister doesn’t wake up.”  
 
    Raven said, “She will. It wasn’t as hard a hit as it looked. She will have a headache, nothing more.” 
 
    “And you will be dead.” 
 
    “Or you.” 
 
    Gwen liked the fire in the woman’s voice. It made things…easier.  
 
    She took a step forward. 
 
    “Why don’t you cut your shackles?” Raven asked.  
 
    “I like a challenge.” 
 
    “I like winning.” 
 
    “As do I.” But she wasn’t here to parse words with the woman whose family had taken so much from her—were still taking so much.  
 
    She strode forward now, wary of the hang of the whip, of the slight tensing of the muscles in Raven’s left arm, which was hefting not the whip but the hammer. 
 
    Raven threw it. Spinning end over end, the hammer might’ve been the slow graceful flight of a butterfly to Gwen’s heromarked eyes. She watched the projectile approach, timing its spin until— 
 
    Her hand shot up and she snatched it by the handle from midair, tossing it aside in one motion. 
 
    Though Raven Sandes tried to hide it, her eyes gave away her surprise, widening ever so slightly.  
 
    “I will give you one more chance, and then you—” 
 
    The whip lashed out before her sentence had finished, and this time she was unprepared, expecting Raven to act with fear, not the opposite. Once more, she reached up to catch the weapon, but was a hair too slow, even with the power of her heromark sending speed to her reflexes, strength to her muscles. The barbs sunk into her skin as the whip wrapped around her throat. With a deft, practiced jerk, Raven yanked it back, rocking Gwen forward, pain shooting through her neck as the barbs tore her skin.  
 
    She landed on her face, the roar of the crowd deafening.  
 
    She’d managed a strong hold on her sword, and now she twisted it around to hack at the whip, which snapped in two. With two quick slashes, she severed the chains on her ankles and wrists as well. The hell with a challenge. She was going to murder this woman. 
 
    Her barbed collar remained as she stood, glaring at her opponent. Blood dripped down onto her armor. 
 
    Raven glared back, holding the portion of her whip that was still intact. “You said you wanted a fight.” 
 
    Gwen couldn’t argue with that, and it had been many years before a foe had surprised her. This woman was a warrior, something she couldn’t help but to respect. But not enough to spare her. She armored her heart, gritted her teeth, and sprang forward.  
 
    Raven tried to sidestep but Gwen anticipated the maneuver before she made it, changing her own trajectory. She feinted with her sword, forcing Raven to bring her arms and whip up to protect herself, but then kicked her hard in the chest, sending her flying back. 
 
    Gwen pressed the advantage, landing two punches to her face and then a high kick that connected solidly with Raven’s jaw. One swipe of my sword and her head will fall from her shoulders… 
 
    She swung. At the last moment, Gwen’s heromark flared and she flinched, instead jamming the butt-end of the blade’s hilt into Raven’s nose, blood spurting. She staggered back, desperately trying to snap her whip, but Gwen was ready this time, catching the leathery tendril and yanking it from her opponent’s hand.  
 
    Weaponless and bloodied, Raven didn’t back away, raising her fists.  
 
    She tried to stop the attack on Ferria… 
 
    She saved Gareth… 
 
    The look on Roan’s face…like I was a stranger… 
 
    Her family murdered my father, Alastair… 
 
    Women, children, soldiers, Orians and humans and ore cats and ore hawks and— 
 
    So much violence. So much death. When does it stop?  
 
    Gwen dropped her weapon, defeated by her own thoughts.  
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    Raven Sandes 
 
      
 
    Raven’s head was ringing, the warmth of fresh blood coating her lips, dripping from her chin.  
 
    The kick to the chest alone had almost felled her, and her legs felt wobbly beneath her.  
 
    This woman’s mark of power…it is too much for me. 
 
    Wait… 
 
    Wait… 
 
    The Orian dropped her weapon. Raven stood, stunned, wondering what she’d done to grant such a reprieve. Nothing, she realized, as Gwendolyn Storm stepped forward, a gritty look of determination flashing across her face. She wants to make me hurt the way she’s been hurt. She wants to drag it out. 
 
    The next blow came from the side, a rounded kick that seemed to move like a striking cobra. She tried to protect herself and the impact was to her forearm. She felt the bone shatter, her arm smashing into her skull and raining stars across her vision. Pain crashed over her like a tsunami, rolling through her. She felt sick, turning to the side to vomit, her elbows on her knees.  
 
    Something thudded in her skull. My own heart, she thought. Somewhere distant there was an unceasing animal roar. No. Not animal. Human. Her own people, the crowd whipped into a frenzy. Why did I fight for them when they won’t fight for me? Why did I care about their suffering when they enjoy my own?  
 
    Her legs wobbled again and she wanted to give in to gravity, to fall to the ground. To curl up and go to another place, a place without dragon massacres and loved ones dying and slavery and betrayal. A place where she could, finally, be at peace.  
 
    Through her blue-black tendrils of hair, she could see Gwendolyn watching her. Waiting for something. For me to fall. 
 
    She remembered her mother. Her sister, Fire. And now, Whisper. She remembered Siri’s scream. None of them gave in without a fight. 
 
    And neither would she.  
 
    She stood up straight, feeling ill again but swallowing it down, raising her fists.  
 
    The Orian’s golden eyes widened, surprise flitting across her face before her expression returned to stony hate. “Thank you,” was all she said. And then she attacked.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
 
      
 
    With each strike, Gwen expected to feel something more. More than anger, more than hate, more than repulsed.  
 
    Relief. That’s what she craved. The feeling that she’d balanced some imaginary scale, or even tipped it in her direction. The direction of my people. 
 
    Instead, her loathing only grew. Not for this woman—this Sandes woman—but for herself.  
 
    For a few frozen moments, she seemed to leave her own body, hovering above the arena, watching like a spectator as she rained down blow after blow—to Raven’s legs, abdomen, shoulders, and head.  
 
    She deserves this. For Alastair. For my father. For the children. For me. 
 
    Former Empress Raven Sandes refused to go down, absorbing each punch and kick into herself. Wobbling, yes, but not falling. One of her arms hung limply, and blood poured from her nose and one eye, which was already swollen shut, but she continued to stand, to raise one arm to protect herself as best she could.  
 
    Finally, Gwen saw what Roan had seen. The woman she’d become, a person she barely recognized, so filled with white hot hatred and the lust for vengeance that she’d become a mere shadow of the great warrior she’d once been. 
 
    The woman Alastair loved. The woman Roan might still love. The woman my father would’ve been proud of. 
 
    Dimly, she was aware that her heromark had stopped pulsing. It was no longer helping her win this fight. My power has abandoned me. It is ashamed of its host. 
 
    The world seemed to shatter around her and then she was back in her own body. She stopped. She dropped to her knees, her vision blurring as tears bloomed. Her hands shook as she painted them across her face, trying to feel the features that were once hers, now gnarled and hardened by her desire for revenge. All she felt was the blood of her opponent, slick on her knuckles. 
 
    The crowd went silent, their frenzy quieted by the unexpected break in the violence.  
 
    Raven stood before her, her chest heaving, her arm still held up to protect her ruined mess of a face. To protect her sister, who slept quietly nearby.  
 
    “I…” Gwen’s voice was hoarse, her throat dry and tight. “I…” What? What was there left to say? 
 
    She only had one option left: to flee, to escape from this horrible place and never look back, to forget about what she’d done and these two women.  
 
    It was a lie. A tempting lie, but a lie nonetheless. And Gwendolyn Storm could no longer abide an untruth.  
 
    She would either escape with these two women, or she would die trying. 
 
    Warmth blossomed on her cheek as her heromark flickered once more. 
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    Raven Sandes 
 
      
 
    With one eye, she watched as the Orian stood again, having finally come to some decision.  
 
    This is it, Raven thought. Her energy was long depleted; she was only on her feet because of adrenaline and her own stubborn refusal to fall. But even those were on their last legs.  
 
    I don’t want to die. The realization took her by surprise, stealing her breath. Her lungs returned with a gasp, her heart beating double time, aching in her chest. It hurt to know she still had the will to live, even after everything, but that she could do nothing to stop the inevitability of her own mortality at the hands of this formidable warrior. Please… The appeal hung on the tip of her tongue, but she refused to let it fall. I will not beg.  
 
    Instead, she said, “You will spare my sister?” The words were slurred, like she was speaking around a dozen mashed-up grapes.  
 
    The Orian didn’t answer, taking a step forward. No, Raven thought. She couldn’t let her kill Whisper, couldn’t bear to pass into the Void with that knowledge. She took a staggering step to the side, positioning her own broken body between Gwendolyn and Whisper.  
 
    The mark on her foe’s cheek—an X with squared-off corners—pulsed brightly. There was something strange about her expression. Gone were the hate and anger, replaced by a steely determination that Raven couldn’t quite make sense of.  
 
    Still, she saw the moment Gwendolyn’s leg muscles flexed in preparation to launch. Raven knew she only had one opportunity left and this was the moment to act. She timed her own attack perfectly, right when the Orian was in midflight, still bringing her fist around for a final blow.  
 
    Raven lashed her own arm upward, keeping her palm flat and stiff, driving into her opponent’s neck with the hard bones of her hand.  
 
    Gwendolyn was too fast, catching her attempted chop in a tight fist, letting her momentum slam into Raven, knocking her backward, landing atop her. The Orian stared down at her with catlike eyes, the crowd once more roaring their approval. 
 
    Raven opened her mouth to offer one more plea for her sister’s life, but Gwendolyn spoke first. “You swear you tried to stop the attack on Ferria?” 
 
    The question shocked her, but her response was automatic. The truth. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    That was a harder question. “I—Roan. He believed—he believes—peace is possible. I thought maybe I could try…to work toward something bigger than myself. Bigger than war.” 
 
    The Orian snorted out a laugh, so out of place for the situation that Raven felt like she’d entered a dream. “Sounds just like Roan. If I help you escape and take back your empire, will you form an alliance with the east? A true alliance.” 
 
    What? Raven understood the words but couldn’t seem to make sense of them. This was madness. Escape? There was no escape from this Void.  
 
    Gwendolyn seemed to realize her confusion. “We might fail. We might die. But I will try if you will.” 
 
    Raven shook her head, causing spikes of pain to shoot through her temples. “I—yes. I promise. I will do what I can.” 
 
    The crowd was getting restless, their catcalls and screams tumbling down from above. They wanted their kill. “Good,” Gwendolyn said. “Can you walk?” 
 
    Raven didn’t know for certain, but she said, “Yes. I think so.” 
 
    “Good. I will help you over the wall, and then I’ll follow with Whisper.” 
 
    How could she trust the woman who almost just killed her? Because the only alternative is death. And maybe—maybe—she really meant what she said. For the first time in a long time, Raven felt a shred of hope.  
 
    It was short-lived.  
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    Gwendolyn Storm 
 
      
 
    “Not the wall,” Raven said. She glanced up the sides of the arena, gesturing. Gwen followed her gaze, where the pit masters were also getting restless. They’d surrounded the wall, their hands already on weapons.  
 
    “We have to try,” Gwen said.  
 
    “The tunnels,” Raven said.  
 
    Gwen frowned. She was comfortable in the open air, where she would have options. But the tunnels… “They’ll become our tomb.” 
 
    “It’s the only way. At least then we won’t have to fight as many at once.” 
 
    It made sense, in a way. In a mad kind of way. “Fine. But how do we get the gates open?” 
 
    “Leave that to me.” 
 
    Gwen nodded and rolled off her, feeling bad as Raven struggled to regain her own feet, wincing at each movement. There’s no time for pity and regrets, she thought, focusing on the pulse of her heromark.  
 
    Raven hobbled toward the wall, bending over to pluck her whip from the ground. Gwen followed her lead, reclaiming her own blade. She added a bow and satchel of arrows from the weapons rack.  
 
    A commanding voice rang out from above. “Resume the fight or all three of you die,” he said. One of the pit masters.  
 
    Gwen looked up at him and offered a response in the form of a rude gesture.  
 
    Raven had moved to the weapons rack as well, snatching twin throwing daggers. She glanced at Gwen, the barest edge of a smile forming on her blood-crusted lips. Then she whirled and threw one of the blades. It was an expert throw, sinking deep into one of the pit master’s throats before he could so much as consider dodging.  
 
    With a gasp, he fell from the seating area, tumbling over the wall and into the pit.  
 
    “Kill them!” the other pit master roared. 
 
    In every corner, the gates opened, chains rattling, guards pouring through. 
 
    “Get Whisper,” Raven said, already moving for one of the gates. Gwen scooped up Whisper and slung her over her shoulder, giving chase.  
 
    Half a dozen pit masters blocked the way forward, while dozens more dropped from the sides of the arena. Raven cracked her whip, and when she jerked it back one of the men fell, his head twisting gruesomely.  
 
    Still, it was only one foe down, and Raven was moving gingerly. Because of me, Gwen thought. She burst forward, accelerating ahead, swinging her blade hard against the sword of one of the master’s, using her momentum to spin around him. Whisper’s feet became a weapon, bludgeoning him in the head as she passed. She ducked under the next guard’s swipe, kicking him hard in the kneecap. Another two slashes of her blade and the path was clear. She turned to wait for Raven, surprised to find her almost on her heels, her face flushed and dripping a mixture of blood and sweat.  
 
    “Go,” she breathed. 
 
    Gwen did, moving into the flickering darkness of the tunnel, careful not to bump Whisper’s head against the unforgiving stone walls. She heard the rattle of chains behind her, and turned to watch Raven bring the gate crashing down. One of the masters had been trying to follow them, and was caught by the falling iron spikes, one of which had gone straight through his leg, pinning him to the ground. He howled in agony.  
 
    Raven turned away, her face an expressionless mask.  
 
    She led the way into the tunnels, starting to turn left down an even darker corridor, but stopping when loud voices met them from the shadows.  
 
    “This way,” Raven said, and Gwen had no choice but to follow her down the opposite path. Whisper stirred in her sleep, mumbling something under her breath.   
 
    “Shh,” Gwen said. “You’re safe now.” The girl drifted away again, her body going still.  
 
    The tunnels beneath the fighting pits were a maze, and Gwen began to lose more and more faith that they would ever taste fresh air again. Thrice they were forced to divert their course by pit masters blocking the way forward. Two of those times they had to fight off a wave of assailants before managing to retreat. Gwen had lost her blade in the last melee, while Raven’s whip had been wrenched from her weakening grasp.  
 
    But none of that was as bad as the moment they reached the dead end. Above them was a long shaft, the top of which was a circle of sparkling stars. Some sort of a ventilation shaft. 
 
    Raven whirled to charge back the way they’d come, but was stopped by the wall of torchlight reflecting off swords.  
 
    Gwen looked up. “We can climb out. I can make it with Whisper.” 
 
    Raven’s shoulders seemed to sag, but she nodded. “Please. Save her.” 
 
    Something about the way she said it gave Gwen pause. Like it was a goodbye. “You can make the climb too. Don’t give up. Not now.” 
 
    “I will give you as much time as I can. Give me your bow.” 
 
    “No,” Gwen said. “If you cannot make the climb, I will fight alongside you. We will kill them all if we have to.” 
 
    Raven gritted her teeth. “No. You must save Whisper. She is the Last Daughter now. She is the empire’s last hope.” 
 
    The torchlight drew closer, displaying the fierce expressions of weary, angry pursuers. Gwen placed Whisper gently on the ground. Raven leapt on Gwen’s back, beating on her shoulder with one, weak fist. “No! Pick her up! Climb! You have to climb!” 
 
    Gwen flipped her over, catching Raven in her arms. Placed her next to her sister. Turned away, grasping her bow between determined fingers. Drew her first arrow. Took aim at the spot just above the torchlight.  
 
    Fired. Drew another. Fired again. The shouts of pursuit quickly morphed to screams of pain, the clattering of falling bodies, tumbling over each other. Dropped torches bounced across the ground before going still, haloes of light filling the tunnel.  
 
    And still Gwen fired arrow after arrow, wasting none. Killing at will. Sending them all into the Void they believed in.  
 
    Finally, when she reached back for another arrow, she came up empty. Slowly, the torches advanced once more.  
 
    “Climb,” she hissed, grabbing Raven under the armpit and shoving her against the rock wall.  
 
    Raven shook her head. “I am spent.” 
 
    Footsteps closed in. Even if they started climbing now, the pit masters were too close, would pull them from the wall. Gwen could keep fighting, could kill more of them, but they had her if she stayed. If she wanted to save herself, she had to go now, with or without the Sandes’ sisters.  
 
    Either way, Raven would die, and with her the hope of peace between the east and Calyp.  
 
    Slowly, Gwen turned to face her last fight.  
 
    Warily, the men stalked forward, their weapons glittering.  
 
    Somewhere in the night, something shrieked.  
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    Siri 
 
      
 
    Her soul’s scent was so close now she could taste it. There was something off about it, the coppery odor of blood mixing with her usual smell of sweat and sand.  
 
    Deep inside, she felt Raven’s pain like a red-hot knife in her heart. Siri shrieked, diving for the ramshackle city that seemed to be crammed together, the streets narrow, the buildings tall, sharing walls on both sides.  
 
    Pits spotted a significant portion of the city, some small, barely large enough for Siri to fit inside, and others larger as she flew over them, until they culminated in a grand arena that rivalled the training area for the dragonia in Calypso.  
 
    Inside, there was chaos. Two-leggers ran amok, some screaming, others stopping to point inside the giant pit, where there were bodies. Siri tried to sense their heartbeats, but most were silent. A few moved, writhing in agony.  
 
    Everywhere else, men ran holding weapons, charging down staircases into the tunnels that must run beneath the pits.  
 
    Siri circled the area twice, letting her senses roam. With each pass, she could feel the nearness of her soul. 
 
    The little girl with the hair so dark it almost looked blue. 
 
    She remembered when Raven named her. Siri had flowed from her lips so easily, like it had been waiting there from the moment she was born—the moment both of them were born.  
 
    All the years they spent in each other’s company seemed to angle toward this very moment in time.  
 
    The dragon’s senses sharpened further, a blade of iron honed down to a single point.  
 
    The stone shaft was a beacon, and she knew Raven lay somewhere beneath it.  
 
    She dove, shrieking once more, flames already crisping her breath.  
 
    Rather than attacking the shaft, she chose a portion of ground just beyond it, a stone walkway that had a slight echo beneath it.  
 
    A tunnel.  
 
    Fire erupting from her maw, Siri crashed into the earth. 
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    Raven Sandes 
 
      
 
    The call seemed to come from a great distance away, a heart-piercing cry, as the earth began to move around them. Raven clutched Whisper’s motionless body, using her own body to protect her sister’s as rocks rained from above.  
 
    She smiled against the pain, lance pricks on her back, her shoulders, her scalp. 
 
    Pit masters screamed as the tunnel collapsed on their heads. Their screams didn’t last long.  
 
    Gwen pressed against her side. “What is happening?” she screamed. 
 
    “My soul,” Raven said. “My soul will save us.” How it was possible, she did not know. And yet, she did.  
 
    She is perfection. She is Calyp.  
 
    With another shuddering crash, the destroyed tunnel caved in further, until a spot of natural moonlight shone through. A shadow blocked it a moment later, broken only by a thin gout of flame.  
 
    “Holy Ore,” Gwen whispered. 
 
    “No,” Raven said. “This time it’s fire. And her name is Siri.” 
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    Gwendolyn Storm 
 
      
 
    She knew this dragon, with its red scales and spiked back and tail. She felt its voice in her head as she did before, that deep, ancient thunder that spoke of a greatness she could never hope to achieve. 
 
    You are an ally? the voice said. The dragon. 
 
    I am trying to be, she thought, her jaw locked so tight she feared her teeth might crack.  
 
    Come. 
 
    The dragon lowered its head into the tunnel. Raven easily clambered up, using the spikes as handholds. She looked back. “Hoist my sister up.” 
 
    Gwen obeyed, only letting go of the girl’s warm body once Raven had her securely in her arms.  
 
    It was time to part ways, Gwen knew. This wasn’t her world. She didn’t ride dragons or fight alongside Calypsians. It was time for her to return to Ferria and seek a future she wasn’t certain she deserved.  
 
    She turned away from the dragon and began to climb the shaft, which was now riddled with cracks but still standing. Like her.  
 
    “Gwendolyn,” Raven said.  
 
    She didn’t turn—didn’t want to turn. Didn’t want to face the woman she’d bloodied and nearly killed.  
 
    “Come with us.” 
 
    Tears bit at her eyes. She shook her head. She had no right to compassion. Nor forgiveness.  
 
    Those had to be earned, slowly, step by step. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    She turned. Raven nodded at her, extending the hand that still worked. Gwen didn’t deserve to take it.  
 
    But she did.  
 
    She did.  
 
    The dragon exploded from the ground, its wings buffeting the air like the edges of a storm.  
 
    And for the first time in her life, Gwen didn’t feel angry or afraid at the sound.  
 
    She felt only sad.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Second Interlude 
 
    Crimea 
 
    THE HORDE 
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    Helmuth sat in a throne he didn’t want, watching his Horde sleep. They were scattered amongst the palace court, resting their thick, dirty forms where lords and ladies once stood to announce their meaningless petitions and settle their petty disputes.  
 
    Some were sleeping. Others ground against each other, creating the next generation of destroyers. Some gnawed on the bones of humans and mongolbeasts alike. 
 
    Watching them, he recalled when he’d first sought them out, how unprepared he’d been. They’d almost killed him during that first meeting, but, somehow, he’d survived. He’d tried again, growing stronger with each attempt, until he’d gained their respect. Their belief in what he could show them, the power he was able to unlock once he’d taken them from groups of disorganized infighting barbarian tribes to an organized machine of destruction. 
 
    He remembered the day they chanted his name, stomping their feet and beating their massive drums. Kkla-Ggra Thum-thum! Kkla-Ggra Thum-thum! Kkla-Ggra Thum-thum! 
 
    The memory faded, drawing a thin smile to his face. 
 
    Soon they would have to move on, for the Horde was a migratory species, subsisting off the plenty of others, never stopping to create their own food and shelter.  
 
    Helmuth stood, shouldering the hammer he’d held across his lap. He turned, drawing it back. Then he struck, again and again, shattering the back of the throne, breaking the armrests from the sides, destroying the base. 
 
    All around him, the Horde clambered forward to watch, giddy with excitement. When the job was finished, he turned toward them, speaking to them in their language. 
 
    “It is time. The big blue beckons us. We sail to the great land of my father.” He paused. “There we shall drink the blood of kings.” 
 
    The Horde roared and beat their chests and flashed their teeth and claws. They shall be the Fall of All Things, he thought. And I shall show them the way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART III 
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    Gareth 
 
      
 
    For as the fire’s embers darken into night, 
 
    And the smoke that blinds, that burns, that fades, 
 
    So shall the lives of those that play, 
 
    The games of war, vanish in the coming light. 
 
    Japarti, famous Calypsian poet  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Eight 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Tarin’s lips painted a trail of fire down her abdomen, his tongue smooth against her skin. Tasting her. Needing her. His hands roved over her body desperately, as if searching for water in the desert.  
 
    She wanted him, too; she needed him. 
 
    He moved lower. 
 
    She moaned, pulling him up, finding his mouth, slipping her tongue between his lips. From the moment they first kissed, there had never been anything awkward between them, their passion like a wildfire, always tracing the thinnest of lines between control and chaos. 
 
    The temptation was great. To escape, to forget, to lose herself in the safety of Tarin’s arms, in the smell of his hair—still damp from his bath—in the taste of his lips. 
 
    She didn’t want to forget. Didn’t want to escape. Needed to remember. How close it had been, how she’d almost lost Zelda in the attack. How the Sleeping Knights had defied her command. How Christoff Metz had swooped in at the last moment, saving the day. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, breaking off the kiss.  
 
    “Tell me what you need and I shall give it to you,” Tarin said, his voice rough. She loved the way he looked at her—all of her. The expression on his porcelain face was so earnest it took her breath away. How is he mine?  
 
    “To talk. I feel as though I’m a lost lamb searching for my flock.” 
 
    “You’re the mightiest lamb I’ve ever laid eyes on. The most beautiful too.” 
 
    “Thank you. But it doesn’t change the fact that I’m lost.” 
 
    He cradled her head in the crook of his shoulder. “You’re not lost. Not really. You have me. Archer. Christoff and Jonius and Lisbeth and even Dietrich. We’re all here for you. We await your command.” 
 
    And that was the problem. Everyone expected her to tell them what to do, where to go, who to fight. But what if she didn’t know? What if she needed someone to tell her? 
 
    Ever since her brother, Bane, had murdered her father, it felt as if her enemies had been circling like vulzures, pecking and clawing chunks of her away—her kingdom too. Sometimes from within, like her uncle and the Brotherhood, and other times from without, like the two attacks by the easterners she’d already faced.  
 
    My kingdom. I am the queen. It was a silly reminder, but sometimes she needed to be silly.  
 
    We await your command. 
 
    “Stop being a soldier in the Queen’s Army,” Annise said. Tarin started to object, but she interrupted. “I mean right now. When we are alone. Be my friend, my lover, my soul. Please.” 
 
    Tarin nodded once. When he spoke, his voice was husky. “Of course. My queen.” He chuckled at his own joke.  
 
    Annise knew what she wanted to do, what she had to do—she’d known for a long time. The only reason she hadn’t acted thus far—delaying for the last few weeks—was because she knew it was the opposite of what everyone expected of her.  
 
    Stop being weak.  
 
    “I feel like I’ve been hanging from a branch with one hand for so long. With each battle one of my fingers is peeled away.” 
 
    “What do you have left?” 
 
    “A thumb, Tarin. Just a thumb.” 
 
    “Then I better prepare to catch you, though I fear my armor will not properly cushion your fall.” 
 
    “Very funny. Seriously though, the kingdom is in turmoil, no one is collecting taxes or tracking the royal treasury while I spend coin hand over fist to reconstitute, train and outfit an army, continue to pay the castle staff, and, to make matters worse, rebuild not one but two of the largest cities in the realm, Darrin and Blackstone.” 
 
    Tarin raised an eyebrow. “Sounds bad.” 
 
    “It is bad.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Change the game. Stop treading water and swim.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Annise paused, gathering her thoughts. “Before I left for the Hinterlands, I sent a message to Crimea,” she started, finding her words like one might stumble through the dark, one step at a time.  
 
    Tarin propped his head on his hand, quirking an eyebrow. “Trying to reinstate our trade agreement?” His finger absently traced a path between her breasts. 
 
    She quivered, determined to concentrate on the conversation she’d asked for. “Yes, but not only that. I requested aid. I asked for help. We needed allies, and I couldn’t be certain the Sleeping Knights even existed, or if they did, that I would be able to find them. In case I didn’t survive the journey—” 
 
    “You did survive. Beautifully, I might add.” That gentle finger reached her abdomen. Her bellybutton. 
 
    She waved away his compliment, watching him draw molten circles on her skin. No, a figure eight—the symbol for eternity, she thought. “The point is, I wanted the kingdom to survive even if I didn’t.” 
 
    “Of course you did. That’s why you’re the queen this kingdom deserves. But what are you getting at?” 
 
    Annise took Tarin’s hand in hers, warding off the distraction. His fingers felt warm in her grasp. “The Crimeans never responded. I’ve sent three more messages since we retook Castle Hill. Those have gone unanswered too.” 
 
    “Perhaps they’ve withdrawn from the Four Kingdoms for a reason. Maybe it’s too volatile and they fear losing more merchant vessels.” 
 
    Annise gripped his hand harder. “That’s what I thought too. And then this came.” She reached over and plucked a page from her side table. It had been resting face down the entire time. She turned it over to reveal the smeared ink, the bloodstains, the barely legible message: 
 
    The Horde. They come…  
 
    The last word trailed away, the line meandering to the edge and off the page. All the letters were smeared and speckled with crimson drops.  
 
    Tarin ran his fingers over the page. “This could’ve come from anywhere.” 
 
    “But probably not in the Four Kingdoms, because it came via pigeon. The bird was injured, hardly able to fly. The fact that it made it across the Crimean Sea is half a miracle. After delivering the message to the belfry, it dropped dead. Tarin, the only messages we get via birds are from Crimea.” 
 
    “Annise, this could be a threat. Long has Crimea coveted the Four Kingdoms.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They fell into silence for a few moments, each lost in their own thoughts.  
 
    Finally, Tarin broke the quiet. “You want to go to Crimea.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. As usual, Tarin knew her mind as well as she did. She answered anyway. “Yes. If it’s a threat, I want to face it head on, through face to face negotiations. I have nothing to lose at this point. We need trade with the Crimeans to survive, at least until we can rebuild. I will go to Crimea. And I’d like you to come with me.” 
 
    “As you command—”  
 
    “No. Not because I command it. Because you want to. Because you believe in me.” 
 
    Tarin breathed deeply. “I do, on both accounts. But the others…” 
 
    “They can make their own choices. They will not all understand. But this is what I need to do. If there is another threat, whether from the Crimeans or another power, one no one is yet aware of…” 
 
    “The Four Kingdoms will be doomed,” Tarin finished. 
 
    “Crimea is a powerful nation. Defeating them would be no easy feat.” 
 
    “We don’t know that they were defeated. This could all be a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “True. But I must know. There are two other options: Do nothing, guard our borders, rebuild our kingdom. We can do that anyway. We will do that.” 
 
    “And the other option?” 
 
    “Open war. Join Rhea Loren and Gareth Ironclad, our prior enemies, and march on Phanes. Risk more lives in a battle far from our borders. But at least we would have allies again.” 
 
    Tarin nodded. She could see the muscles in his jaw tighten, and sensed the voice in his head. The voice that sometimes spoke in her head too. It wanted war. Wanted blood. “What of the Sleeping Knights?” 
 
    She sighed. Yes, the ancient warriors had saved them, twice now. But they were hard to control, and even with Lisbeth she knew she couldn’t hope to control them now. “They will do as they will. But I must go to Crimea.” 
 
    “Then I will go with you. Even if I’m the only one.” 
 
    Annise smiled, her muscles uncoiling. The stress and strain of days agonizing over this decision fell away.  
 
    Finally, she allowed herself to melt into him. “There is one other thing I need of you.” 
 
    He knew what to do without being told.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Nine 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
 
    [image: C:\Users\Owner\Desktop\Fatemarked Images\Fatemarks\soulmark.jpg] 
 
    The Knights were restless, which seemed to be their normal state of being these days. 
 
    Lisbeth watched their souls, most of which were a bright shade of orange, as if hovering between action and inaction. Waiting. For what, she did not know. 
 
    That was a lie. She knew what they wanted. Violence. War. They were a horde set to trample the Four Kingdoms under their trod, until none were left but those in the northern kingdom, who they’d sworn to protect.  
 
    They are my army to command, and I failed.  
 
    Lisbeth hated feeling helpless. She remembered the hopelessness as she’d tried to delve into the Knights’ souls, that deep, unending pit that spiraled down down down… 
 
    We must move on, they said, as one. 
 
    No, she said. Not until your queen commands it. 
 
    We do not take orders from you, nor the queen. We only obey that which is for the good of the kingdom. 
 
    As determined by whom? 
 
    Our souls… 
 
    And that was the crux of it. Lisbeth’s power came from her soulmark, but if she couldn’t use it on these Knights…she might as well part ways with them. 
 
    No, she thought, determination coursing through her. You must keep trying. You set them free; they are your responsibility. The blood they spill is your blood too. 
 
    You will sail with the queen to Crimea, Lisbeth commanded. They’d received the news from Queen Annise earlier that day, and she’d been arguing with the Knights ever since.  
 
    No, they said, their wills—their souls—heaped on top of each other, an impenetrable wall. We will march south. Our enemies must fall. 
 
    She couldn’t change their minds, couldn’t bend them to her will—nor the queen’s. But there was another option. Then I shall go with you. 
 
    As you will, they said. It matters not to us. 
 
    Lisbeth didn’t know if she could change the fate of the Four Kingdoms—stop the war that was approaching like a tsunami—but she was determined to try.  
 
    This, she knew, was her true purpose. Not to bring war, but to stop it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Three mamoothen had survived the sellswords’ slaughter, including Chantilly, the gentle giant favored by her aunt, though she was lame. One of her large hoofs would never be the same, and she would always walk with a slight limp. Kind of like the north, Annise thought. Injured, but powerful just the same. 
 
    Zelda held out the biggest carrot Annise had ever seen and the beast slurped it from her fingers with its massive pink tongue. Her aunt patted the creature’s rough trunk and began polishing one of its curling tusks with a rag. She did it with one hand, her other arm in a sling, pulled tight against her abdomen. “I’m going to miss this ol’ girl,” Zelda said.  
 
    Annise said, “Auntie, you don’t have to go with us. You’ve been through an ordeal. Take the time to rest and recover. We’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    “And miss out on all the fun? Unless you command me to stay, I’m coming.” She narrowed her eyes in Annise’s direction and jutted out her broad Gäric jaw, as if daring her to contradict her. 
 
    Tarin snorted. 
 
    Dietrich guffawed, jabbing his sword into a bale of hay. 
 
    Her brother, Archer, was ignoring the conversation completely, rubbing down his favorite black stallion. 
 
    Christoff stood stiffly, uncomfortably.  
 
    Sir Jonius was an ever-present comfort. Though she knew fathomless depths of pain and regret were hidden beneath his stalwart expression, he never wavered, never showed his self-doubt in her presence. Sometimes she wished he would, to show that he was human. 
 
    Annise said, “Very well. We leave for Blackstone on the morrow. A ship will be waiting.” Annise was still surprised by the stream she had received from Knight’s End. Her cousin, Queen Rhea Loren, hadn’t been angered by Annise’s refusal to lend her armies for the attack on Phanes. Instead, she’d wished Annise well on her journey, and even offered her own ship, Wrath’s Chosen, for the voyage across the Crimean Sea. “What say the rest of you?” 
 
    “I go where you go,” Tarin said immediately. Not a surprise, but the certainty of his response still sent warmth through her.  
 
    Sir Jonius said, “I as well, my Queen.” His eyes gave away nothing.  
 
    She nodded, looking at Christoff. “Sir, you have done a great service to the kingdom already. I will understand if you stay to continue your work with your company of soldiers.” 
 
    “If you’ll have me, I will ride with you,” he said. “But I request that I bring several of my soldiers, if it pleases the queen.” 
 
    “Like Private Sheary?” Archer said, finally joining the conversation. He winked at the knight, who turned bright red. 
 
    “She is one of several women I was considering for the mission.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Archer said. “Juggling women, are you? Perhaps I could learn a thing or two from you.” 
 
    Christoff frowned. “I’ve never given much thought to juggling. It seems a rather pointless endeavor. And juggling women—unless they were very small—seems impossible. As for learning from me, your footwork while dueling does require some work, I could help if you—” 
 
    “Sir,” Annise said, cutting him off before the confusing conversation took any other unexpected turns. “It does please me. Feel free to invite Private Sheary along. And I would be honored to have you in my service once more.” 
 
    He bowed, still looking uncomfortable, and then departed.  
 
    Sir Dietrich turned to follow him. “Sir? You have given me no answer,” Annise said. 
 
    He froze, turning slowly to face her, as if she held a sword to his throat. Why does he look so uncomfortable? I’m not even holding a boot to throw at him, although I suppose I could get one off my feet quick enough… 
 
    It dawned on her. “You’re not coming,” she said.  
 
    He looked away. “I…” His eyes returned to hers, certain now. “No. I am staying. Though I understand the reasons for the voyage, I have my own reasons for staying.” 
 
    “Will you march south with the Sleeping Knights?” Lisbeth Lorne had informed her earlier that the Knights were determined to travel south to ‘protect the kingdom from its enemies.’  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She was saddened by his decision; though they’d had their ups and downs, she considered him a friend, one of only a few. Still… “I wish you well. May we meet again when we both return to the north.” 
 
    There was something in his expression, in the purse of his lips. “I feel as if I’ve failed you, my queen,” he said. This was a rare occasion where they spoke without one or both of them offering a joke or bit of banter.  
 
    The moment felt important.  
 
    “Sir, you have failed no one in this life, least of all your queen and country.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, his lungs releasing a breath. “Thank you. It has been an honor to serve you. I shall do my best to represent you wherever I go.” 
 
    “I know you will,” she said. “May your arse be protected from flying boots from this day forward.” 
 
    His stone face cracked and he smiled, before saluting and departing the same way Christoff had left.  
 
    Annise turned toward Archer, who’d gone back to caring for the horse. “Brother? What is your decision?” 
 
    He turned and looked at her with that cocksure expression she’d always envied. “Need you ask? I’m with you. To the Hinterlands. To Crimea. Wherever. So long as there are exotic women to meet.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, but knew her brother well enough to read between the false lightness. He had her back, and she would have his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-One 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
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    “Have you heard the news?” Tarin asked the blacksmith, watching as she hammered the blade of a red-hot sword. In her element, Fay was a sight, sparks flying around her as her biceps tightened her skin, which was sheened with sweat. Her boy-short hair was beginning to fall to her forehead and Tarin knew she would use a dagger to hack it off soon enough—she wouldn’t want to risk it catching fire. Watching her, he felt something warm inside of him, a kinship with this woman that felt almost blood-based.  
 
    Fay paused for a moment but didn’t look up. After a second, she resumed her hammering, shouting over the ruckus. “About the queen’s voyage? Aye.” 
 
    “And?” Tarin shouted. 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “Are you coming?” 
 
    Finally, Faye stopped, lifting the fiery blade with a gloved hand, inspecting its edge. She plunged it into a cool water bath with a hiss.  
 
    Looked at him. “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “I’m staying here. Castle Hill is my home now. Her Highness is leaving me in charge of weaponry and armor for her army.” 
 
    Tarin raised an eyebrow, feeling silly for not having known. Then again… “What army? She has a few hundred soldiers at most.” 
 
    “And they all need armor and weapons. Plus, more join every day. The people are hearing her call. She has saved them twice now.” 
 
    That was true, Tarin knew. Her entire life it had been Archer who’d been adored by the people, while Annise had been largely ignored. Now, the tables had turned. She deserves their adoration. She deserves the hell-frozen moons. Still, Tarin wasn’t ready to give up that easily. First, traveling on the tundra with her, and then again when encamped in Darrin, he’d learned that Fay had a calming effect on him, the ability to cut through his excuses and anger like no one else could, even Annise.  
 
    “But can’t you delegate to the other blacksmiths in your employ?” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Because I want you to come with us.” 
 
    She sighed. “Tarin, I appreciate you saying that, but you don’t need me anymore. You have your new armor. The Morningstar is in pristine condition. You have Annise again. And I’m still alone, which is fine. I’m better alone.” 
 
    Wait. What? “What are you saying? That you were hoping you and I…” He gestured to his own chest awkwardly. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “No, you giant fool of a man. You think too highly of yourself. I don’t want any man, not like that anyway.” 
 
    Tarin did feel a fool. Though he’d never felt any kind of a romantic connection between them, he hadn’t realized what she really wanted. Because you never asked. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said, starting to turn back toward the forge.  
 
    “I still think you should come. You can be alone with us.” 
 
    She laughed, half-turning back. He smiled, glad he could still surprise her with his foolishness. She sighed deeply and her smile faltered. “Thank you. Truly,” she said. “But I don’t ever want to set foot in Blackstone again.” 
 
    Again? To Tarin’s knowledge, Fay had never even been to the famed war city. “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. Perhaps I’ll tell it to you sometime.” Again, she started to turn away. 
 
    He took two big steps forward and grabbed her shoulder. Her face registered surprise as he pulled her into a giant hug. At first she felt as stiff as a board, but little by little, she softened, hugging him back. He wouldn’t press her about Blackstone. When she was ready to tell him, she would. “I’m going to miss you, Fay,” Tarin said into her hair.  
 
    She laughed. “I’m going to miss you too, you big lug.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Two 
 
    The Western Kingdom, the Forbidden Plains 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Wrath, is this your plan for me? Is this what you wanted? Is this my punishment, my atonement for my sins?  
 
    It was the same prayer Rhea had willed into her head each time they stopped, days fading into nights drifting into days, their passage south long and tedious.  
 
    If Wrath was listening, she never received an answer. 
 
    Initially, they’d stuck to the Western Road, riding hard, the miles falling away under their horses’ hooves. Sometimes the supply train would fall a day or more behind and they would be forced to stop and wait. Rhea hated those days the most. The isolation. The feeling that she was a leper, avoided by all. Stares ceaselessly skittered upon her before dancing away if she caught them.  
 
    Her cousins, even Gaia, stayed well away. 
 
    The only solace she took was that Leo, despite his pleading, had been ordered to remain in Knight’s End. She hoped one day she would see him again, if only to tell him that she wasn’t angry with him. That she understood why he did what he did. 
 
    I am poison. 
 
    It was that thought that hurt the most. Because of the child inside me. Am I poisoning it, too?  
 
    She shook away the thought. 
 
    Three days ago, they’d departed from the road as it veered on a more easterly course. Now they rode hard across the Forbidden Plains, a desolate land of scrubgrass and stunted thorny plants that the horses avoided else they fall lame from the poisonous barbs. These plains had long protected the west from invasion over ground, as they were empty of water and devoid of sustenance. The only creatures that lived here were small and bony, rodents that lived in underground burrows. Rarely did they pop their heads up as Rhea’s army thundered past.  
 
    No. Not my army. Not anymore. The reminder made her clench her teeth together so hard it made her jaw ache.  
 
    Her life was spiraling out of control. The desire to do something drastic, to find a way to break free of the ropes that chafed her wrists and ankles, to steal a knife, to stab her eldest cousin, Sai, to lay him low like she had his brother, Jove… 
 
    How dare they betray me? How dare they try to steal my throne, to take it for themselves or give it to Roan, who grew up in the south, who— 
 
    Rhea gasped and she realized her fingers were clenched tight against her palms, her nails digging in. Warm blood flowed freely, watering the brittle grass.  
 
    “Rhea?” 
 
    Her head jerked up, startled by the sudden voice after so much silence.  
 
    Gaia, her youngest cousin, stood before her. Rhea had been so lost in her dark thoughts that she hadn’t seen her approach. The guards were still close at hand, gripping the hilts of their swords, ready to drag them shrieking from their scabbards at a moment’s notice. One of the Furies pretended not to watch, but Rhea could feel her icy gaze. 
 
    “Gaia,” Rhea croaked, her voice rusty from days of disuse.  
 
    “I…” Gaia trailed away, looking unsure of what to say. Her green eyes seemed softer than before, finding Rhea before skittering away to her feet. She wore a white purity dress cinched at the waist for riding. Though she was traveling with the company for the time being, she wouldn’t be going to war. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rhea said. “For everything.” 
 
    Gaia looked up, her expression fierce once more. “You truly killed him? You murdered Jove and blamed it on the Kings’ Bane?” 
 
    Lying would’ve been so easy—she’d done it for months. “Yes. After he ordered the Furies to…punish me…I felt broken. Then I felt angry. So angry.” 
 
    Gaia closed her eyes, and Rhea fully expected her to turn and walk away, or lash out. Instead, when she opened them, there were tears in her eyes. “I am sorry about what Jove did to you, what he allowed the furia to do.” 
 
    Surprised, Rhea’s hands unconsciously went to her face, her fingers tracing the lines of her scars. “It was cruel,” Rhea said. “But I had broken Western Law. I deserved it. I deserve this.” 
 
    Gaia shook her head. “No one deserves to be abused, tortured. Jove was wrong. But what you did was just as bad—worse.” She stopped suddenly, as if something occurred to her. “What of the child you bear? Who is the father? This Grease Jolly criminal?” 
 
    “His true name is Grey Arris. And yes, he is the father.” Speaking the truth felt…strange. Almost liberating. Her hands settled on her round belly. Despite her isolation, she’d been treated well, given soft pillows to sleep on, a large tent to shelter inside. Plenty of food and water. Despite all I’ve done, my cousins are more caring than I would’ve been if the situation was reversed. 
 
    The thought made her feel as shallow as a puddle drying in the sun. 
 
    “Oh, Rhea. How did we get to this place?” She hated the sympathy in her cousin’s tone. The pity. She didn’t deserve it.  
 
    She was about to tell her as much, when another form materialized through the dusky gloom. “Gaia. Leave her.” It was Sai, his expression dark, his armor darker. The gray in his hair flashed silver under the brightening moonslight. He was flanked by the other two Furies, their own plate as red as blood.  
 
    Gaia offered Rhea one more sorrowful glance and then turned away.  
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    Rhea was just starting to drift off to sleep, when she heard voices outside her tent. 
 
    She lifted her head slightly, listening.  
 
    The camp was usually quiet by this time; Sai was a strict commander, not permitting the foolishness that oft-accompanied military camps.  
 
    A loud thud jolted her; it was followed by a groan, there and gone so quickly she might’ve imagined it.  
 
    In the dark, she saw the tent flap swing open, a pair of white eyes peering in at her. “Rhea? Are you awake?” 
 
    What is happening? “Gaia?” 
 
    Her cousin crawled through the opening, something gleaming in her hand.  
 
    Rhea’s breath caught. A knife. 
 
    She released her breath. So it comes to this. A life for a life. She cared not for her own life, not anymore. But the child… “Please, spare the life inside—” 
 
    Gaia cut the ropes around her ankles, silencing her plea. As Rhea’s mouth fell open, her cousin sliced the cords on her wrists, whispering, “We must hurry. The change of guard will occur soon.” 
 
    Rhea grabbed her wrist. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’ve been wronged. By Jove. By me. By my siblings. Ennis was the only one who remained loyal to you, but even he stood by and did nothing while they carved your face.” 
 
    “But I…what I did to Jove. The lies. Banishing Ennis…” 
 
    “None of us are without blame.” Rhea tried to contradict her, but Gaia held her hand. “None of us, myself included. We are all Lorens. We should start acting like it. Now, come, the night has wings.” 
 
    Out of the tent they went, into the cool night air. Hand in hand, they ran, Rhea’s head swiveling around at the shadows. Nearby, a guard lay crumpled on the ground, his sword still in its scabbard. “Is he dead?” Rhea hissed.  
 
    “No,” Gaia whispered back. “He’ll have a nasty bump when he wakes up, but that is all.” 
 
    “But the furia. They will ride us down.” 
 
    “Distracted for the moment, but time is running out.” 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    Just then, a large form materialized from the gloom. A guard, wearing full plate. It’s over, Rhea thought. She would plead for Gaia to be forgiven, convince Sai that it had all been Rhea’s idea… 
 
    The man saluted Gaia. Said, “This way. Hurry.” He turned and trotted off in the opposite direction.  
 
    “My man,” Gaia said, reading the confusion on Rhea’s face. “Come.” She pulled her after him, and Rhea had no choice but to follow.  
 
    She didn’t know where they were going, but something about it felt like a second chance.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Three 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, approaching Blackstone 
 
    Sir Christoff Metz 
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    Sir Christoff Metz was perturbed. Greatly perturbed.  
 
    It wasn’t the bone weariness he felt, nor the fear of the unknown. He was no stranger to long marches across the harsh terrain of the frozen north. And this was springtime, the temperatures still cool but the land free of snow and ice. It was almost…pleasant. As for the unknown, he’d faced that before, and he always prepared the same way. Train. Polish his armor. Oil his boots. Sharpen his sword. Focus on what he could control. That was the best he could do to ward off the anxiety that came along with new situations.  
 
    No, it was none of that that perturbed him. 
 
    It was her.  
 
    I’m a fool, he thought now, glancing in Private Sheary’s direction. Why did I invite her along?  
 
    Every second in her presence seemed a distraction.  
 
    The way her glossy black hair fell in waves—it’s only hair, you dolt! Dead skin cells forming into tendrils of fur meant to keep one warm. 
 
    The loose, confident manner of her gait, her arms swinging at her sides. She’s only walking. You’ve seen plenty of women walk. 
 
    How her plate hugged her slender body, curving slightly at the hips and chest. It’s armor, nothing you haven’t seen a thousand times. 
 
    Yes, this woman perturbed him greatly.  
 
    Seeming to sense his gaze on her, she turned, her lips curling into a smile, her eyes sparkling in the sunlight. Snow balls and ice castles, Christoff thought, she’s Tarin’s cousin and a soldier under your command to boot! Get a grip! 
 
    He flinched away, uncomfortable under her gaze. He felt his cheeks warm to pink. 
 
    In his peripheral vision, he saw her path meandering toward his own.  
 
    And then she was there, by his side, the very aura of her seeming to fill him with the warmth of the sun. Which is impossible, he reminded himself. It’s just a series of physical responses to stimuli. Nothing more.  
 
    Her fingers brushed against his and he almost yelped. “Private Sheary,” he said, casually drifting his hand away. “Did you need something?” 
 
    She laughed in that raspy, contagious way of hers. “Yes, Captain Metz. I wanted to request an audience in your tent this evening.” 
 
    His heart skipped a beat. Again, that wasn’t possible—hearts didn’t skip beats—and yet he’d felt it in his chest, like a hiccup. “For what purpose?” 
 
    “Strategy.” That single word seemed to hold so many hidden meanings. In the best of times, Christoff struggled when people were not literal with him.  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    She leaned into him, bumping him slightly. He almost stumbled, his eyes darting around to see if anyone had noticed. “The voyage ahead. What we might find across the sea. Various tactics we might use.” 
 
    Maybe she means what she says. Maybe this is a good idea. 
 
    This is a terrible idea. But— 
 
    “Of course. After supper, we shall…strategize.” He was surprised to find the word containing multiple meanings in his own mind. What is this woman doing to you? 
 
    “Good,” she said. And then, with a quickness that seemed to suck the breath from his very lungs, she was gone, striding away to speak to Tarin and Annise.  
 
    He watched her go, his heart in his throat.  
 
    A voice from behind made him jump. “Need any tips?” Archer said, grinning.  
 
    “Tips for what?” 
 
    “Women. Despite my youthful appearance, I have a fair bit of experience.” 
 
    Flames licked Christoff’s cheeks. No, it is simply your body reacting to this embarrassing conversation. A shot of adrenaline, a chemical reaction, the veins in your cheeks dilating, increasing blood flow… 
 
    “I am fine. I treat my female soldiers the same as the males.” 
 
    “I think that might be part of the problem…” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Archer raised his eyebrows. “Very well, Sir. Do let me know if you change your mind.” 
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    Christoff was pacing his tent.  
 
    He’d considered leaving his armor on, but it sorely needed a good polishing, and now it lay gleaming in neat rows. He wore tie up trousers and a loose shirt. 
 
    His belly was nearly empty, having had no appetite during dinner. The conversation had been awkward, especially considering they were such a small group. Only thirteen of them, including him: Queen Annise and her brother, Lady Zelda, Tarin, Sir Jonius, three soldiers handpicked by Sir Dietrich, and four chosen by Christoff himself, including Private Sheary.  
 
    Christoff frowned. No, the conversation had not been particularly awkward. Mostly they spoke of the weather and whether they could avoid the spring squalls so common in the Crimean Sea this time of year. He had only perceived it as awkward due to the looks Mona—Private Sheary—was giving him, and the knowing looks from Archer that followed.  
 
    I am a man. A soldier. A captain. This is nothing. I will kindly tell the good private that I am feeling tired and that it’s best if— 
 
    She pushed through the flap of his tent without so much as a cleared throat, stepping inside with such familiarity it might have been her tent. She’d removed her armor, wearing only a white vest over a long-sleeved gray tunic, and a pair of black trousers that were slightly ruffled from the day’s march. 
 
    He’d never seen her look more beautiful. 
 
    Christoff coughed, choking on his spittle. “Private Sheary. Thank you for your punctuality. As it turns out…” He trailed off as she stepped closer, a whiff of flowers catching his nose. They were braided into her dark locks. Hope flowers, Christoff thought, their soft pink petals flitting in and out of sight.  
 
    In a rush, his feelings from before, during the battle to retake Castle Hill, poured through him like a flood. As usual, his thoughts refused to be stopped by his lips. “I want to…touch you again, like before.” He clamped his mouth shut, inwardly cursing his own bluntness. 
 
    The edge of Mona’s lips curled upward. “Really?” she purred. “That’s one order I’ll have no trouble following.”  
 
    Christoff gaped as she stepped closer still, until he could almost feel her breath. He hadn’t meant it as an order, but she was already sliding toward him, her lips moist, her eyes piercing him like blades of green moonlight.  
 
    His heart raced as one of her soft hands cupped his chin. He only flinched slightly, but it didn’t deter her, didn’t stop her from pulling his face toward her, from brushing her lips against his gently, just a touch at first. Like practice. Like training.  
 
    In that moment, in the tender way in which she handled his eccentricities, the parts of him that no one else seemed to understand, he found something he’d been searching for his entire life. 
 
    Acceptance.  
 
    Her fingers combed his hair gently, but didn’t feel like a comb at all—how is that possible?—each caress like a jolt of lightning down his spine. Her lips played upon his again. Touch and release. Touch and release. Lingering longer each time. 
 
    Practice. Training. Like learning sword work, perfecting his craft.  
 
    He tried it, leading once. Twice. His hand painted her hip. The first time was uncomfortable and he retracted his fingers like they’d been burned. The second time was better. The third touch he held, his hand resting comfortably on her curve.  
 
    Their lips moved together, and it almost felt like a dance. They did that for a long time, long enough for Christoff’s fear to fade away, for it to feel like he understood what it was.  
 
    Her tongue slipped in his mouth.  
 
    Human saliva. A pink, floppy, slimy tongue. Clacking teeth. That’s how he’d always thought about the human mouth, a disgusting thing. 
 
    Not Mona’s.  
 
    She tasted like cherry wine—from the small glass they’d each drunk at supper—and there was nothing disgusting about the way her tongue found his, how it probed and played, all while his lips were hers, as close to someone as he’d ever been.  
 
    And then they got closer.  
 
    His hand still clasping her hip—no, both hands; when had his other hand moved into place?—she pushed up against him.  
 
    Something stirred inside him. That need for this woman, this one-of-a-kind woman. That want. That desire.  
 
    Her lips parted from his just long enough for her to whisper, “Take me to bed,” her breath soft on his skin. In a strange four-legged dance-stumble, they moved across the small space and eased down onto the lumpy bedroll, with him on his back and her on top, leaning over for another kiss.  
 
    When she rose again, she began to unbutton her vest.  
 
    Christoff couldn’t believe his own ears when he said. “Let me.” 
 
    She smiled, her eyes shining, and offered a single nod.  
 
    They took turns removing scraps of clothing until it was just them, as nature intended. And it felt right. All of it felt right.  
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    Christoff was changed from the experience. No, he would not want anyone else to touch him, not even a firm handshake, but he wanted Mona to touch him. Always. Forever. The time they had shared bested his very best swordfights.  
 
    And the way she looked at him now, resting her head on his chest…perhaps there was magic in the world. 
 
    “I love you,” she murmured. 
 
    Christoff knew what she meant, for he felt something too, but it wasn’t love. That was a term invented by humans to explain something that was out of their control. “There’s no such thing,” he said with certainty. “What you are feeling is just chemicals mixing in your brain, like a potionmaster stirring a tonic.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “What about your parents? Didn’t you love them?” 
 
    Christoff appreciated the logic of her question. “I was very fond of them, yes, but I didn’t love them.” 
 
    Her eyes pierced him. “And what about me?” There was a challenge in her tone. 
 
    “I—I am very fond of you, too, but in a different way.” 
 
    “What way, Christoff?” 
 
    “I—” He was a liar. For whatever reason—logic and science or something else—he’d denied himself these feelings for a long time. For if he didn’t love his brother, Jordo, then losing him, failing him, wouldn’t hurt as much. But hide as he might, he could still feel the loss, the pain, like an ever-present dart in his chest. “I—” 
 
    “Choose your next words carefully, Sir, or you might never taste”—she kissed him—“these”—another kiss, her tongue flashing—“lips again.” 
 
    “I love you,” he said. 
 
    To his surprise, he meant it.  
 
    She kissed him again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Four 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Bethany 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    “I can’t stop them.” The moment the words left Lisbeth’s lips, she sank to her knees, the high grass tickling her skin. 
 
    The Sleeping Knights roamed ahead, swarming over the western castle of Bethany, moonslit on the eastern shore of the Bay of Bounty. Men shouted. Women screamed. Babies cried.  
 
    Some of them might not be innocent, but most were. 
 
    A cry had gone up an hour earlier as they’d approached, but the defenders seemed too few by half. 
 
    They’ve all gone south, marching on the Southron Gates, and beyond to Phanes. They never expected an attack from the north.  
 
    Sir Dietrich said, “You can. Your power…it is greater than anything I have experienced in my life.” His turquoise soul brightened as he spoke.  
 
    Though she couldn’t bear to trust his words, she was grateful to have the kind knight with her. The first few days he hadn’t spoken much, looking dejected. When they’d passed through Raider’s Pass he’d looked downright glum. But ever since they veered westward his mood had shifted, like a great weight had left him. She didn’t need her soulmark to read into it: He’s lived his entire life in the north; and he has few happy memories. 
 
    “They are many and I am one. Their souls stretch to depths I cannot reach.” These were truths. And, she knew, her purpose was war. For a while she’d hoped it was to stop one. Not anymore. I am the warbringer. I cannot stop them, but I will bear witness to their acts. That is my fate. 
 
    A portion of Dietrich’s soul reached out to touch her—his hand, she knew—but Lisbeth shied away. Even now, her soulmark was beginning to pulse, lightly at first, but then stronger and stronger. To touch the knight now would kill him.  
 
    I am a weapon. 
 
    His soul darted back and he said, “Stop them. You can. They are yours. The world is yours if you want it.” 
 
    Something about the last part made her uncomfortable, but it strengthened her will just the same. She felt them—the souls of many—some fluttered with fear, others with adrenaline and battle, and still others with a strange excitement. Many, however, had already gone dark, dead stars crashing from the heavens.  
 
    Surrounding them all were larger souls, fiery red, consuming the others. Ancient death released. She pushed her soul into one of them, only it wasn’t only one, for, inexplicably, they were all connected. You could not face one without the others, and that pit of darkness spiraled down, down, down into nothingness, the depth of the sea perhaps, or the very core of the earth itself.  
 
    And yet I must go there. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of her mind she could hear Sir Dietrich continuing to speak to her, to offer words of encouragement, of comfort, the abyss surrounding her, voices roaring through her like crashing waves—laughter, death cries, the clank of sword on shield, and the sickening thook of steel entering flesh, penetrating, ending.  
 
    Still she fell, her descent uncontrolled now. Join us, they said. Yes. You can be one with us. Do you feel our joy? Do you feel our purpose? Yes. For it is your joy, your purpose, too. 
 
    “No!” Lisbeth screamed, yanking back her soul with every ounce of strength she had, wrenching it from the depths of the never-ending pit until it shot back from the castle and into her forehead—that All-Seeing Eye—with the force of a hurled rock.  
 
    She fell back, the soft grass cushioning her. 
 
    Everything felt fuzzy. Murky, like she was sinking into fetid waters. 
 
    A voice swam through the fog. “Lisbeth? Lisbeth? Are you all right?” A soul—bluer than a summer sky—touched her cheek.  
 
    She couldn’t help herself—she needed comfort, escape from the darkness that continued to hang heavy in her mind. She gripped that soul, that kind and generous soul, the only one who hadn’t abandoned her. 
 
    Memories assaulted her, crystal images flashing one after another, fleeting glimpses into a life of pain, of regret, of loss, and, finally, of joy. What she knew to be her own face vanished in an explosion of fragmented light, and then all went dark. 
 
    Lisbeth felt like she was floating. The sharp but not unpleasant scent of burning wood hung in the air. The souls of stars winked at her from above. And the best man she had known in her short time on this earth lay beside— 
 
    Sir Dietrich!  
 
    Lisbeth sat up quickly, preparing to enter his soul again, to jolt him with what she hoped would revive him, but… 
 
    Wait. 
 
    She sighed. His soul grew and shrunk, grew and shrunk, stirring slightly.  
 
    He’s only sleeping. 
 
    But still, she had to be more careful. That was twice now that she’d taken advantage of him. She remembered what she’d done to the Garzi back in the Hinterlands.  
 
    She stood, staring at the castle. While resting and regrouping in Castle Hill, Lisbeth had spent her time pouring over books, learning as much of northern history as possible. Because she was blind, she could not read the words on each page. However, each book had a soul, and she learned their stories as if she’d been there herself.  
 
    In the last hundred years, this very castle, Bethany, had marched numerous armies through the pass, attacking the north. They’d been a thorn in the side of the city of Gearhärt. 
 
    Does that make it right what these Knights have done on this night? Does that make it just? Does an eye for an eye solve the problems of the world? 
 
    She was nudged from her reverie when Dietrich said, “Lisbeth?” His voice was raspy and he rubbed at his eyes as if he’d slept for days rather than a few moments.  
 
    “I’m—I’m sorr—” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. Don’t ever apologize for who you are. I offered you my soul willingly, for yours needed a respite from the ancient ones.” 
 
    It was true. She did need it. “Thank you, Sir. Thank you for everything.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, side by side, nearly touching but not quite. Watching a proud city burn. Where Sir Dietrich saw smoke and fire, Lisbeth watched souls darkening, flashing across the night sky.  
 
    The massacre was one of the most beautiful sights her soul had ever borne witness too. 
 
    It was also one of the saddest.  
 
    As tears dripped from her chin, she said, “I need your help, Sir.” 
 
    Sir Dietrich’s soul shifted, its edges purpling. “Anything. I will do anything.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Five 
 
    The Western Kingdom, the Forbidden Plains 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Gaia’s man was a barrel-chested brute with a broad smile that belied his size and strength. After escaping the encampment, he’d led them through the night, a harried flight across the Forbidden Plains—We must get as far away before morning light, Gaia had said.  
 
    “Stop,” Rhea eventually said, nearly tumbling over from sheer exhaustion.  
 
    Gaia caught her arm, her eyes wide with concern. “What is it, cousin? Daylight approaches, and we must be off these Wrathforsaken plains.” 
 
    Rhea wanted to rid herself of the plains, too. Her fine boots had been stabbed through a dozen times by the prickly plants that seemed to grab her as she ran. But she couldn’t take another step, her ripe belly weighing her down like a sack of potatoes strapped to her waist.  
 
    She sucked in a breath, her chest heaving.  
 
    “I can carry her,” the large man said.  
 
    “One moment, Nod,” Gaia said, rubbing Rhea’s back. “Let her breathe.” 
 
    Rhea did, swallowing thickly to moisten her dry throat. “Please. Water.” 
 
    Gaia nodded, extracting a skin from her satchel. She pushed its mouth to Rhea’s lips. She drank too fast, gasped, and then drank some more. Better. That was better.  
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Somewhere safe. Sai and Wheaton will hunt you. All they speak of is revenge.” 
 
    “Do I not deserve their wrath?” 
 
    Gaia pursed her lips. This was a hard decision for her, helping me. She is torn between her desire to see me punished and her true kind and forgiving heart. Slowly, the tension eased from her cousin’s expression. “I believe you were wronged by my”—she lost breath and was forced to pause—“brother, and sought to defend yourself. Perhaps you were carried away by the power, the control. I don’t know. But you are seeking a second chance, are you not?” 
 
    “I…yes. I planned this march on Phanes to find Ennis. To bring him back.” 
 
    Gaia nodded, as if having already guessed it. “You have to think about your child now. We can find safe refuge in Restor, or perhaps a smaller town along the Western Road. We will assume false names, hide for a time until you can bring forth your heir.” 
 
    This all felt…wrong. “You said it yourself, Sai will hunt me. He will find me in Restor or anywhere else within the bounds of the kingdom.”  
 
    “Then we go east. You’ve struck a treaty with King Ironclad, no? You can explain the situation, ask for his mercy.” 
 
    “I imprisoned him. Tried to ransom him. He owes me nothing.” 
 
    “He still signed a treaty with you. It will be void if another assumes your throne.” 
 
    It was a fair point, but— “I will not abandon Ennis to the Phanecians, not if there is a chance I can sacrifice myself for his freedom.” 
 
    “But your child.” 
 
    Rhea knew it was insanity, continuing south in her condition. Then again, she was no stranger to madness. It seemed her only companion these days. And being bold was a part of who she was now; only she wanted to channel that nerve in a new direction. I must set an example for the life growing inside of me. “I’m doing this for my child. My daughter or son must know the kind of man Ennis is. I can’t bear the thought of anything else.” 
 
    Gaia looked at Nod, who only shrugged.  
 
    Rhea said, “I can make the journey myself, if I may be so bold as to request some of your provisions.” 
 
    “No,” Gaia said, and Rhea flinched. It’s what I deserve. 
 
    “I understand. Thank you, for everything. May Wrath smile upon you and your—” 
 
    “You misunderstand me, cousin. If you insist on continuing this fool-brained plan…we are coming with you.” 
 
    For the first time since Grey left her standing on the streets of Knight’s End, Rhea didn’t feel alone.  
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    Surprisingly, riding on Nod’s back was more comfortable than horseback. His gait was steady and gentle, and he avoided the occasional rodent burrows hidden between tufts of brittle scrubgrass.  
 
    The air had grown steadily warmer as they traveled, the clouds thinner and sparser, the ground harder and cracked. Tall plants bristling with spikes began to replace the scrubgrass.  
 
    They all agreed that a southeasterly bearing was the most prudent course. That would draw them further away from Sai and the western army, which, they knew, planned to make for Cleo, the western border town closest to the second of the Gates melted down by Fire Sandes before she was killed in battle. From there, the army would march upon their Phanecian counterpart, the war city of Hemptown, seizing it before cutting through the Bloody Canyons and into the heart of the empire, Phanea, where a massive slave army was rumored to be controlled by the last living Hoza emperor, Falcon.  
 
    Rhea squinted to the east, calculating distances from maps she’d studied in preparation for the march. Given their speed—slow, but faster now that Rhea was atop Nod’s shoulders—they should’ve been seeing the silver line of the Spear any moment now… 
 
    There! 
 
    Something sparkled on the horizon, a gossamer thread that seemed to move southward, drawing a line across the terrain. Rhea had only seen the Spear once before, and only for a fleeting few moments as she turned Darkspell’s potion against him, perhaps saving all of the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    Then again, it was I who had given him the mandate and resources to create the potion in the first place, she thought wryly. I am no hero. 
 
    The longest river in the southern part of the Four Kingdoms grew closer. “Wrath,” Gaia said, a hint of awe in her tone. “It is magnificent, isn’t it?” 
 
    It was, but for some reason Rhea could only see the mighty river as its namesake—a spear thrusting through the heart of the continent, separating the nations. Why do we hate each other so? she wondered. Because of history? Because our grandfathers hated each other? Our fathers? Because we are different? Must our children continue the cycle of hate and war? 
 
    “Roan,” she muttered, surprised by how much her thoughts sounded like the words of her older brother. She wondered where he was, whether he had found the truths he was looking for. 
 
    “What was that, cousin?” Gaia asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” She paused. On second thought… “Why are you doing this? Why are you helping me? You should hate me.” 
 
    Nod shifted uncomfortably beneath her, but didn’t stop. From below, Gaia looked up to meet her eyes. There it was again—that flash of anger, held back by the will of a woman Rhea had known her entire life, a woman who’d braided flowers into her hair, who’d helped her through the experience of her first bleeding time, who’d explained to her the goings on between adult men and women. 
 
    Gaia looked away, and Rhea could see the pain. Rhea knew that look—she’d seen it on her own face once, after her father had been killed. Loss.  
 
    And I am the source of that loss. 
 
    “I don’t want to hate you,” Gaia said. She sped ahead, toward that silver line, reaching it a hundred steps before Nod and Rhea. 
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    Nod had kept watch while they’d bathed in the river, his back to them the entire time, never so much as sneaking a peek.  
 
    Gaia hadn’t spoken, and neither had Rhea. There was too much between them, the words that were left unspoken, a truth neither of them could quite come to terms with. Gaia didn’t want to hate Rhea. But she did.  
 
    Yet she’s helping me.  
 
    For Ennis.  
 
    No, she wanted to hide me away until the baby was born. She’s doing this for my child too. 
 
    But not for me. 
 
    Her inner argument continued as Rhea dressed, sat, and then broke bread and drank water. Nod pulled the pieces of a collapsible fishing pole from his satchel, snapping them together, fitting it with catgut line and hook. He added a thick, doughy bread ball to the end and tossed it in the river, humming while he waited.  
 
    Rhea almost laughed. With the river burbling, the sun shining, the wind pushing her hair away from her face, they might’ve been having a picnic. Not climbing into the mouth of their enemy. 
 
    Nod caught three fish, which he roasted over a small fire. Rhea wondered who this man was, how he came to be connected to Gaia, whether they were lovers. She hoped so. Because if two good people who cared about each other could be together, then perhaps there was still hope for the world. 
 
    And for me. She tried to push the next thought away before it manifested itself, but failed. For me and Grey. 
 
    She shook her head at her naivete. Grey could be dead, or a million miles away. She would never see him again, which was probably for the best. And yet… 
 
    I’m only sixteen. Wait, no, seventeen. The realization that she’d had a name day before the season of Wrath’s Tears hit her squarely in the chest. She’d been too consumed with…everything…that she’d completely forgotten. 
 
    I am no longer a child, and I must cast off childish hopes that can never come to pass. 
 
    Like Grey Arris.  
 
    “Rhea,” Gaia said.  
 
    She shook her thoughts away and turned to face her cousin, waiting for the slap of harsh words against her ears. Words she deserved.  
 
    “I don’t want to hate you.” 
 
    Rhea was forced to blink away tears. Because though they were the same words her cousin had spoken earlier, this time she could tell Gaia meant them.  
 
    “Thank you,” Rhea said. 
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    Half a day later, when the sun had nearly reached the horizon, they saw the Southron Gates, looming like a massive stone wave in the distance. A stone wave that, at any moment, might crash upon them. 
 
    “Will there be archers?” Rhea asked as Nod set her down. 
 
    Nod said, “The latest reports from Cleo stated the wall was largely undefended. Fire Sandes dealt a mighty blow to the empire.” 
 
    Yes, and she paid the ultimate price. 
 
    “We make for the first gate,” Rhea said.  
 
    Ennis. Are you behind this wall? Are you still alive?  
 
    Stubbornly, Rhea set her jaw forward and started off, determined to walk the rest of the way on her own.  
 
    The first arrow missed her by a hairsbreadth, punching through Nod’s throat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Six 
 
    Sir Dietrich 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Bethany 
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    In an odd contradiction to their name, the Sleeping Knights didn’t sleep so much as pause, their white eyes open in a blind stare. They didn’t even bother to lie down, set in unbroken lines, like they could be ready for the next battle in an instant. 
 
    Sir Dietrich gripped his sword’s hilt tightly, gritting his teeth. Remembering what Lisbeth had asked of him.  
 
    Hold me as I die. I will need your strength to do what I must.  
 
    He’d been speechless. And then angry. This woman—this beautiful woman—felt as if she was out of options, that the only choice left was to die to stop the violence.  
 
    All because of these creepy Knights, Dietrich thought.  
 
    Finally, she’d drifted away to sleep, but only after he’d agreed to do what she asked. And he would, Dietrich knew, but not if he didn’t have to.  
 
    I’ll snuff out the fire before it consumes Lisbeth.  
 
    He stepped forward, the faded memories of a thousand battles flitting through his mind. Battles that should’ve killed him. Impossible odds, ones he’d overcome. Perhaps tonight would be his last fight, but if so he would take enough of these damned Knights with him that Lisbeth might be able to control the rest.  
 
    And then she wouldn’t have to die. 
 
    Another step forward brought him closer to the first of their ranks. If they sensed him, they gave no indication, their eyes vacant and unseeing. He wondered whether their hearts still beat in their chests, or if they lived on the thrill of battle alone.  
 
    His sword slid from his scabbard noiselessly. He could feel the thrum of his swordmark as it came to life in the center of his back. Heat spread throughout him. Power. Strength. Death.  
 
    Lisbeth’s life. 
 
    He sprang forward, his sword arcing through the air.  
 
    The Knight moved, his own blade coming up to block the strike, but Dietrich had expected it, was already feinting left, moving right, sweeping his leg around the Knight’s knee—which was so cold, a column of ice—driving the tip of his blade through the man’s back—. 
 
    Only he was gone, the Knight spinning away with a speed that rivalled his own, slashing hard… 
 
    Clang! Dietrich deflected the blow, and the next besides, taking quick steps back. He felt the attack from behind the instant before it arrived, ducking as the white sword flashed past overhead, cutting sharply to the side and dancing free. The third attack came on an odd angle, the Knight a head taller than him, and it was all he could do to parry it and spring back once more. 
 
    It was like fighting a hundred of himself. 
 
    That was when he realized: I won’t be able to kill any of them. 
 
    The only time he’d ever experienced a foe who could match him blow for blow, speed for speed, was when he’d fought Bane at Raider’s Pass. He’d emerged victorious then, but only just. Now he didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    I have to try. 
 
    He rolled his neck, gritted his teeth, and strode into battle. 
 
    Blindinglightflashspotsdancingkneesfoldingnostrengthfingersopeningswordfalling 
 
    Darkness 
 
    Memories 
 
    His father’s death.  
 
    Friends dying in a city they should never have been in on a mission they should’ve rejected. 
 
    His own life, forfeit. Remembering how he wanted to die—how he should’ve died. 
 
    Meeting Tarin, the big lug.  
 
    Finding friendship. 
 
    Finding purpose. 
 
    Sabria, Zelda, Archer, Annise. 
 
    Belief. 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne.  
 
    I’ve failed you. 
 
    No, you haven’t, brave knight. 
 
    That voice, as soothing as sunshine after the long, cold winter. He could melt into it, fall into it, drift away and never return… 
 
    Laughter, harsh and without humor, cut through his thoughts and snapped him back to reality.  
 
    Lisbeth stood before him, her third eye bursting with blue light. A wispy tendril curled between them, slowly fading into the night. The rest was shooting into the Knights, who barely seemed affected.  
 
    We were only playing with him, Dietrich heard the Knights say. They spoke in his head, as one, a sensation that made his vision swim vertiginously.  
 
    No more. He is not your enemy. That was Lisbeth, and Dietrich had never fully appreciated the strength in her until now. 
 
    She didn’t need him to be her knight in dented armor; no, she just wanted him to hold her when she did the only thing she thought she could do.  
 
    Once more, he promised himself he would do whatever she needed, but he wouldn’t let her die.  
 
    Not so long as he had strength left in his body. His soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Seven 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Cleo 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    The western border city of Cleo was, like most western cities, surrounded by a high stone wall. The towers rising from within were also constructed of stone and mortar. Though Gareth had always loved the fluid iron beauty of Ferria, he had to admit there was something majestic about the soaring gray stonework. A red flag flapped at each of the corners, adorned with the western sigil—the rearing stallion atop a cliff. A symbol of independence from Crimea.  
 
    Gareth remembered their history. Twice the Four Kingdoms had defeated the Crimeans. The second time had required a tenuous alliance between the west, north, and east, a treaty that lasted barely long enough to win the war. 
 
    He wondered whether this alliance would last any longer.  
 
    Gareth held his breath as they came into range of the watchful archers, half-expecting arrows to fall like rain upon his legionnaires. Instead, the defenders trained their arrows toward their feet. Save for one archer, who tilted his bow back and fired a single shot, the arrow fluttering strangely as it flew.  
 
    It was a beautiful shot, arcing perfectly, the distance well-gauged. Gareth lifted his shield and caught the arrow in the dead center. Instead of sticking, it clanked off, tumbling to his feet. He bent down to inspect it. The long wooden shaft was wrapped with a white cloth and had no arrowhead, just a dull wooden tip to allow it to cut through the air.  
 
    An arrow of peace. 
 
    Gareth never thought he would see the day. Would his father have been proud or disappointed? It didn’t matter. Though his father was a good man who he’d respected, as a king he’d brought nothing but war on three sides. Grian had been no better. Gareth couldn’t—wouldn’t—rule the same way. His other brother, Guy, would’ve been the best king in five hundred years, this he knew. And Gareth had to be even better. The thoughts of his family left his mouth dry. He swallowed thickly. The Phanecians had to be stopped, but then that would be the end of it.  
 
    Roan is right. We need this—all of us. We need peace. 
 
    Even his flimsy peace with the Calypsians was moving forward, despite how badly he’d bungled the return of their dragon. After the dragon had flown away, disappearing over the horizon, Viper had looked at him murderously, but, in the end, had allowed him to keep half of the gold as restitution for the Calypsian attack on Ferria. The rest he had gladly returned to her.  
 
    He was thankful Gwendolyn hadn’t seen the exchange, having already left on her own mission, one he hoped wouldn’t ruin everything.  
 
    Now, he handed the arrow to one of his best archers—an Orian, of course—who promptly fitted it to her string, took careful aim, and fired.  
 
    With the utmost precision, it reached the same archer who had originally shot it, bouncing off his shield.  
 
    The alliance ceremony completed, the city gates began to open.  
 
    Gareth blew out his breath and gave the order to march, horns blaring from his trumpeters. 
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    Upon their arrival inside the city, there’d been plenty of narrowed eyes and thick silence, but it had gone smoothly enough. Gareth had even managed to hold back the rude gestures he felt compelled to offer the furia patrolling the streets. Silence and mistrust were better bedfellows than threats and violence.  
 
    Plus, it would take more than a signed piece of parchment to overcome a century of war. 
 
    His soldiers had been shown to an area designated for them to make camp. They had half a dozen wells at their disposal, and, as a sign of good faith, the westerners had provided enough bread and meat for a small feast of welcome.  
 
    Satisfied, Gareth requested an audience with Queen Rhea. 
 
    As a pair of western guardsmen marched him toward the castle, his heart quickened several paces. He didn’t fear Rhea Loren, not exactly, but seeing her again would be strange. After all, she’d become somewhat of an enigma to him. His jailor, his ransomer, his threatener, and then, seemingly out of nowhere, his savior and ally.  
 
    The world is a mysterious place full of mysterious people, he thought.   
 
    His stomach curdled when he saw the red-clad Fury waiting for him inside. Her dark stare met his, and he could almost feel the intensity of her animosity lancing into him. “Sorry about your sister,” he said, referring to the last Fury he’d been in close quarters with. The woman he’d helped kill before escaping his tower prison.  
 
    He wasn’t sorry at all. 
 
    She glared at him, not amused. 
 
    “What happened to bygones and all that?” Gareth said, forcing a grin onto his lips. He knew this was a defense mechanism—the japes, the banter—but he couldn’t help himself. Plus, amusing himself at the expense of the holier-than-thou warriors had become something of a hobby of his.  
 
    She spun on her heel and marched along an expansive hallway, her footfalls echoing with each step. He followed, his armor clanking mildly. The walls were unadorned in that spartan western manner, save for several large paintings of what Gareth assumed were parts of their god, Wrath. A strange eye here, a mixture of stars and moons and the sun, swirling to form the pupil, the cornea. A foot there, constructed of mountains and valleys, each toe a rock.  
 
    The artist’s message was clear: Wrath is all around us. Sees all. Knows all. Will crush you like an ant if you sin. 
 
    Despite himself, a shiver ran down his spine. He covered it up with another joke. “These paintings, I take it the artist has seen Wrath to be able to draw with such detail?” 
 
    The Fury didn’t turn, kept walking. “You don’t have to see to know. Faith is a quiet friend.” 
 
    That might be true, but… “In Ironwood, the forest speaks to us. The ore obeys. We see the evidence of our god all around us.” 
 
    “Only a fool requires such evidence.” She stopped abruptly and spun to face him, her eyes boring into him. “Before I was honored to become a Fury, I fought in the Bay of Bounty. I saw Wrath’s creature rise from the sea and destroy our enemies. I believed before, but now…” 
 
    She let the thought melt into the ensuing silence, turning away once more. 
 
    Gareth followed, slightly annoyed that he felt like a dog on a leash. “And it was Rhea who summoned this creature, right? This Wrathos?” He lengthened his strides to catch up, to watch her expression.  
 
    Though she tried to hide it, he saw the muscle in her cheek flex, the slight purse of her lips. “Only Wrath can Summon his executioners. We are but our god’s hands and feet.” 
 
    “Would Rhea say the same, I wonder?” 
 
    Again, that tightening. At first Gareth thought it was anger, but now he wasn’t certain. Something seemed off about her reaction. From experience, the Furies were typically in complete control of their emotions, as cold and calculating as a spider preparing to feast on its captured prey.  
 
    “Rhea isn’t here,” Gareth said, just as they turned the corner into a large chamber lit by colored light streaming through stained glass windows.  
 
    There was a throne, usually reserved for the lord or lady of the castle. Or the king or queen, if they were visiting. But it wasn’t Rhea who filled the seat.  
 
    A man with gray-streaked chestnut hair stared at him, his hands resting casually on the chair’s arms. “Welcome, King Ironclad,” he said. Though he appeared to be in his fifties, something about his mannerisms suggested a much older man. Aged by events out of his control. The Fury had moved to stand by his side. 
 
    “Who are you? Where is Queen Loren?” 
 
    “I am King Regent Sai Loren,” he said. “Rhea has been stripped of her queenhood after confessing to treason of the highest order.” 
 
    Gareth had been taught the names of their enemies and was as familiar with them as those of his own kin. “You’re Rhea’s cousin,” he said, approaching. Now that he looked closer, he could see the resemblance to another of Rhea’s cousins, a man he didn’t know well but who he owed everything to.  
 
    Ennis Loren. 
 
    He remembered how Ennis had fought for him, had helped him escape. 
 
    Had gone back and risked his own life to ensure Gareth and Gwendolyn survived. It was likely he’d been killed for his actions. Truly executed this time. 
 
    “Yes,” Sai said, leaning forward slightly. “She murdered my eldest brother, Jove.” 
 
    Gareth cringed. It didn’t surprise him. He’d seen that side of her: treacherous, fierce, fearless. But he’d also seen another Rhea Loren, still fearless, but caring, heroic, out for the good of everyone, not just herself.  
 
    “I knew Ennis,” Gareth blurted out.  
 
    The statement seemed to throw Sai off balance, his fingers tightening on the chair hard enough that his knuckles turned white. “What?” 
 
    There was no point in holding back the information, plus he liked being in control of the conversation. “He helped me escape Knight’s End. Ennis was posing as a guardsman after Rhea faked his execution. That night…he fought the Fury who guarded me. He stayed to hold off the others while we slipped away.” A question burned on his tongue. “What happened to him?” 
 
    Sai had been leaning forward more and more as Gareth spoke, and only now did he slump back, sighing. “Rhea sent him south, to Phanes. She banished him from the west. Her own kin.” There was venom in his tone.  
 
    “Ennis is alive?” The thought sent his spirits flying. This didn’t happen, not in his experience. Good men perished in these lands.  
 
    “Perhaps, unless the Phanecians have seen fit to do what Rhea could not. But I see now why she did it. Ennis left her no choice. What I don’t understand is why my brother helped you.” 
 
    Gareth had wondered the same thing for a very long time. There was only one answer. Still buzzing with the knowledge that Ennis Loren might still be alive, he said, “Because of this.” He motioned around himself. “This hope. This chance. That I would return to the east and, one day, sue for peace. That the east would come to the west’s aid, and vice versa. That we would stand and fight alongside each other like our ancestors did centuries ago. For our independence. For the lives of our people.” 
 
    “Horse dung,” Sai said. Gareth frowned. He’d thought it was a decent speech.  
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “If Ennis believed that, then he was a bigger fool than I thought. We are enemies, you and I, King Ironclad. So long as there is a Loren and an Ironclad living, we will be enemies. There shall be no peace, not for the east and west.” 
 
    Oh Ore. Grian was right. Father was right. I shouldn’t have agreed to this. I shouldn’t have done this. I’ve brought my legions into the hands of my enemies. He could already feel the trap closing around him. “If that is the case, we will leave immediately.” 
 
    Sai stood. “That is not necessary. Even if we don’t see eye to eye, I am an honest man. I will honor the treaty you signed in good faith with my cousin. Together, we will end Phanes and find my brother, if he still lives. One day, the west will reciprocate in your time of need. But once our agreement is met, we shall be closed off once more.” 
 
    “Fine. But I want to see Rhea. It is my right.” 
 
    Sai’s eyes narrowed. “In the west, you have no rights.” 
 
    With that said, he made a flicking motion with his hands. The Fury stepped forward and clasped his arm at the elbow, leading him away. Gareth didn’t put up a fight—couldn’t put up a fight.  
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    In spite of everything, the situation with Rhea didn’t sit well with Gareth. He’d seen her scarred face, and though the public believed she’d cut her own skin as a show of devotion to deity, that had never felt right to him. His first order of business was learning whether she was even in the city, or if she’d remained behind, in Knight’s End.  
 
    It didn’t take long. Though the westerners seemed to have no love for him, they respected his position. When he cornered a soldier with a nervous tic near the castle entrance, he spilled. “She rode south with us,” the man said. “But she was bound. She escaped on the Forbidden Plains.” 
 
    “Escaped?” Gareth said. “How?” 
 
    “Her cousin helped her escape.” 
 
    Ore. How many cousins does she have? From his studies, he remembered at least five. Jove was dead. Ennis was banished. He’d just met Sai. “Wheaton?” 
 
    The soldier shook his head, casting his eyes around to make certain no one was watching the exchange. Thankfully, the furia were in another part of the city. “Gaia. She had help from her man, a big fella called Nod. No one knows where they went.” 
 
    “Did Sai search for them?” 
 
    Another shake. “Only around our camp. He didn’t want to waste time searching for a needle in a haystack on the plains.” 
 
    Gareth was surprised to feel a swell of release pass through him. Why did he care what happened to Rhea Loren?  
 
    “Go,” he said to the soldier, and the man scurried away. Because she’s still Roan’s sister. And she stopped Darkspell from killing thousands… 
 
    And, even after all the horrors she’d committed, she was fighting for peace, or at least something that resembled it.  
 
    Still, there was nothing he could do about Rhea now. He had to focus on organizing his legionnaires, preparing for battle, and marching on Phanes. And perhaps, he thought, finding Ennis Loren. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Eight 
 
    The Western Kingdom, the Forbidden Plains 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Filled with horror, Rhea watched Nod die, his lungs filling with blood as he fought for air. 
 
    Gaia had fallen to her knees beside him, her face stricken, tears spilling from her eyes. 
 
    There wasn’t a moment to lose.  
 
    Rhea threw herself at her cousin, forgetting her round belly, which made her movements awkward. Her shoulder hit first, her arms wrapping around Gaia’s shoulder as they tumbled to the ground. The air made a slight hissing sound as an arrow rocketed past the spot where her cousin’s head had been a moment earlier.  
 
    Her cousin screaming beneath her, Rhea rolled off and dug her fingers beneath Nod’s body, which was still warm. He stared at her with sightless eyes and a ruined throat. Clenching her muscles, she strained at his weight, but only managed an inch before the corpse collapsed back down. “Help me!” 
 
    Gaia was frozen, her cheeks stained with tears, her eyes looking at Rhea but not seeing anything, as sightless as that of the man they’d just watched die.  
 
    Rhea slapped her as hard as she could.  
 
    Gaia’s head snapped one way, but then swiveled back; this time, her eyes focused and she saw Rhea, blinking away the shock and stupor. “Please!” Rhea cried. 
 
    A look of determination crossed her cousin’s face and she fell in beside Rhea. Together they lifted the body, until it rested on its side. Not a second too soon, either, as an arrow thunked into their makeshift shield, penetrating Nod’s chest.  
 
    Beside Rhea, Gaia sobbed silently. “He’s…they…Nod was…” She couldn’t seem to find the words or her breath.  
 
    “Cousin,” Rhea said. “He’s gone. We cannot save him, but we can save ourselves. My baby. Don’t let his death be in vain.” 
 
    Gaia nodded, finally gathering a shuddering breath. She shrieked when another arrow hit. This one split his forearm, which rested heavy against his side. The tip of the arrow came within a breath of Gaia’s nose.  
 
    Rhea said, “We have to get lower,” ducking her head. “Stay behind his chest.” 
 
    Pressed tightly together, they made themselves small as arrow after arrow entered Nod’s body. Finally, they stopped, only the sound of wind moving dust across the terrain to break the silence. That and the sound of their own ragged breaths.  
 
    “Is it over?” Gaia asked, her voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “I don’t know. But they won’t let us—” 
 
    The sound of hoofbeats cut her short. 
 
    Rhea hesitated only a moment and then hissed, “Cousin! We have to run!” She fought to her feet, dragging Gaia behind her. “Run!” She spared not a look back at their pursuers, making for the river. Getting to the Spear and crossing over into the east was their only hope.  
 
    Rhea’s pregnant belly slowed her speed, and distantly she wondered whether the child was alive and well after her hard dive to the ground.  
 
    The hoofbeats got closer and closer, until they were right on top of them, a crescendo in their ears.  
 
    Gaia looked back and screamed just as a large net fell over them. At first its grasp was loose and they continued to run, fighting the knots of rope. But then it tightened, cinching around their bodies. 
 
    They fell, a tangled mess of rope and arms and legs. Rhea barely managed to twist her body to land on her shoulder, wrapping her hands around her stomach to protect it. Still, the shockwave ran through her and she released a groan.  
 
    Everything was fuzzy. Something swooped overhead, a dark shape. A bird? If so, it was the largest bird Rhea had ever seen, its wings broad and powerful.  
 
    Another shape materialized, this one a human. A man. A shadow at first, but then coming into focus as she blinked. He wore leather armor and a sneer. His eyes were narrow, his skin brown, but not naturally, like he spent most of his time in the sun. His dark hair was tied back, loosely tied.  
 
    A Phanecian, Rhea thought, her mind spinning. And a soldier at that. 
 
    “Westerners,” he spat. Three other men filled in behind him. Rhea could see the horses they’d used to ride them down, black, majestic stallions at least double the size of any steed she’d ever seen in Knight’s End. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    They were at war, and the Phanecians rarely took prisoners, obtaining plenty of slaves from Teragon and the Dreadnoughts. 
 
    “Please,” she said. “Spare us. We will work the mines. We can—” 
 
    “No,” he barked. “Your purpose is to die.” He stepped forward, something glinting from his wrists. Blades, strapped to his arms. Their edges looked as sharp as razors.  
 
    Gaia whimpered.  
 
    Rhea firmed up her chin. This man might kill her, but she wouldn’t die meek nor mild. Nor at all, if she could help it. She had one card left to play, and now was the time to show it. “You won’t kill us,” she said.  
 
    The man stopped, raising his eyebrows. “Oh? You will defeat me in combat? A woman big with child? Her face so scarred and hideous she should wear a bag rather than a helmet?” 
 
    So he had noticed her condition. And her face. And yet he was still planning to kill her. He is not a good man, Rhea thought. I am going to kill him. Someday.  
 
    “Because I am Queen Rhea Loren, and this is my cousin, Lady Gaia. We have come to offer ourselves into your service.” 
 
    The man’s laugh was the only answer she received. And then he raised his blade. 
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    Rhea whispered a silent prayer to Wrath. Nothing else could’ve stayed his hand. But her words had. She could tell her captor wasn’t convinced she was telling the truth, but at least he was considering the possibility of it.  
 
    The Phanecian soldiers had gathered the women up, thrown them on horses, and led them all the way to the massive stone wall that separated the west from the south. The Southron Gates were even more impressive than Rhea had ever imagined, though she controlled her awe in the practiced manner of a queen. Gaia was less successful, her mouth dropping open and her eyes widening. She looked twenty years younger in her innocence and grief, her dust-blown cheeks streaked with dry tear tracks. Nod might not have been her lover, but he was her friend at the least.  
 
    Rhea knew what it was like to lose both lovers and friends, not that she’d had many of either.  
 
    Eventually, they reached the first of the massive metal gates—except there was no gate, the metal pooled and hardened on the ground, creating an iron floor of sorts. Between the sections of wall was a gaping hole. It was just like the streams had said: The gates had been destroyed by Fire Sandes.  
 
    Now, the posse led them across the flat, dry landscape toward a city.  
 
    Sousa, Rhea thought in her head, remembering the maps she’d studied before departing Knight’s End. She’d been planning a war, and setting foot in Sousa had not been part of it. She’d wanted to bypass Sousa, defeating their enemy at Hemptown before cutting straight to Phanea, the empire’s capital hidden in the canyons. 
 
    “I demand to be taken to your leader,” Rhea said. Which Hoza is in power now? She ticked them off in her head. Vin had been murdered by Bane. According to rumor, Fang had killed Fox, but then had been defeated by Falcon…was that right? “Emperor Hoza,” she said, hedging.  
 
    The man who’d wanted to carve her to pieces laughed, tossing his head back to look at her. “If a Hoza still lives, he is too weak to lead an army of masters of phen ru,” he said. “I am the general in Sousa; I have counterparts in each of the border cities.” 
 
    Fan-rutting-tastic, she thought. This psycho is the man I must convince? Things were looking bleaker and bleaker. Still, so long as her heart beat within her chest there was a chance. Gaia had saved her. She had to do the same. There was too much blood on her hands already, she could not bear more. 
 
    Still, there was something off about his tone when he answered. Something unsaid. He’s lying, or telling half-truths.  “If not the Hozas, who commands the generals?” she asked. “Surely you must report to someone, otherwise there would be never ending disputes.” 
 
    He glared at her. “In Sousa, it is me.” 
 
    “Meaning there is another.” 
 
    “If you are who you say you are, you might get to meet the newcomer.” A smug smile found its way onto his lips. 
 
    Newcomer? The Phanecians had a history of hating outsiders. Why would they allow a newcomer to take command? Who would have the power to persuade them? 
 
    A chill rippled down her spine, though she wasn’t certain why. 
 
    Her eyes met Gaia’s, and Rhea offered a reassuring nod, which her cousin managed to return just as the city surrounded them.  
 
    Unlike the towering structures of western cities, Sousa was full of squat buildings constructed of beige stone that seemed to blend into the arid surroundings. Most buildings were jammed so tightly together the alleyways were little more than crawlspaces.  
 
    She couldn’t help but to stare at the foreign world around her. On one side was a snake charmer playing a wooden flute. A cobra’s hooded head bobbed and weaved from the edge of a woven basket. Each time the charmer played a high note, the serpent would lash out at one of the children watching. They would recoil, exploding with giggles as the snake pulled up just short of biting anyone. 
 
    On the opposite side was an extraordinarily long spit running the length of an entire building. Pierced by the metal rod was the largest snake Rhea had ever seen, its thick red-scaled body the width of a man’s torso. Its head was propped open wide to reveal enormous fangs and a black gullet. Smoke poured from the dead serpent’s mouth as it cooked.  
 
    A red pyzon, Rhea thought. She’d heard stories, but believed them to be greatly exaggerated. If anything, the pyzon was larger than the stories suggested.  
 
    The next thing she noticed were the slaves. The men were garbed in simple brown tunics and britches, while the women wore drab gray dresses that covered their shoulders and ankles. The vast majority of them bore skin with a reddish hue, their eyes blue and wide, unlike the dark narrow eyes of the Phanecians. Terans, Rhea thought. Abducted from their lands by slavers. Forced to work, living in poverty. Mistreated. She knew these slaves were once controlled by magic, Emperor Vin Hoza using his slavemark to force them into bondage. Now that he was dead, however, their masters drove them like cattle with whip and blade. The masters’ faces were powdered white, as if they wanted their skin to look as different to the Teran slaves as the night from day. 
 
    Rhea felt ill at the sight. 
 
    Though her original purpose for bringing an army to Phanes was to find and rescue Ennis, now that she saw the slaves… They are my purpose, too. This is my redemption. If I can save them… 
 
    She let the thought drop, feeling foolish. I have no purpose now. I am a prisoner. 
 
    She scanned the streets as they continued to ride. Everywhere she looked were leather-clad soldiers. By the looks of it they were preparing for war.  
 
    They know we’re coming, she thought. Well, not us. Sai and the western army and— 
 
    Gareth Ironclad.  
 
    She cursed under her breath, having forgotten all about her alliance with the east amidst the turmoil of her ever-changing situation.  
 
    “I would think such language beneath the piety of a western queen,” her captor said, dismounting from his enormous steed. 
 
    “And I would think a barbarian like yourself would’ve grown used to such words from the womb,” she countered. 
 
    “Like your child?” he said, sobering her. She had to be smarter with her words. Both her cousin’s and her unborn child’s lives were at stake.  
 
    She changed the subject. “Are the Calypsians planning another attack? Is that why your men outfit themselves for battle?” Please say yes. 
 
    “Ha! The Calypsians were crushed by the Ironclads. Viper Sandes has usurped the throne, sending the empire into chaos. They have no guanero. No dragons. The Calypsians will hide for another two decades searching for dragons’ eggs. Without their fiery monsters, they are nothing.” 
 
    Rhea tried to hide her thick swallow. She said nothing. 
 
    “If you must know, there has been a slave revolt in Phanea. The masters there have been overthrown.” He stopped his horse at a small building with an iron door. There were several windows with bars. Dirty hands hung from between them.  
 
    “Really,” Rhea said, eyeing the prison. Despite the harsh potential it held for she and Gaia, she was unable to hold back her smug smile. They don’t know about the attack from the west. Not yet. This was better than she could’ve possibly imagined.  
 
    “It is a small matter. We are already testing the rebel forces, which are untrained and ill-prepared for a long-term revolution. We shall squash them like scorpions.” He dismounted, a long fall from the back of his tall horse. He handed his reins to a groom, who began tending to the horse. Another approached Rhea, climbing a set of wooden steps that were pushed over to her horse’s legs. She clambered down. 
 
    Oh, this is too good. 
 
    “Not if you are attacked from the west and east at the same time,” Rhea said nonchalantly.  
 
    The Phanecian’s eyes were molten steel. “There is no attack coming. Our spies in the west would’ve—” 
 
    “Your spies are dead,” Rhea said, cutting him off. It was true. As soon as she’d made the decision to attack Phanes, she’d had the furia monitor all the streams night and day. A dozen men and women had been caught trying to send streams to Phanes with information on the impending attack. Rhea had them executed immediately. 
 
    “You lie.” 
 
    Rhea puffed herself up as much as she could, raising her chin. “I am Queen Rhea Loren. I ordered the attack myself.” 
 
    The Phanecian lunged forward, grabbing her by the throat and slamming her down. Pain spiked between her shoulder blades and she feared for the welfare of her unborn child. “You are no queen, woman. Your life means nothing to me.” 
 
    Rhea’s head was swimming, and tears rose unbidden to her eyes. Somewhere, Gaia screamed. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t even gasp, couldn’t— 
 
    A shout rang out. Hoofbeats. More shouts. Voices materializing. “General! We have spotted an army.” The pressure on Rhea’s neck weakened and she managed to suck in half a breath, the air burning her clenched throat. 
 
    “The rebels?” the general asked.  
 
    “No. They are beyond the Gates to the north. There are thousands. They are flying two flags. The rearing stallion of the west and the crossed swords of the east.” 
 
    Almost grudgingly, the Phanecian pried his fingers away from Rhea’s neck and she gasped, clutching at her skin. His gaze was filled with hatred. “You better truly be who you say you are or I will finish what I started.” 
 
    “I am,” she croaked. “Take me to the newcomer, the one who commands you.” 
 
    His lip curled into a snarl. “As you wish. Though you may regret it.” His fist came out of nowhere, cracking against her temple. 
 
    Darkness closed in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Nine 
 
    The Crimean Sea 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Annise officially hated the sea. Well, not looking at it from land, where it was beautiful and blue and majestic; she just didn’t like being on it.  
 
    She leaned over the railing and threw up for the…hundredth? thousandth?...time. She’d lost count. “Breathe, Annise.” Tarin’s voice soothed from behind as he held back her hair. Of course, the big lug had no problems with motion sickness. Other than the demon voice in his head, he never seemed to have a problem with anything.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said as he helped her to a sitting position, her back propped against a salt-stained pillow. A strong tailwind filled the canvas sails above her. “Do you find me repulsive yet?” 
 
    He dabbed her lips with a cloth napkin and offered a water skin. “Not if you grew a second head,” he said lightly. “The Annise I know conquered an ice bear, a usurper monster, and a sellsword murderer. The sea will not defeat you.” 
 
    Smiling wryly, she took a sip and swished the water around her mouth to clean it, spitting into a cup. “I thought a voyage across the sea was meant to be romantic.” 
 
    “It is,” he said, kissing her on the cheek. “Haven’t you seen Archer? Ever since he went below decks with that western maiden he’s had a huge grin plastered across his face.” 
 
    Annise wasn’t thankful for the reminder, but she was thankful for the support from the west. Rhea had come through, providing a stalwart ship with a full crew of shipmen and quarterstaff. Of course, Archer had flashed his smile at the prettiest one and she’d very nearly fainted on cue. Annise hadn’t seen much of either of them since then. 
 
    “Did my nose itch?” Archer said, climbing the steps to the foredeck.  
 
    “There’s pink on your lips,” Annise said flatly. She wasn’t annoyed that he was having a good time; she was annoyed that it wasn’t she who was having a good time. With Tarin. On her maiden voyage.  
 
    Archer reached up to rub at the corner of his lips. 
 
    “The other side,” Tarin said, gesturing to the offending spot. Archer tried the other corner but only managed to smear the pink lipshade over more of his mouth. 
 
    “Better?” he asked. 
 
    “Perfect,” Tarin and Annise said at the same time. She had to hold back a chuckle. Archer would be Archer. 
 
    “I thought western women would be more prudish,” he said.  
 
    “I thought you said you were playing a board game below decks,” Annise said.  
 
    “Aye. Yes. Exactly. A board game. It’s the same game Sir Metz and Private Sheary have been playing. Hours of amusement.” 
 
    Tarin’s head jerked up at that. “She’s Tarin’s cousin,” Annise warned. “A little respect.” 
 
    “Tarin’s only just met her. Frozen hell, he didn’t even know he had a cousin until a fortnight ago.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you should tease him,” Annise said. “Have you seen his hands? C’mon, Sir, show him.” When Tarin didn’t respond, she lifted one of his meaty hands into the air. It might’ve weighed a stone. The skin was pale and crossed with black, bulging veins. Tarin had wanted to wear his armor during the voyage but Annise had forbidden him—iron plate would make swimming impossible in an emergency. 
 
    Archer gaped. “It’s just a hand,” he said uncertainly. “A big white one, aye, but just a hand.” 
 
    “I’ve seen this hand crush stones and bend iron,” she said.  
 
    “Surely you exaggerate.” 
 
    “Mention Mona Sheary again and you will find out.” 
 
    Archer opened his mouth, seemed to think better of it, and then said, “The captain says we could make landfall as early as tonight.” 
 
    “Truly?” Annise tried to keep the quiver of relief from her voice but failed miserably. The only good thing about sailing had been the distraction from what she’d witnessed during their travels across the kingdom. Her kingdom. Blackstone had been the worst, a ghost town. The castle was empty and barren, much of the furniture and wealth already looted. As they passed through to the harbor, Annise could feel eyes on her from the buildings. It would be years before the city could be restored to its former self.  
 
    “Aye,” Zelda said, stomping up beside Archer and pulling her away from her thoughts. Sir Jonius was with her, too, but it was Zelda with the loose tongue. “Tomorrow at dawn at the latest. The winds have been favorable.” She munched on an apple, whittling it down to the core, which she tossed over the railing. A second apple appeared in her hand a moment later. She took a large bite. The lingering injury to her shoulder hadn’t affected her appetite one bit. 
 
    “What will we find in Crimea, I wonder?” Annise said.  
 
    “Crimeans,” Zelda said with a wink. “And King Streit, who will be none too pleased for having unexpected royal guests from the Four Kingdoms showing up at the gates of his castle.” 
 
    “He should’ve thought about that before he decided to ignore my streams.” 
 
    “Aye,” Zelda agreed. “And he’d better hide the keys to his larder or we shall eat him out of a year’s worth of foodstuffs. I grow weary of salt beef and mealy apples.” 
 
    “At least the weather has been kind to us,” Archer pointed out. “The rock and sway of the ship has been just the recipe for a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    Annise had the urge to hurl him over the side. “Yes. Just the recipe,” she said instead, glaring at him. His smile told her he’d said it to bait her. 
 
    Still, he was smart enough to change the subject before he was sent for a salty swim. “How’s the monster in your head?” he asked Tarin. 
 
    Tarin growled. 
 
    “It was just a question,” Archer said, grinning. Ever since he’d overheard Tarin and Annise talking about “the monster,” he never failed to bring it up once a day. 
 
    “He doesn’t like to talk about it,” Annise said. “Remember his stone-crushing, iron-bending hands I showed you?” 
 
    “Sometimes when you talk about your troubles it makes them easier to bear.”  
 
    Tarin moved like lightning, an impressive feat given his size. Archer cried out and tried to scamper back down the steps, but was a hair too slow. Tarin grabbed him from behind, cinching his thick forearms across the prince’s chest, picking him up. He dangled him over the railing just as a large waved crashing into the side, spraying Archer in the face.  
 
    “I submit!” Annise’s brother cried.  
 
    “This isn’t a tourney,” Tarin said, dropping him half a foot before catching him. 
 
    Archer squealed.  
 
    Tarin continued. “And anyway. The monster inside me knows no mercy.” Another foot down. Another high-pitched squeal that Annise planned to remind her brother of as often as she found opportunity. 
 
    “I swear I won’t mention the…unmentionable thing…again,” Archer pleaded, his hands scrabbling to grab the railing. 
 
    “Nor my cousin’s relationship with Sir Metz?” 
 
    “Yes! I swear it!” 
 
    As quickly as he’d hefted Archer up, Tarin tossed him back on deck. “You’re mad,” Archer said, rolling to his feet. “The lot of you.” Half-stumbling, he raced down the steps where, Annise expected, he would seek comfort in his western maiden’s arms.  
 
    Annise couldn’t hold back the laugh any longer, though it made her queasy and she was forced to spew over the railing again. When she’d recovered, she asked, “How is our monster friend anyway?” Ever since they’d been reunited at Darrin, the monster had been strangely silent—at least in her head. Perhaps because she’d come up with a theory on how to dispel it. 
 
    Tarin gave her a look. Even with her he was reluctant to talk about what he considered to be his curse. Annise gestured to Zelda to give them a moment alone. Shrugging, her aunt started on a third apple and descended the steps.  
 
    Sir Jonius lingered. “Sir. Did you need something?” Annise asked. 
 
    “She’s right, you know,” he said. “What Zelda said about King Streit. You have to be prepared for a…hostile welcoming.” 
 
    Annise sighed. “I am prepared for such an eventuality. I can be…political.” Even the snide way in which she said the word told the true story. “I can try, at least.” 
 
    “That might not be good enough.” 
 
    “What would you have me do?” 
 
    “Allow me to speak to the king first. He knows who I am, that I have been loyal to the north my entire life.”  
 
    Annise didn’t point out that most of that service was for her father as hired muscle. “As you wish,” she said instead. 
 
    “Thank you.” He bowed and departed.  
 
    Annise turned toward Tarin, whose eyes were still dark, his muscles tensed as if for a fight. “It’s me, Tarin. The one whose hair you’ve been holding as she vomits her guts out.” 
 
    He sighed. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m still getting used to being open about…things.” 
 
    “Yes…things.” 
 
    “The monster has been quiet,” Tarin said. “It’s angry I didn’t require its services during the battle with the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “About that…” Annise said.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I have a theory.” 
 
    “About the monster?” 
 
    “Yes. And how to get rid of it. If you wanted to.” 
 
    Tarin froze. His eyes seemed to search hers, and though she could usually read his expression, she couldn’t now. “I thought you said it was a part of me. That it didn’t bother you.” 
 
    “It is. And it doesn’t. But it bothers you. And that bothers me. I just want you to be happy.” 
 
    “I am happy,” Tarin said. “Well, most of the time. You make me happy…” 
 
    “But…” she prodded. 
 
    “But I’m still afraid you’re in danger whenever you’re with me. That I’m too weak to hold the monster back. That one day it’ll grow tired of being in the background and try to…” He left the rest unfinished.  
 
    Annise hated to see him like this. Tarin Sheary was the strongest man she knew, in both body and mind, and yet he thought himself weak? “Pain,” she blurted out, feeling slightly ill, and not because of the roiling ocean. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “When I was in great pain in the Hinterlands, the monster recoiled. Faded. Didn’t disappear, not entirely. But weakened for sure. The same thing happened to you in Darrin, right? When they almost killed you?” 
 
    Tarin frowned, staring out at sea, as if searching for the memory. “I…yes. I remember when I thought it was almost over. How the monster seemed to slip away. For a few moments, I almost felt…myself again. Alone, in a really good way. But it always comes back. When I recover, it always comes back.” 
 
    “If the pain was intense enough, and lasted long enough…” Bile rose in the back of her throat at the thought of the love of her life enduring any amount of pain, much less the sort she was talking about. But anything was worth his happiness. 
 
    “You want to torture me?” A grim smile ghosted across his lips.  
 
    She smiled back. “I don’t want to, but I will. If it will help you. Or I’ll hire someone to do it. Perhaps Archer. I heard he’s looking for revenge for that stunt you just pulled.” 
 
    “I—I don’t know,” Tarin said. “I have to think. I—thank you for telling me this. I know it was hard for you.” 
 
    “Not that hard,” she said, pressing her lips to his. “Now hold back my hair while I vomit.” 
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    As it turned out, the western captain’s estimation was perfect. Midway through the night, the call of “Land!” arose, dragging Annise from her slumber.  
 
    Tarin whispered, “How do you feel?” 
 
    She considered the question. She hadn’t thrown up in a few hours and her stomach felt more…even. “Better. I’ve received a respite, or perhaps the seas grow calmer as we approach landfall.” 
 
    “Good news,” Tarin said, already dressing. This time, he began pulling his armor over his ship clothes. Annise did the same, hearing similar sounds of awakening from the adjacent cabins. A loud yawn arose somewhere. Archer. There was a knock on their door.  
 
    “One moment.” It was more like several minutes as they lit a lantern and helped each other with their plate. At long last, Annise fastened her Evenstar to her belt and opened the door.  
 
    Sir Metz stood at attention, looking as refreshed as always, his hair perfectly combed to the side, his own armor oiled and gleaming. A longsword hung at his belt. “They’ve spotted land, Your Highness,” he said, bowing stiffly.  
 
    “Truly? We were not aware.” 
 
    He frowned. “Then you must sleep soundly, for the man in the crow’s nest has been shouting at the top of his—” He clamped his mouth shut abruptly. “That was sarcasm, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Annise nodded with a thin smile. “Bravo, Sir. You are growing more accustomed to wit and levity.” 
 
    “Mona—I mean, Private Sheary—has been helping.” 
 
    Annise looked back to see Tarin’s expression, a mixture of death and murder gleaming in his eyes. Sir Metz, however, was as oblivious as ever. “Come. I will escort you above.” 
 
    Once upon a time, Annise might’ve stubbornly refused his escort, but now she’d grown to enjoy his knightly pampering. “Lead the way,” she said.  
 
    Tarin fell in behind her, growling in her ear. “If he mentions my cousin’s familiar name once more in my presence I’m going to smear dirt on every shard of his armor.” 
 
    Annise snorted. To the peculiar knight, that would be a punishment worse than death.  
 
    A door opened to her right and Archer stumbled out, his hair mussed, his eyes bloodshot. “You look…awful,” she said, slipping easily into her sisterly duties, which included pointing out her brother’s flaws, which were few.  
 
    “I only just fell asleep,” he muttered. 
 
    “More board games?” 
 
    His only response was a yawn. He seemed to only just notice Tarin towering behind him and flinched, darting ahead to put Annise between them. Tarin growled and Archer slipped past Sir Metz, who glared at him, muttering something about lack of honor and childish behavior.  
 
    Annise smiled. All was right in her world, even her own stomach having ceased its war against her. She was ready to see Crimea, to learn where her ancestors came from, and, if necessary, to berate King Streit for ignoring her numerous messages. 
 
    Sir Jonius appeared just as she had the latter thought, giving her a wry look as if he’d read her mind. She blushed and turned away. Be political, she reminded herself. She’d almost rather face a fresh army of sellswords.  
 
    Above decks, it was far lighter than she expected. Some in the Four Kingdoms would call it an auspicious night, when the moons finally reached their fullness together, meeting for a single kiss that lasted no more than a moment before they parted once more. Though it was still hours away, the moons lit up the sky and water, painting crossing tracks all the way to a dark shore growing closer and closer.  
 
    Seamen scurried hither and thither, cinching ropes, managing the sails, preparing the anchors and gangway for landing. The merchant captain, a broad-chested man with a rosy-cheeked face weathered by wind and salt spray, shouted out orders as he clenched the wheel.  
 
    Annise moved to the forward railing as the ship cut through the waters. Her eyes locked on the shoreline, which was angled with dark rocks. Beyond was a land of cliffs and boulders, stretching as far as the eye could see. “Where is the harbor?” she asked, expecting to see long docks jettying out from the land, ships at anchor, heavy laden and prepared to sail come dawn, dock security guards lounging and smoking, telling japes about each other’s mothers.  
 
    Instead there were only bleak, silent cliffs.  
 
    The captain overheard her question, craning his head skyward to study the moons and stars. After a few moments, he said, “The currents and trade winds were strong. I fear we missed our mark by at least a day of sea travel up the coastline.” 
 
    Annise closed her eyes. It was like receiving a gift only to have it ripped away and promised for another day. She wanted it now. Her stomach wanted it now. “Can you anchor here?” she asked.  
 
    The captain frowned, his hands tightening on the wheel. “Aye, but—” 
 
    “Do you know the terrain? Can we travel overland?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but—” 
 
    “How long to reach the first city? How long to reach Moray?” Moray was the harbor city they’d intended to anchor at, had the seas and wind cooperated. From there, it was a long ten-day march to the Crimean capital, Rockland, even if they managed to procure horses, provisions, and carts.  
 
    The captain lifted one hand from the wheel to rub his beard. “Overland? Two days at the most if you march hard.” 
 
    Two days on land or one day at sea? Annise would trade ten to one for land travel. “We anchor as soon as possible.” 
 
    The captain looked like he was considering brooking an argument, but then sighed, resigned. “As you wish, Your Highness. After you make landfall beneath the cliffs, my crew and I will sail north and meet you at Moray.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” Sir Jonius asked.  
 
    “If you wish to make a political appearance first, this is your opportunity,” she said.  
 
    He seemed to consider it for a moment, but then shook his head. “I shall stay with my queen.” 
 
    She put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed, before turning away to take in the landscape once more. She had the urge to leap off the ship and swim for shore.  
 
    Tarin, who’d remained silent for the entire exchange, said, “At least we’ll get to take in the scenery firsthand.” Annise snorted. As far as she could see, Crimea was a land of rocks and, well, more rocks. Even the cold of winter was preferable—at least snowy hills and valleys were pleasing to the eye. 
 
    Archer eased over, his arm scooped around the maiden he was so fond of. She giggled slightly. “Where’s Moray?” he asked.  
 
    “We missed our mark. We shall travel overland.” 
 
    “Surely you jest.” The rocky landscape drew ever closer, the shard-like cliffs seeming to raise long shadows across the water like weapons meant to pierce any ships that sailed too near.  
 
    “Do I look amused? She will stay with the ship. You will march with the rest of us.” 
 
    The girl humphed and Archer opened his mouth to protest, but the combined look of Tarin and Annise stopped him. “Fine.” He kissed his latest fancy on the lips. “We shall reunite in Moray.” 
 
    “I will count the days. And the nights.” 
 
    “You shan’t even need to remove your shoes then,” Annise said. “Two days. One night. You’ll survive.” 
 
    The girl’s mouth opened in a silent expression of shock, but she scurried away.  
 
    “Was that really necessary?” Archer said, frowning. 
 
    “Yes. She is trying my patience.” 
 
    “She has a name. Marietta.” 
 
    “Aye. Marietta is trying my patience. As are you.” 
 
    “She’s a nice girl. And a fantastic kiss—” 
 
    Tarin feinted at Archer and he shut up, darting away to speak with the captain and Sir Jonius. 
 
    Zelda took the opportunity to steal his position beside Annise. “No wonder the Crimeans have coveted the Four Kingdoms for so long,” she said. “The land looks about as inviting as the backside of a hog.” 
 
    “Without the promise of bacon,” Tarin agreed. 
 
    “Mmm,” Zelda said. From one of the many pockets sewn into her cloak she withdrew several strips of salted bacon, crunching down on them hard. 
 
    Annise’s stomach grumbled from hunger, the first time in days. Zelda apparently heard it, because she handed one of her strips to her niece. Annise stared at the meat like it was the greatest gift she’d ever received; considering Zelda’s affinity for stealing the food of others, it was a generous gift indeed.  
 
    Annise savored every bite while the cliffs drew nearer, until the shadows surrounded the entire ship.  
 
    The captain barked orders, sailors leapt into action, swinging the sails around, retying knots. A massive iron anchor was hefted over the side and dropped into the water with a resounding splash. The ship eased onward, the chain uncoiling until eventually it went taut and the ship jerked to a stop, swaying slightly.  
 
    “You’ll have to use the boats,” the captain said, finally turning away from the wheel. “I’ll send four of my men along to row them back. We’ll see you in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Annise said. “You have served the north well.” 
 
    He grunted, waving her off. “I serve at the pleasure of the queen of the west. But you’re welcome. I shall endeavor to return you safely to the Four Kingdoms when your business is concluded.” He attempted a bow, but it looked awkward. Blushing, he strode away, barking more orders.  
 
    Small boats were prepared—four in total—each containing several of the northerners along with an experienced sailor to navigate the tricky currents.  
 
    As they sliced through the water, Tarin used his large frame to shield Annise from the wind, which had something of a bite to it. Archer sat with one leg up, his finger trailing idly in the current.  
 
    Soon the dark cliffs loomed over them, and Annise realized she might’ve been looking at the Black Cliffs of Darrin, so near was the resemblance. Archer seemed to be thinking the same thing. “We’ll be cut to ribbons trying to scale them.” 
 
    The sailor assigned to their vessel drew the oars back, and said, “Make your way down the beach until you find a crack in the cliffs. They are narrow, but passable. On occasion the earth shakes in Crimea and the rocks tear apart. Lucky for you.” 
 
    Aye. Lucky for us. Frozen hell. Annise had heard of these earthquakes, but had never experienced one. She’d take a blizzard over the ground moving beneath her feet any day. 
 
    The waters became rougher as they approached the “beach,” though Annise thought that was the wrong word for it. More like “jagged-stone path at the foot of treacherous cliffs,” though that was probably too long to use in normal conversation. Beach it is! Annise thought wryly.  
 
    Disembarking from the boats essentially involved leaping at one’s own peril into swirling chest-high waters as waves tried to smash her onto the blade-like rocks. Zelda, even with only one good arm, seemed as steady as the rocks she clambered over, as did Jonius. Annise and Tarin also managed it well enough, while Archer required a firm hand from one of Metz’s female soldiers, else he would’ve been knocked over.  
 
    Annise grinned at him as her brother clung to the wet rocks. He looked much like a drowned rat, his hair askew, water dripping from his chin. “Stop that,” he said.  
 
    She continued grinning, offering him her hand. He took it and they fought along the rocks until they were out of range of the pounding waves. Archer doubled over, breathing heavily, watching longingly as the skiffs moved back toward the ship. “Madness,” he said. 
 
    “The good kind!” Zelda said enthusiastically, bending over and scooping up a loose stone before one-handing it into the frothing sea.  
 
    Sir Christoff Metz was in the process of organizing his soldiers into ranks, but Annise said, “None of that, Captain. We just walk until we find a way through the cliffs. Then you can resume your orders.” 
 
    Though he looked uncomfortable with the prospects of such an ill-conceived plan, he nodded, moving forward at a stiff jaunt. Behind him, Private Sheary smiled in appreciation.  
 
    The next few hours were cold and wet. In some places, the area between the cliff face and the sea became so narrow that they were forced to endure the constant crash of waves, clinging to the rocks like crabs.  
 
    Zelda was the only one who seemed to be enjoying any of it.  
 
    “Perhaps this was a bad idea,” Annise finally admitted.  
 
    Archer scowled at her, but said nothing.  
 
    Tarin said, “You defeated an ice bear, remember?” 
 
    The moment of levity raised her spirits long enough for her to continue for another hour, but still, she breathed a sigh of relief when Sir Metz called back, “Here!” 
 
    The captain hadn’t been lying. It was as if a giant pair of hands had descended from the sky, prying the cliffs apart, creating a narrow crack that rose upward on a sharp angle. Where the land had been broken, huge boulders blocked the way forward.  
 
    And yet it was better than the “beach.” 
 
    Annise took the first step up. 
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    The sun was peeking over the horizon when they finally reached the top of the cliffs. Twice they’d had to backtrack to take the opposite path around a particularly large boulder that dead-ended at a sheer rock face. Twice they’d had to pound masonry nails into the rocks and string ropes in order to scale to greater heights.  
 
    They were exhausted, all of them.  
 
    The view from the top seemed a small reward for their triumph, the gray, rocky landscape stretching out as far as the eye could see in every direction. There were numerous boulder fields separated by long stretches of flatlands. Ashy mountains rose far to the west, the distance feeling like an unfathomable space.  
 
    Annise searched along the cliffs to the north for any sign of the promised harbor city, but her view was obstructed by even more towering cliffs. “Sleep first,” she said, practically falling as she sat. No one disagreed, and no one bothered to construct tents, barely having the energy to unfurl bedrolls on the rocky ground. Anyway, the night was clear, the stars bright.  
 
    With Tarin’s form warm by her side, she watched as, finally, the moons kissed in a brilliant flash of light before pulling away, fated to miss each other night after night for almost half a year before their next meeting.  
 
    She drifted away, tired but happy.  
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    The rain didn’t so much fall as dump, startling Annise awake. She made a sound of surprise that was echoed by the others around her, who she could hardly see through the sheet of water that assaulted them. She fought to her feet and Tarin attempted to hold his bedroll over their heads, but it only served to divert the downpour into waterfalls that soaked their sides. A gust of wind hit, sending the streams sideways, nearly blasting Annise from her feet. 
 
    “What do we do?” Archer yelled through the gale.  
 
    “We cannot travel in the storm,” Sir Jonius said, water dripping from his brow and chin. “Too dangerous.” 
 
    The knight was right. There was nothing to do. Any chance for more rest was lost. And travel was out of the question. “We wait,” Annise hollered back.  
 
    Waiting involved hunkering beneath flaps of tents they were unable to raise due to the strength of the wind. Lightning seared the gray sky around them, coming so close at one point that Annise was certain she would be struck. Thunder crashed with deafening roars. 
 
    And then it was over, the abruptness of the storm’s conclusion as sudden as its arrival.  
 
    The rains stopped. The winds ceased. The lightning continued, but the flashes were distant, somewhere over the sea. The thunder sounded more like a bit of indigestion than the roaring lion it had been a moment earlier.  
 
    One by one, they dragged themselves out from under their soaked tents. Though none of them looked it—even Zelda’s maniacal grin had been washed away by the storm, her cloth sling saturated and hanging like loose excess skin—Annise said, “Ready? We march as soon as we can pack up our things.” The only answer was a chorus of groans, except for from Tarin—who mouthed ice bear to her—and Sir Metz—who was already stowing his gear in his pack and searching for a dry scrap of cloth to wipe the rain from his armor. 
 
    The clouds parted and several rays of warm sunlight peeked through. See? Annise thought. Things are looking better already. 
 
    The gap closed and the sunlight vanished. It was the last they would see of it for three days.  
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    Traversing the Crimean rocklands was akin to seeking a way through a hedge maze. As soon as they would round one large boulder they would realize the way was blocked by another, or perhaps a wide rent in the ground that seemed to appear out of nowhere.  
 
    A land of earthquakes, Annise thought bitterly as they were forced to backtrack once more. “The captain said two days,” she said, “but I fear his experience traveling through these lands was limited to what he could see from the sea.” 
 
    Archer said, “Marietta.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The name of the western girl who I left back on the ship.” 
 
    Oh. Annise felt somewhat bad for not even bothering to learn the latest girl’s name, even though Archer had already told her once. But not that bad. “What about her? Are you in love?” 
 
    Archer scoffed, as if the very idea was out of the question. “No, but I was happy.” 
 
    She felt bad. Sometimes she forgot that her brother was as much a victim of circumstance as she was. Plus, he had the added weight of having his crown stripped from his head while he lay unconscious. Annise sighed. “Once I persuade King Streit to resume trade with the north, things will get better. I promise.” 
 
    Archer said, “Persuade how?” 
 
    Annise raised a fist in the air and clenched her teeth. 
 
    Archer laughed. “I wouldn’t bet against you.” 
 
    “And if I need someone to joust them into submission, you’ll be the first man I call upon.” 
 
    Archer stuck his tongue out.  
 
    Sir Jonius had overheard the exchange and just shook his head, muttering something about politics as he turned away. 
 
    Sir Metz shouted something from up ahead. He and Private Sheary had volunteered for the role of scouts, and had apparently found the next path between the boulder fields.  
 
    The day passed, and by nightfall their clothes and other belongings were finally dry. This time they didn’t make the mistake of sleeping under the stars. They sheltered under a long overhang from one of the massive boulders. Inside their large tent, Annise said to Tarin, “Kiss me, you big lug.” He did, and then they slept. 
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    Tarin didn’t sleep much that night. In fact, he hadn’t slept much since his conversation with Annise about the monster inside him.  
 
    If the pain was intense enough, and lasted long enough… 
 
    You don’t want to drive me away, the monster purred. Not really. 
 
    Tarin clamped his teeth down, nearly biting his tongue. Annise stirred beside him but didn’t wake.  
 
    Go away. 
 
    No. I think I deserve to be a part of this conversation. I saved your life more times than you can count. I won’t go quietly.  
 
    Tarin already knew that. He knew he could handle the amount of pain that would be necessary if Annise’s theory was correct. But was it really what he wanted? Yes, he hated the monster at times, what it did to him, what it made him do. But it was also a part of him, and the only reason he was still drawing breath through his lungs, his heart beating in his chest.  
 
    See? the monster said.  
 
    I see nothing. 
 
    Then you are more like me than you think. 
 
    That was a truth he couldn’t deny, for somewhere along the way the line between them had blurred. And yet it was still his life. His body. You come when I tell you to come. You will obey me. Understood? 
 
    Like a pet dog? 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    The monster laughed. And though Tarin tried to get an answer, the monster was already gone. 
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    When Annise coaxed Tarin awake he felt like he’d only just fallen asleep.  
 
    “You sleep like the dead,” she said, tracing the edge of his lips with her finger.  
 
    He grabbed her finger, kissing it. “That’s what happens when you almost die.” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow. “Truly?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fool. Honestly, I don’t know how you sleep so soundly. I awoke hours ago with a rock stabbing into my back.” I know. I watched as you squirmed and rolled around, trying to get comfortable.  
 
    “I’m sorry. Try sleeping in your armor next time. It might help.” 
 
    “At least it didn’t rain,” she said.  
 
    “True.” 
 
    When they escaped the bounds of their tent, Sir Metz already had the makeshift camp organized. A fire was burning and most of the other tents had been taken down and stowed. He gave an order and two of his soldiers started on Annise’s tent. “You don’t have to do that, Sir,” Annise said.  
 
    “It is our duty,” he replied. Grudgingly, Tarin had to admit he liked the odd knight, liked his sense of duty and honor, and had even grown to appreciate some of his eccentricities. If only he and my cousin weren’t… 
 
    He found his fists clenching and his teeth grounding together. Still here, the voice in his head reminded him. He took a deep breath and unclenched his teeth, untightened his fists. Took a long swill of water and scarfed down some salt beef.  
 
    The monster laughed.  
 
    Maybe a little pain isn’t the worst idea after all, Tarin thought.  
 
    The monster stopped laughing, retreating into the darkness.  
 
    Tarin grinned.  
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Annise asked.  
 
    “No rain again,” Tarin lied. “That’s the best we can hope for.” He gazed up at the impenetrable layer of clouds, before setting his sights forward.  
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    Around midday—although the passing of time was hard to judge without the ability to see the sun—they stopped for lunch. Afterwards, Annise ordered Tarin and Sir Metz to climb a small boulder to get a better lay of the land before they continued their march.  
 
    They climbed in silence, easily finding hand- and footholds on the chiseled surface of the stone. Tarin, with his longer arms and legs, reached the top first, glancing back to find Sir Metz not far behind. Somewhat grudgingly, he reached down and offered a hand, which the knight accepted.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Awkward silence, something Sir Metz always seemed all-too-comfortable with. Fine, Tarin thought. It’s probably better this way. He scanned past the field of boulders to where the land jutted out sharply into the sea. There, poking up from the ground were stone behemoths. Not cliffs or mountains or more boulders, Tarin thought, in awe. Buildings. Even from this distance, they looked large, which meant that up close they must be… 
 
    “Taller than the tallest towers in Castle Hill,” Sir Metz said, his eyes narrowing. His lips continued to move soundlessly, as if doing calculations in his head. “Twice, maybe thrice, as tall.” 
 
    I was thinking four times, Tarin thought. “Moray,” Tarin said instead. “The largest Crimean harbor.” 
 
    Sir Metz nodded, starting to turn. Tarin stopped him with a hand on his arm. “I know I only just met her, but Mona is still my cousin. Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    Sir Metz frowned quizzically. “Hurt her? Why would I do that?” 
 
    “I don’t mean physically, Sir. Mentally. Emotionally. She cares deeply for you.” 
 
    “I know. She loves me. She told me.” 
 
    Tarin’s heart beat just a little faster. Frozen hell. It was worse than he thought. “You only just met her.” 
 
    Metz nodded seriously, as if he’d been thinking the same thing. “It isn’t logical, I know. She…understands me. No one has before. I can’t explain it. And I think I’m beginning to understand her, too.” 
 
    Tarin had to admit—he wasn’t exactly the shining example of a long courtship; his and Annise’s romance had been a whirlwind from the start. Then again, they’d known each other before, when they were children. “Just be kind to her, that’s all I’m asking.” 
 
    “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    Tarin restrained the urge to throw the literal man from the boulder. “Do you love her?” 
 
    If Sir Metz was surprised by the directness of the question, he didn’t show it. “I used to hate that word. Everyone said it. My mother. My father. They expected me to say it back. When I didn’t, they were…bothered by it. My father got angry. My mother…got sad.” 
 
    Tarin searched the knight’s face for some shred of emotion, inner turmoil at the memories, but there was nothing. Then, slowly, something changed. “Then I met Mona.” 
 
    The other times Tarin had heard Sir Metz refer to his cousin by her familiar name had made him angry. Not this time. This time he heard the richness in the man’s tone, in the way just speaking her name aloud lit up his eyes, his face.  
 
    It reminded him of how he felt when he spoke Annise’s name.  
 
    “You love her,” Tarin said. Not a question. 
 
    “Yes. I always will. She’s important to me.” 
 
    That didn’t surprise Tarin in the least. “I—I wish you well. Both of you. Together.” He suspected there was a little too much growl in the final word, but at least he’d gotten it out without choking. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    They climbed down as the shadows grew longer and the day bullied its way toward dusk.  
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    They were forced to camp once more within the boulder field, but by midday the following day they escaped back onto the stony plains. Moray rose before them, even larger now, a collection of towering gray structures that tapered off as they approached the sea. 
 
    A single ship was at anchor, looking lonely and forlorn as it rocked on the waves. What the— 
 
    “Frozen hell,” Annise said, finishing Tarin’s thought. Her eyes met his, and he felt his own frown reflected on her face. “Where are all the ships?” 
 
    Archer said, “Trading with our enemies? Or sailing to other lands perhaps.” 
 
    “That is very unlikely,” Sir Metz said. “Moray is known to have the largest merchant fleet in the world, with more than two thousand ships using the port on an annual basis. The statistical probability of it being empty at any given time is approaching zero.” 
 
    Archer said, “Guess it’s our lucky day.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as luck,” Sir Metz said, frowning.  
 
    Sir Jonius waved their argument away, stepping forward, glaring at the harbor like it was a bad piece of fruit. “No,” he said. “Something is wrong. We would be best served by a wary approach.” 
 
    Annise’s hand gripped Tarin’s arm and he looked at her. Their eyes met again. He knew she was remembering the same thing he was: the parchment, with its bloodstains and incomplete message. The half-dead bird that delivered it. The implied threat of violence that seemed to waft from the page like a putrid steam.  
 
    “What say you?” he asked her, lending her strength via the steel in his tone. 
 
    “You’re not going to like what I have to say,” she said. Then she outlined her plan. 
 
    She was right. Tarin didn’t like it. 
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    At least I have my Morningstar, Tarin thought as another wave pummeled him in the face. He came up spluttering, spitting salty water. Then again, the weight of the weapon wasn’t helping. 
 
    “You all right?” Annise asked, bobbing up beside him. Unlike him, she seemed perfectly at home in the water. Compared to their experiences on the deck of the ship, it seemed the roles had been reversed.  
 
    “I’d be happier in my armor,” he said, waving his arms and kicking his legs wildly to stay afloat.  
 
    “So you could become a human anchor and sink to the bottom?” The queen’s arms and legs seemed to barely move at all, and yet she floated. How does she do that? 
 
    “I meant in my armor and on dry land.” 
 
    Archer had been even less happy with the plan. “I finally dried off after the storm,” he’d complained before they’d left. Metz and his soldiers, of course, were too honor-bound and loyal to the queen to utter a word of complaint. Sir Jonius too. Zelda had merely said, “Watch out for the sea monsters.” They’d trooped back to the cliff’s edge, searching for another break in the barrier until they’d found one. A hard few hours of climbing and scraping against rocks and they’d reached the water’s edge, stowing their rations and armor above the tide line behind a jumble of medium-sized stones.  
 
    Now, Annise said, “Duck,” and Tarin was a hair too slow as another wave bashed into his face.  
 
    After much floundering and his version of “swimming,” Tarin was past the breakers and into open waters where who knew what was lurking beneath the dark surface. Monsters, his own monster said. 
 
    “Hilarious,” Tarin said aloud. 
 
    “What?” Annise asked, coming up for a breath.  
 
    “Nothing. C’mon, we’re falling behind.” Sir Metz and his soldiers had already closed the distance to the ship by half, as had Jonius, and Zelda wasn’t far behind them, barely affected by her injured arm. Even Archer, despite all his grumbling, was making good progress. Annise, Tarin knew, was holding back to wait for him.  
 
    For the next hour, Tarin ducked under again and again, trying to push the water aside while kicking his legs. Half the time he felt like he’d moved backwards when he finally came up for air. Still, he made steady, if slow, progress toward the ship.  
 
    When he finally got there, Archer was annoyed at having been made to wait on his sister’s orders. “We board together,” she’d said before they waded into the water.  
 
    “Took you long enough,” he said, clutching at a rope ladder used in the event a sailor fell overboard.  
 
    “Hard to drag all this muscle through the water. And these fists are like anchors.” 
 
    Archer offered a wry smile but clammed up.  
 
    “I’ll go first,” Tarin said, reaching for the ladder.  
 
    “No,” Annise said. “Sir Metz. Then Private Sheary and…” The list went on. Tarin was last, behind even Annise. “You’re the anchor,” she said when she reached his name. He glared but didn’t argue.  
 
    Above them, the others were already climbing. Impatiently, Tarin waited his turn, following close at Annise’s heels, the rope ladder sagging under his waterlogged weight. He heard feet hitting the decks, but couldn’t see what was happening. There were several shouts and then a harsh silence. 
 
    Annise clambered over the railing, and then he did the same.  
 
    He froze when he hit the deck, which was slick with water dripped by the others. He shed his own water skin, pooling at his feet, mixing with the blood that was already there.  
 
    The decks were splattered with it, as were the masts and water barrels. A sword lay discarded nearby. There a knife. A sailor’s cap, stained red. A boot on its side. Other random items were strewn about.  
 
    It was obvious what had transpired: an attack.  
 
    But where are the bodies? 
 
    That’s when he noticed the gangway linking the ship to the long pier extending into the water. It was painted with blood. The smears continued onto the wooden pier, a trail leading all the way to the quay and then up the road toward the city. Toward Moray.  
 
    “Frozen gods of the north,” Archer said. “Why did they take the bodies?” 
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    While Sir Metz and his soldiers kept watch, Annise, Tarin, Sir Jonius, Zelda, and Archer searched the ship for survivors. 
 
    The carnage continued below decks. Shattered chairs, a door hanging halfway off its hinges, blood-spattered walls, floors and even ceilings. There were several slashes in the wood, as well as a wall with a splintery hole bashed through it.  
 
    The pit in Annise’s stomach seemed to grow bigger with each room they searched. 
 
    Finally, they reached the captain’s office. “None of the gold is missing,” Sir Jonius said, gesturing at the lockbox, which was untouched.  
 
    “So not pirates,” Annise said. Her throat felt tight. I brought them here. Me. These deaths are on my head. What frozen hell have I led my friends to? 
 
    “Not pirates,” Archer agreed. They stood there staring at the walls, as if afraid to see the horror in each other’s eyes. No one offered an alternative to pirates.  
 
    After a few moments of silence, Annise was about to suggest they head back up, when a sound arose. To Annise, it sounded almost animal, like a…whimper? Tarin’s Morningstar was already in his hand, though it would be useless in such confined quarters. Archer’s sword shot up and he looked ready to stab anything that moved. Zelda’s hand tightened into a fist, her head swiveling to locate the source of the sound.  
 
    Annise pressed a finger to her lips and gestured to a closet, which was open the barest crack. Tarin tried to step toward it, but she blocked him, offering a shake of her head. She motioned with her fingers. One…two…three! She flung the door open wide and danced back three steps, ready for a fight.  
 
    “Icy gods of the north,” Archer said, moving forward immediately. The western girl shrank back from him, her entire body trembling as he held her as she cried. 
 
    She has a name, Archer had said before. Marietta. 
 
    What happened to you, Marietta? 
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    The girl had finally stopped shaking enough to be helped to her feet and brought above decks. Her eyes darted about, taking in the wreckage and blood. Fresh tears spilled from her eyes, dripping from her chin. Archer had his arm around her. Her legs seemed to lose strength, and he helped her to one of the few seats—a crate turned upside down—not covered in blood.  
 
    “What happened here?” Annise asked. “Who did this? How did you survive?” 
 
    The girl only sobbed. “Frozen hell, Annise,” Archer said. “Give her a moment to breathe.” 
 
    “I—I’m sorry. Annise kneeled, oblivious to the blood that soaked through her britches. Slowly, she reached out and touched her knee. Marietta flinched. “You are safe,” Annise said. “We won’t let anyone hurt you.” 
 
    Her eyes red and swollen, she looked at Annise. “They—they came from nowhere. One minute we were talking, laughing, and then—they were all around us and everyone was dying, there was so much blood and I didn’t know what to do so I ran, I fell down the steps, hurt my knee, but I made it to the office and I hid, I hid while everyone else screamed and—” A ragged breath took her by surprise, shuddering through her. 
 
    Annise rubbed her knee, waiting for her to regain her breath. “Who came? Who attacked you?” 
 
    Marietta shook her head. “I don’t know how to describe them. They were like…monsters. They killed them. They killed them all.” 
 
    Annise couldn’t help but shudder at the word. She had all too much experience with monsters. A lifetime’s worth.  
 
    A shout from one of Sir Metz’s soldiers dragged her gaze away from Marietta. She was at the ship’s railing an instant later, having barely remembered standing and moving.  
 
    Beside her, Zelda said, “They’re coming back,” and began peeling off her wet sling, testing her arm. 
 
    That’s when Annise finally got a real look at the city of Moray, which cast a long shadow over the harbor. The buildings were no more than crumbling ruins, as if hundreds—no, thousands—of hammers had been taken to them. There were no signs of humans, none of the fuss and bluster Annise had expected from the largest trade port in the world.  
 
    Humans, no. 
 
    Monsters, yes. 
 
    They crept from the shadows of the buildings, their forms thick and white against the gray stone. Rags hung about their forms. Some walked hunched over, their hands nearly dragging on the ground, while other stood more erect. Larger. They all had strange humped ridges on their backs. Their heads were hairless, bones protruding in half a dozen places like stunted horns. 
 
    They all flashed sharp teeth, a guttural bloodcurdling cry emanating from the backs of their throats.  
 
    There were dozens; no, hundreds, no end to their number as they poured into the open. 
 
    “Raise anchor!” Annise shouted to no one in particular, though there were no sailors left to obey her order.  
 
    Thankfully, she had Tarin, who was an entire crew himself. He grabbed the crank and roared, drawing it back with two hands. It moved slowly at first, the chain locking tight and then, almost grudgingly, spooling back onto the wheel, turning faster with each revolution.  
 
    Hurry, Annise thought, pulling her Evenstar from her belt. The creatures seemed to pick up speed as they drew closer. Some of them sniffed the air as they ran, extending their arms and using their hands to run faster, almost like galloping horses. And, always, that ear-wrenching sound. 
 
    The anchor burst from the sea, spraying water as it rose quickly toward the railing.  
 
    “Sails!” Annise cried, but Metz already had his soldiers untying the booms and sails, the canvas instantly catching the wind and snapping like the crack of a whip. 
 
    But it was a large ship. Acceleration was slow and methodical. Still, the vessel inched away from the pier, the gangway, which had been forgotten in their haste, tumbling into the ocean.  
 
    C’mon c’mon c’mon, Annise thought, watching the creatures draw closer, spilling onto the pier, knocking each other aside in their haste to reach the ship. Two fell into the water with large splashes, but none stopped to help them.  
 
    She could see their eyes now, dark orbs that seemed devoid of emotion, focused on one thing and one thing alone:  
 
    Their prey. 
 
    The gap between the ship and the pier had widened to almost a body length. Annise willed the vessel to pull away faster. Tarin had a different plan, hauling barrels and crates over to the railing. Zelda and some of the women soldiers fell in to help him. 
 
    Tarin, his teeth gritted, grunted as he hefted one onto his chest. 
 
    The first of the creatures reached the end of the pier, not stopping at the edge like Annise had hoped, but springing into empty air, its fingers—which were clawed, she could now see—reaching for the ropes dangling over the sides.  
 
    Tarin roared as he threw the barrel.  
 
    It hit the monster in the chest, stopping it dead in its flight. It squealed as it fell into the water.  
 
    More reached the end of the pier and jumped. Barrels and crates and other objects were flung over the railing, and Annise pitched in to help, adrenaline lending her added strength.  
 
    Many creatures were knocked into the water, but there were simply too many. 
 
    The first few latched onto ropes or gaps in the boat’s prow, their claws digging deep. They tried to dislodge them with barrels, but most missed or shattered across the creatures’ backs.  
 
    They are exceptionally strong, Annise thought, trying to analyze them without emotion. If they make it on deck… 
 
    Someone screamed, and Annise turned to find Marietta with her mouth open as Archer stood before her. One of the creatures had somehow managed to scale around the side of the boat and then clamber over the railing. It snarled, its fangs flashing glistening white. It held a curved knife carved from bone in each hand. They were stained with blood. 
 
    It attacked with the speed of a striking cobra, springing off its hind legs. Archer swung his sword with the well-practiced precision of a prince, but this monster didn’t know, nor care about, the rules of swordplay, catching the sword on the thick flesh of its forearm, dark blood spurting from the gash that appeared in its too-white skin.  
 
    It swung its bone-blades, one after another. The first caught Archer in the chest, the second in the throat. Annise couldn’t breathe as he slumped to the deck, the creature standing over him. Marietta was scrabbling back on all fours, her mouth open in a soundless scream. 
 
    Annise’s heart didn’t seem to beat anymore. She felt nothing, her entire body numb, as she stalked across the deck. There were tears in her eyes but they might’ve been rainwater for all she recognized them, blinking them away. Without commanding her arms, her hands, her Evenstar orbited her head, cutting the air to ribbons. Slowly, the creature turned, drawing its bloody knives with it.  
 
    “Annise,” Tarin growled, but his words were distant thunder, a world away. 
 
    The creature moved like lightning, ducking under her weapon’s path and slamming into her, its bone-horned head thumping into her gut. She gasped as it stabbed with knives, snapped with fangs, and landed atop her. She managed to grab the thing’s wrists, holding them back, the edges of its knives scraping the air just before her face. She could see the saliva glistening on its teeth, smell the coppery taste of blood on its tongue.  
 
    Though it was huge, larger than many of the others, she felt more than saw something feminine about it. This was an alpha female.  
 
    Just like me. 
 
    In its scarred, distorted face, she could see Archer’s death, replayed again and again and— 
 
    “Rah!” she shouted, pushing back and bringing her knees up, shoving the creature hard to the side. It rolled off her and she released it, flinging her body in the opposite direction, clambering to her feet and grabbing her Evenstar from where it had clattered to the deck.  
 
    Across from her, the creature also regained its feet, staring her with a hatred matched only by her own. Annise took a step forward and it shrieked. 
 
    She could see Tarin watching, stopped halfway to saving her.  
 
    This queen doesn’t need saving. 
 
    She took another step forward and swung with everything she had.  
 
    She noticed only the slightest widening of the creature’s eyes in recognition of the impending blow. Its head exploded as the spikes tore through it, sending flesh and blood-spatter and brain matter flying in all directions.  
 
    Its body seemed to hang in midair for a moment before crashing down.  
 
    Annise felt nothing at its death, like stepping on an ant. 
 
    She dropped to her knees, taking in Archer’s still, silent form. His eyes were open, staring at the nothing sky. His hand was gripping the sword, as if ready for the next meaningless blow. His lips were parted slightly, and Annise almost expected him to utter a quick-witted jape about death and life, something with a shred of sexual innuendo.  
 
    He said nothing. He didn’t blink. His chest didn’t rise nor fall.  
 
    It’s not supposed to be this way, Annise thought. Where were the last words, the chance to say goodbye, the opportunity to apologize for everything, to seek the forgiveness of one of the few people she wanted it from?  
 
    But, she knew, real life wasn’t like the stories. Death was sudden and final.  
 
    Shouts snapped her from her reverie. She stood, turned, and crossed the deck, dragging her gore-drenched Evenstar with her.  
 
    Tarin looked back and met her eyes and she could feel the I’m sorry in his stare. There wasn’t time for that, else they might all end up the same as her brother.  
 
    She reached his side, locked her aim on one of the creatures still trying to climb aboard, and swung her weapon.  
 
    One by one, they knocked the enemy from their flanks. Three more managed to haul themselves over the railing. Tarin killed one but suffered an injury to his abdomen. Sir Metz killed another, but not before it had ended the lives of two of his soldiers. Sir Jonius killed the third, his expression grim as it died. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the ship moved out of leaping distance from the pier. Annise expected the rest of the monsters to stop, to watch them go with angry snarls. But no, they continued to jump, falling short of the ship and splashing into the water. 
 
    Let them drown. For some reason, Annise thought they would sink. But no, their arms moved well in the water, almost gracefully, and the boat hadn’t gained enough momentum to outdistance them. Soon they were climbing onto the wooden deck once more.  
 
    They fought on, as the sun sank beneath the ruins of the city, as the thick clouds seemed to press down on their shoulders, as monster after monster hauled itself up the ropes as fast as they could cut them.  
 
    Six more breached the decks. Two killed each other as they fought over Marietta, who held a knife with trembling fingers. Tarin, despite his prior injury, slayed another. Metz and his soldiers defeated one, losing one more from their ranks. Annise, Zelda, and Jonius teamed up to kill another, though Annise suffered two long slashes, one from the creature’s bone knife on her thigh, and the other a rake of its claws across her chest. They stung like hell, but at least she was alive. 
 
    Unlike Archer. 
 
    There was only one left, though hundreds more were still in the water, swimming after the ship. Thankfully, the wind had finally done its job, the ship outrunning its pursuers as it found an easterly current.  
 
    The last creature showed no signs of retreat, gnashing its teeth and slashing its bone knives through the air as Tarin herded it toward a corner, his Morningstar arcing above him.  
 
    Annise wanted nothing more than for this creature to die, to watch its blood spill out, its lungs stop filling with air. She took a deep breath and got control of her emotions. “Wait,” she said, hating the word, the mercy it implied.  
 
    Tarin half-turned toward her, keeping one eye on his foe.  
 
    “Capture it if you can. I want to talk to it.” 
 
    Tarin raised his eyebrows in a you-must-be-mad manner, but nodded. Sir Metz joined in, flanking it with a large net held by him and Private Sheary, who, much to Annise’s relief, was among the survivors.  
 
    They were the decoy, the creature retreating further, until his back pressed against a wall. The real net dropped from above, thrown by Zelda and Jonius, who’d snuck up the stairs to the higher deck.  
 
    The creature’s guttural cry roared forth as it fought its bonds, but where Annise had previously heard animal fury and meaningless garble, she heard again what she’d heard several times during the battle.  
 
    Words. The language was rough-sounding, but there was no doubt the creatures had been communicating with each other in their own way.  
 
    She watched as it tried to stab Tarin through the netting, but he dodged the blow and jammed the butt of his weapon into its head. The blow should’ve knocked it unconscious—any human would’ve been out like a snuffed candle flame—but it merely shook it off and tried to claw through the ropes. Three more heavy blows and its eyes finally rolled back, its body seeming to fold in on itself.  
 
    Annise stepped forward. 
 
    Tarin turned and said, “We will secure it. You see to your brother.” 
 
    A spike of pain in her chest. “No. I—I will help with the creature. Sir Metz, Zelda, Sir Jonius.” Three people she trusted as much as anyone in her entire world. “Please. Tend to Archer. Use all the salt we have left to preserve his…his body. If you don’t have enough, get it from the sea. My brother shall be buried in Castle Hill. He deserves to go home.” 
 
    She swallowed down bile, trying to fill the hole in her heart.  
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    Annise set her mind and body to the work, ignoring Tarin’s concerned looks. First, they carried the unconscious creature up the steps to the main mast, manhandling it into a sitting position. Though heavy, all bones and muscle, it was smaller than the one Annise had killed, the one that’d killed… 
 
    Annise gritted her teeth, shoving more than pushing away the images.  
 
    A male, she thought, relying on intuition.  
 
    Next, they secured the male’s arms and legs to the mast using thick ropes. Each taking a hand and foot, they used knives to saw off its claws so it wouldn’t be able to cut through its bonds when it awoke. Lastly, they borrowed leather belts from several of their dead soldiers to clamp the creature’s head to the mast, tightening them around its broad forehead.  
 
    Finished, Annise studied the creature more closely. Its eyes were wide apart, leaving a grizzled white forehead and the bridge of its flat nose between them. Its ears were large and quite curved, occasionally twitching while it slept. No hair grew on its face, nor its head. In fact, Annise couldn’t see the evidence of any hair on its body at all. The ridged humps on its back were hidden behind it right now, but Annise could still remember how hard they felt as she carried it.  
 
    Tarin said, “Annise.” He tried to wrap an arm around her. 
 
    She shrugged him off. “Not now, Tarin.” 
 
    “It’s secure. We are safe now. This can wait.” 
 
    “No, it can’t. Fetch me a bucket of water.” 
 
    “Annise…” 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Tarin didn’t look angry at being commanded like one of her common subjects. Only sad, which, for some reason she couldn’t quite explain, made her blood boil. This time, however, he didn’t object.  
 
    She stared at the creature, half-expecting its eyes to flash open, half-wanting them to. She could picture herself digging them out of their sockets with a knife. The image did nothing to comfort her.  
 
    She took a deep breath, fighting back tears.  
 
    Tarin returned with the bucket. “Dump it on its head.” 
 
    “Annise…” 
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    He did, the water cascading off the creature’s bald, ridged scalp. It snorted, stirred, but didn’t awaken.  
 
    “Get another.” 
 
    Tarin knew better than to argue this time.  
 
    It took six buckets of water before the creature finally awoke, its eyelids rising slowly, lazily. Annise’s hand instinctively went to a knife sheathed in her belt.  
 
    The creature’s dark eyes darted to her hand, then back to her face. She could see the intelligence behind them. Perhaps the creature was more animal than human, but it was no fool. It recognized the danger it was in.  
 
    That is good. I can use that. 
 
    “Do you speak the common tongue?” she asked. 
 
    It growled, revealing its pointed teeth, straining against the leather straps. It tried to curl its fingers over to test the ropes, releasing a shriek when it realized its claws were gone.  
 
    Annise stepped forward, grabbed it by the chin. Squeezed. Brought her other hand up, clutching the knife, the tip a breath from its eye. “Do. You. Speak. The common. Tongue? Answer me!” 
 
    Tarin knew better than to intervene, though he hovered close by.  
 
    The creature’s pink tongue flashed out, as if tasting the air. Its nose twitched, sniffed. “Human. Sweet blood. All we can drink, he says.” Its voice was more melodious than Annise had expected, not the guttural shrieks she’d heard in battle. It drew the words out slowly, carefully.  
 
    She gripped its chin harder. “Who are you?” 
 
    It stared at her, unblinking. “Horde.” 
 
    “That is your name?” 
 
    “Not mine. Us. We? We are one. We are Horde.” 
 
    Frozen hell. Annise wondered if the ones they’d left in Crimea could sense what their comrade was going through. If they could see through his eyes.  
 
    “What is your purpose?” 
 
    Air whistled between its lips, through its throat. It reminded her of the laugh of a dying man. “Purpose? Destroy. Devour. Swarm. End.” 
 
    She remembered the ruined, silent buildings of Moray, a once proud city laid low. Had they done the same to the rest of the Crimean cities? The capital, Rockland. Was that even possible?  
 
    A thought occurred to her. “Where are all the ships? The harbor was empty.” 
 
    Its eyes seemed to grow bigger at the question, twinkling slightly. “Others sail across big waters. They learn to use floating wood. Must move on. Must destroy. We stay behind to wait for others to come. Others like you.” 
 
    Annise swiveled her head and her eyes met Tarin’s. She could see the fear in his, felt the fear in her own. Oh gods. Did he mean… 
 
    “The Horde is going to attack the Four Kingdoms next?” 
 
    Another flick of its tongue. “Devour, yes. We are The End of All Things.” 
 
    The hairs on the back of her neck pricked up. She tried to remember the world history lessons she’d been forced to endure growing up. She’d never heard of the Horde, but perhaps it had been known by a different name. Something gnawed at her. A week spent learning about disparate groups of barbarians located north of Crimea. Hairless, yes, they were hairless. Humanoid, but animalistic, with claws and fangs. The Crimeans had tried on numerous occasions to wipe them from the face of the earth, but they would always go to ground, hiding in the mountains, repopulating within their tribes. Annise recalled what her tutor had said about their social structure, how infighting and tribal disputes kept them disorganized, despite the fact that their population was estimated to be tens of thousands. “But if they ever manage to unify,” her tutor had said, “gods help us all.” 
 
    In her history books, they were known by a name coined by one of the Crimean kings somewhere along the way. “The Lesser,” Annise murmured. 
 
    At the name, the creature spat in her face and tried to bite her hand. She recoiled, using her wet sleeve to wipe away the spittle, fighting the revulsion that welled from deep within her stomach. Tarin stepped forward, and she sensed his action, his need to protect, to defend, before the blow came. “Wait,” she said.  
 
    He stopped, his jaw tight, his eyes fury. She knew the monster was whispering to him now, sending strength to his body, preparing him for what would surely be a death blow, even if he didn’t intend it to be. Saw the indecision on his face. “Tarin. It’s me. Annise. Wait. Please.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “As you command, my queen.” 
 
    At the title, the creature bucked against its bindings once more. “Who are you?” it asked.  
 
    Annise’s stare bore into it. “Queen Annise Gäric, First of Her Name, Ruler of the North. And your executioner.” 
 
    “Gäric,” the creature said, its singsong voice dropping to a whisper. “Purpose. Vengeance. Kill me if you must, but you will die either way. He comes for you.” 
 
    Annise’s eyes narrowed. She’d received enough threats in the last year to start a collection. “Who?” 
 
    “Our leader.” 
 
    Something clicked into place. The disparate tribes. There was only one way to unite those with such a history of hating each other. A common leader, a shared purpose. She felt like she was on the verge of discovery, the puzzle of her life missing exactly one piece.  
 
    “Who is your leader?” 
 
    The creature’s lips formed into something resembling a banshee grin. “The Lost Son. Kklar-Ggra. In your tongue, Son-Gäric.” 
 
    Annise turned at a voice. “Frozen gods of the north,” Zelda said. “My brother. Helmuth is alive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanes 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    She awoke to bumps, groaning as her head pounded in time to each jolt beneath her.  
 
    Rhea attempted to lift a hand to her temple, but couldn’t manage it, her chains rattling.  
 
    “Thank Wrath,” a voice said. Her cousin, Gaia, hovered over her, brow knitted together.  
 
    The chains felt like coils of fire against her skin. Though the air was open above her, she felt like she was in a small room, the walls and ceiling pressing in. She breathed deeply and counted to ten, trying to regain control. 
 
    “Where are we?” she asked. 
 
    “On a horse-drawn cart. They’re taking us somewhere. The next city over. Ah, Hemptown, right?” 
 
    Rhea nodded, immediately regretting it as fresh spikes of pain lanced through her skull. She tried to blink away the cobwebs. He’d hit her, the Phanecian general. But before that, he’d learned of the impending attack. And he’d told her about their commander, some newcomer. Which was strange in and of itself, since Phanecians weren’t known to warm up to outsiders, and they certainly wouldn’t promote one to a position of power.  
 
    But they did, or so the general claims. Which meant this “newcomer” wielded some kind of power of his own. Or they were desperate. Maybe both.  
 
    “Awake I see,” a voice called.  
 
    Speak of the demon spawn. 
 
    “No thanks to you,” Rhea said, trying to keep the quiver out of her voice. It was hard; she felt extraordinarily weak. “I shall see to it that you are killed slowly when my army arrives.” 
 
    The general, who was atop the same behemoth stallion as before, laughed. “Your army will not attack. Not now that we have you. Which begs the question: Why did you make such easy prey of yourself?” 
 
    Inwardly, she winced. She’d been waiting for this very question. “I was looking for someone important to me.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed further. “Who?” 
 
    “My cousin. Ennis Loren. He went south. He passed through the Gates. He was seen being…captured.” 
 
    The general licked his lips. “Which Gate?” 
 
    “Hemptown.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re in luck. We are heading there now. Won’t be long. The border cities are less than a day’s hard ride from each other. You can inquire about this Ennis fellow when we arrive.” 
 
    “Why are we going to Hemptown?” she asked, though she already suspected the answer. 
 
    “Our new leader is there. You said you wanted to meet him, no? He is the one who is going to help us take back our empire from the slave-lovers, and then…” 
 
    He left the rest unfinished, riding off, leaving nothing behind but silence and a cloud of dust.  
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    Hemptown was a much larger city than Sousa. The sandstone buildings were just as squat, but they sprawled out as far as the eye could see in each direction. Children ran through the streets. Leather-clad soldiers marched. Women carried baskets on their heads. Other females moved like water in clusters, performing a strange, but beautiful, dance.  
 
    They passed a training area, where soldiers practiced flips and spins, slashing at straw-filled dummies with blades strapped to their wrists and ankles. Other soldiers held strange metal rods attached to wooden triangles. They jammed the wood against their shoulders and looked down the rods toward where archery targets were propped on wooden stilts.  
 
    A deafening roar burst from the rods a split-second after fire jumped from their tips.  
 
    What sorcery is this? Rhea thought, her eyes flicking to where the targets were now in shambles, chunks blasted from them as if they’d been struck by lightning, or hail.  
 
    “Cousin,” Gaia said. “What…” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She’d heard of something called fireroot that grew in the south, but as far as she knew it needed to be ground up, bundled, and then lit to create an explosion. And the fire on the tips of the rods didn’t explain the damage to the targets. Something had been…shot…from the rods. They’re cylinders, she realized. If ground fireroot was packed into the barrels, followed by a projectile—a stone or chunk of metal—the powder could be exploded, sending the projectile through the shoot.  
 
    The resulting weapon would be at least as powerful as a bow, if not more.  
 
    She chewed on this new information, watching as the soldiers fired off another volley, decimating what was left of the targets. The practice yard vanished behind them.  
 
    Just ahead was a large dusty square. All around the edges were merchant carts and stands, the crowd thick as buyers shouted out offers and handed over coin. It’s chaos, Rhea thought, so unlike the orderly markets in the west that she might be rolling across the surface of the moon. More like the sun, she mused, considering the heat, which felt like it was cooking her from the inside out.  
 
    The throng parted for the general and his men, staring at Rhea and Gaia as they passed.  
 
    Abruptly, the horse pulling them drew left, slaloming between tents before pulling into a large covered area full of horse stalls, most of which housed a variety of massive Phanecian stallions. In the shade, the temperature seemed to drop by a quarter. Once all the horses were inside, a metal gate was closed.  
 
    “Carry them,” the general ordered.  
 
    Rhea said, “I have legs,” but her protest was ignored as two large men grabbed each of them from the cart, hauling them under an arm like they were rolled up rugs requiring delivery.  
 
    Rhea didn’t fight it; there was no point. I am at their mercy for now. But if they give me an opening… 
 
    Could she be that other version of herself again? The cruel, calculating killer who never lost control of her situation? Did she even want to be? 
 
    To find Ennis and protect Gaia… 
 
    Yes. 
 
    They were carried through a doorway and along a narrow corridor, the stench of animals fading with each step. A quick turn to the right sent blood rushing through Rhea’s skull and she felt as if she might pass out. She bit her lip and tried to fight off the dizziness. With a rush of cooler air, they entered a much larger room with a low wood-squared ceiling. Rhea craned her neck to take in her surroundings. The space was devoid of furniture or wall-hangings. Empty save for a single mat laid in the center. On the mat sat a black-cloaked figure, facing away. His head was bald, shining orange under the light, which was provided by a series of torches set into a cast-iron chandelier hanging above him.  
 
    Rhea’s heart skipped a beat. There was something about him…something she couldn’t quite figure because she couldn’t see his face. 
 
    The room spun as she was placed back on her feet and shoved forward. Gaia was held back. “Go on,” the general said. “Meet our leader. It’s what you wanted, right?” 
 
    Something felt off about this whole situation, but there was nothing she could do it about it now—not shackled and guarded by soldiers. She stepped forward. “My name is Queen Rhea Loren,” she said. “My army is not far behind. They will attack the Gates in less than a day. Unless I stop them.” 
 
    The cloaked figure didn’t move.  
 
    Was he deaf? Or in a trance, unaware of her presence? 
 
    She stepped closer still, peering at the strange orange light glowing on his scalp. It looked unnatural, though she knew it must be a trick of the torchlight.  
 
    She raised her voice. “Did you hear me? I am Queen Loren, and I’ve come to negotiate the release of my cousin, Ennis Loren. If you agree to it, I will turn my army around and leave your borders immediately.” 
 
    The man shifted, finding his feet more quickly than she would’ve thought possible. He turned slowly, and she sucked in a breath, surprised to find a much younger face attached to the muscular body and bald head. “Queen Loren,” he said. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance.” He bowed slightly and Rhea’s heart pounded as she saw the truth of the orange light. It formed a perfect circle on his scalp, split into ten equal portions by arrows. Six of the segments were filled with red. Blood, she realized.  
 
    And before he spoke again, she knew who he was, the memory of the worst night of her life returning in a flash of images. Bodies piling up. The floors slick with blood. The walls spattered with gore. Her father turning, his throat split open in a crimson smile, his head toppling from his shoulders.  
 
    “I am Bane,” he said. “You could say I knew your father.” 
 
    Blood rushed to Rhea’s head, the room spun, and she collapsed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Third Interlude 
 
    The Crimean Sea 
 
    THE HORDE 
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    The Horde was growing restless. Kklar-Ggra couldn’t blame them—he felt it too. The endless days at sea, surrounded by an ocean devoid of enemies. Thus far, the winds had been against them, their sails hanging limp or else blowing in the entirely wrong direction. If not for the certainty that the gods had died long ago, he might wonder if they were against him. 
 
    Food and water were in short supply.  
 
    Even the murder of crows that had foolishly followed them over the sea had given in to madness. They fought for scraps on the deck, pecking at each other’s eyes and throats. Though they were not natural sea hunters, several attempted to pluck fish from the dark waters. One by one, they drowned.  
 
    The Horde was no better. 
 
    Though Kklar-Ggra had conquered the hearts of them years earlier, he could sense the subtle changes in their minds. Like the crows, they were squabbling more, fighting over the little food that was left. Several had killed each other already, and more would die if he didn’t set the tone now. One didn’t easily defy its nature, and these creatures had been fighting within disparate tribal factions for centuries; reverting to such tendencies was natural for them. 
 
    It had been months since he’d unleashed his power, but it was time.  
 
    A shred of fear crossed with a twinge of anticipation as he pulled his shirt over his head to reveal a muscular torso and chest marked with dozens of scars. The longest ran from nipple to navel, and was the result of that first meeting with the Horde, where he’d almost died. He’d worn it like a badge of honor ever since.  
 
    I was such a green fool back then, he thought, running a finger over it. I couldn’t even harness or control my own power. I should’ve died.  
 
    But he’d survived. Learned. And as for his power?  
 
    He let it flow forth like a black tide, watching as the pale surface of his left breast came alive, displaying three black drops, two small and one large. Blood. Not his. Never his.  
 
    The Horde watched warily, their powerful bodies backing away. Trying to hide, their fear evident in their wide, dark eyes.  
 
    Let them fear me. Then they shall not fear their enemies.  
 
    He stalked forward, feeling the power running along his skin, an electricity that made him feel more alive than the day he’d left Castle Hill to seek his fate. 
 
    He felt the shadow of darkness waft from him, a fog that clouded the minds of his enemies and his allies alike. In the throes of battle, his Horde would feed off it, using it against their foes. But now…now they shrank away from him, howling in fear. 
 
    It was despair they felt. He was despair. But not only… 
 
    He rushed forward and they fled to either side. One was slightly too slow and he grabbed the male’s ankle. He didn’t hang on—didn’t need to hang on. Just the barest brush of his fingers against flesh and his power shot into his victim. The creature’s scream was the fairest melody to his ears.  
 
    Pain. That was the power of his mark. A touch to cause excruciating pain. He could transfer the power through any weapon, too. His preference was a dual-bladed axe. 
 
    The male was still howling, his fingers scrabbling over his body, searching for an injury that wasn’t there; no, the pain was inside him. Eventually, it would burn itself out, leaving him unharmed.  
 
    Son-Gäric moved on, charging along the perimeter of the ship, wondering whether any of the Horde would throw themselves overboard to avoid his touch. He slapped his palm against another, then another, leaving them curled on the decks, their screams as bright and hot as an inferno.  
 
    When they were all cowed, he stood at the ship’s helm, gazing upon the rest of the fleet, hundreds of ships moving like shadows against the blue-gray sky. The rest of the Horde would be feeling the despair by now, would be hearing the screams of pain. And they would learn. No more infighting. Unification was the only way to move forward. 
 
    As Helmuth Gäric stood like a god, he raised his hand in the air, making a fist.  
 
    Roars followed, cries of battle and defiance. Slowly, one by one, the warriors on his ship stood, panting.  
 
    And then they roared too.  
 
    Crows fell from the sky, one by one at first, and then in droves, plunging into the water, their necks breaking as they slammed onto the decks of the ships, driven mad by Helmuth’s power. Soon the sky was clear, the ever-present darkness gone.  
 
    It shall return, he knew. 
 
    Abruptly, the winds changed, filling the sails. Pulling them eastward toward their bloody destiny. The Horde dove on the birds, tearing into them with their teeth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART IV 
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    The evil inside us matches only the evil beside us, 
 
    To pray, to betray, skies darken to gray, 
 
    While our shadows hold knives and our dreams consume lives, 
 
    Our wounds no longer bleed, filled with ash and our own reckless deeds. 
 
    Japarti, famous Calypsian poet  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, Hemptown 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    I am the Kings’ Bane, he thought as he watched Rhea Loren sleep.  
 
    He remembered when he’d killed her warmongering father.  
 
    In sleep, she looked so peaceful, so harmless, the edges of her scar glistening in the torchlight.  
 
    And yet it was she who had summoned the monster Wrathos. She who had brought an army to the Southron Gates. Like the other rulers, she would need to die before this was all over. 
 
    Bane had once believed that fulfilling the prophecy was a simple endeavor—kill eight warmongering rulers and there would be peace. 
 
    Not anymore. No, he’d killed half a dozen rulers already; he’d felt as pieces of his eight-portioned deathmark filled with blood; and then his mark had grown, two more portions added. When he’d tried to befriend Chavos, the plaguemarked beggar, he’d been betrayed. When he’d gone in good faith to Roan Loren, the Peacemaker, offering him knowledge, Roan had been horrified.  
 
    Rut them all, Bane thought now. The only hope for the Four Kingdoms rested on his shoulders. Not as the murderer of kings—the Kings’ Bane—but as the god that he was, he who would rule the continent as high king. They would be resistant at first, but he would cow them with force and death and fear. He would make them be peaceful. Any who defied him would die.  
 
    A fortnight ago, Bane had thought long and hard about where to start, where to build his army. His original home in the north was decimated—he would find no strength there. The west feared him, aye, but they also had the furia and an unhealthy obsession with their god, Wrath. No, he would need to crush them, not join them. The east held possibility, but his last trip there had been fraught with frustration, leaving a sour taste in his mouth.  
 
    Which meant his path lay in the south. Calypso had suffered a great defeat at the hands of the easterners, losing all but one of their dragons, the guanero wiped out. There were even rumors that Raven Sandes had lost the throne to her aunt, Viper.  
 
    That left Phanes. At first, Bane thought it madness. Join the empire that had brought slavery to the Four Kingdoms? The empire once ruled by Vin Hoza, the slavemarked? The empire that loved war almost as much as it loved precious things?  
 
    But the more he thought about it, the more he knew it was perfect. A slave rebellion was brewing in Phanea. Three of the four Hozas were dead. The Phanecians were leaderless, desperate, but still proud. When he came to them, they were skeptical. At first. Several masters of phen ru even tried to kill him. Their bodies had been burned on the second day. The rest decided to follow him, thousands of warriors trained in the art of death. He would use them to crush his enemies, and then he would turn the tables on them, too. By the time they realized his plans, it would be too late.  
 
    High King Gäric, he thought. It had a nice ring to it. He was tired of being Bane, a name hissed like a curse in the dark. He was tired of being alone and hated. When he was king, he would be surrounded by people he paid to carry out his will, to keep the peace.  
 
    These lands can be wonderful again.  
 
    It was that thought that drove him. He would be the perfect king, fair but strong, idealistic but realistic. Not vengeful like the Ironclads or pious like the Lorens or vain like the Hozas or overly proud like the Sandes or—he thought of his own family, who he’d never really known, but knew well enough to know he was better off not knowing them—or cold and heartless like the Gärics.  
 
    Something squirmed inside him. Sometimes, when he was thinking of the glorious future, he forgot about the plague that Chavos had transferred to him just before he’d died. Sometimes he tried to convince himself that it couldn’t hurt him.  
 
    But though his deathmark seemed to slow the progress of the plague, it couldn’t stave it off completely. No, he felt it worming its way through him, weakening his body and mind. 
 
    In moments like this, he was afraid.  
 
    I don’t want to die. 
 
    A tear dripped from his chin. He dashed it away with a finger, having not even realized he was crying.  
 
    I won’t die. I can’t. I will never die. I am too important. 
 
    Rhea stirred, drawing him from his thoughts. This woman, he thought. She is the key to breaking the back of the west, bringing them to their knees.  
 
    Her pink lips were tight, like a string pulled into a taut line. What are you dreaming of? The edge of her mouth twitched. Are you remembering when they cut you? Are you remembering the moment your father died?  
 
    In a way, Bane felt sorry for her. But not enough to spare her. The words of the Western Oracle formed in his mind’s eye. There are those who must die in order for there to be peace. It was that part of the prophecy that Roan Loren would never understand.  
 
    Rhea’s eyes fluttered open. The image of moth’s wings came to mind. At first, they seemed to have trouble focusing, but then their stare grew sharper, before widening.  
 
    She sat up quickly, her arms pushing back as she tried to scrabble away, slamming into the wall.  
 
    Bane said, “I’m not going to hurt you.” Yet. 
 
    Rhea seemed to shrink into herself, like a crab hiding in its shell. Seeing her like this, it was hard to believe the rumors about how she’d defeated the entire northern armada in the Bay of Bounty. “Where is my companion? Where is Gaia?” 
 
    “Your cousin? She is safe. You need not fear for her. I do not kill frivolously.” 
 
    Her jaw tightened. She doesn’t believe me. “What do you want?” she said. 
 
    “To talk.” 
 
    “You killed my father.” 
 
    There was no point denying it. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He sighed. Why did no one seem to understand what it took to achieve peace? “He was waging a war with the west. And the north. And occasionally the south.” 
 
    She seemed to chew on this for a few moments. “He had a good heart,” she finally said.  
 
    “He was a cruel tyrant!” Bane shouted, losing control.  
 
    The fear left her as she jutted out her jaw. “You are one to talk. Murderer.” 
 
    Ah. There you are, Rhea, Bane thought, regaining control of his emotions. “I could say the same of you. It is said you executed your own cousin, Ennis.” 
 
    She tried to control her expression, but he saw the subtle change. “I faked it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She licked her lips, and he could sense her next question before she asked it. “Do you have him?” 
 
    He laughed. So predictable. “Why do you care? You banished him from the west. He told us everything.” 
 
    Her teeth ground together, her nose twitching. Oh yes. How quickly the docile lamb turns into a wildcat. “I want to see him.” 
 
    Bane pretended to consider the request. “I might be able to arrange that. But you have to do something for me too.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Bane stood, looming over her. He could see her muscles tighten. He could see the way she prepared herself. If he attacked her now, she wouldn’t go peacefully. She would fight to the death. It would be her death, yes, but it would not be easy. “When the time comes to stop your armies from attacking mine, you must do so without question.” 
 
    “I will.” The answer came too quickly, though she spoke it with sincerity. She is lying.  
 
    Bane pretended not to notice. “Good. Come with me and I’ll take you to your cousin.” 
 
    He extended a hand, waiting patiently as she looked at it, hesitated, but then took it, her hand warm in his.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, Hemptown 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Rhea had faced her fears before, and she’d conquered.  
 
    I will again, she thought as she walked beside Bane. She could still feel the coolness of his palm as he’d helped her up. She’d wanted to squeeze as hard as she could, until his fingers broke one at a time. She hadn’t, releasing his hand the moment she was on her feet.  
 
    Now her heart beat faster in anticipation. Was this a trick or did Bane really have Ennis? She wasn’t certain which was better.  
 
    Along the streets, the leather-clad soldiers stopped their training to eye her with barely concealed anger. They know who I am. The word must’ve spread about her capture. Many of them carried the strange weapons she’d seen earlier, the long metal tubes attached to wooden grips that seemed to use fireroot powder to send projectiles at their enemies. Such weapons in the hands of an army led by Bane… 
 
    “My army is well-equipped,” Bane said. “We will begin our march on Phanea soon. I must quell the slave rebellion.” 
 
    “What about the allied east-west army approaching the Gates?” 
 
    “They can wait. After all, I have three Lorens now. Surely they won’t risk a direct attack on Hemptown.” 
 
    You don’t know my cousin, Sai, Rhea thought. “What will you do to the slave army?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Bane said, “so long as they don’t resist.” 
 
    “And if they do?” 
 
    He slammed his fist into his palm. “Crush them.” 
 
    Wrath help us all. 
 
    No, she thought, chiding herself for her foolishness. Wrath helps those who help themselves, and I shall not go quietly. She knew Bane had recognized her lie earlier, but he hadn’t called her on it. Why? she wondered now. He likes having control. He wants to feel like he has the upper hand. Perhaps they weren’t as different as she thought. She vanquished the thought. We are as different as dark from light. 
 
    They entered a building with bars over the glassless windows. Oh Ennis. Have I found you at last? 
 
    Several guards lined the entrance, their eyes flitting to her as she passed. She ignored them, focused ahead. A wide corridor ran straight and narrow, lined with metal doors on either side. Voices emerged from some of them, whispery susurrations that sent shivers down her spine. Bane stopped at one of the doors and motioned for a guard to open it. The guard produced a key, turned it in the lock, and swung the door open wide. 
 
    Rhea froze as two sets of eyes looked out at her. One was Gaia, her face still smudged with dirt, her cheeks tearstained. The other made her look like a pampered princess. 
 
    His face was so dark with grit and grime he appeared to have bathed in it. His blond, wavy hair was longer now, curling around his ears and the nape of his neck. His usual stubbly beard was a thick bird’s nest, streaked with gray.  
 
    But what was the most different was his expression, his eyes. He looked at her with indifference, like she was an uninteresting gray painting on a gray wall lit by the muted light of an overcast sun.  
 
    He used to look at me like I was the sun, the stars, the moons. 
 
    No, Rhea had never shared the sort of love her older cousin felt for her, but she did love him. Her heart broke seeing him like this, a mere shade of the proud, honorable man he’d been not two months ago. 
 
    “Send her away,” Ennis growled.  
 
    Bane said, “As you wish.” 
 
    The guard started to close the door and Rhea leapt forward, trying to hold it open. “Please. Ennis. I’m sorry. I was a fool. I was—” 
 
    The door slammed with a clang that reverberated along the corridor. 
 
    Rhea pounded on it. She’d come so far, had sacrificed so much, she needed to reason with him, to explain, to tell him that she’d changed, or was trying to. 
 
    But had she? The thought stopped her cold. Just a moment ago she’d been plotting how to kill Bane, the ways she wanted to torture him. He deserves much worse, she reasoned.  
 
    And there it was, the slippery slope that had made her the person she was today. One could justify anything if they really wanted to.  
 
    I am not worthy of Ennis’s love.  
 
    As she walked away from his cell, she made a decision: 
 
    I will become worthy. Her child kicked in response.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, Hemptown 
 
    Ennis Loren 
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    “I understand that you’re angry,” his sister said.  
 
    “You bet your arse I’m angry,” Ennis said. He hadn’t been angry with Rhea for banishing him from the west—no, he was long past caring about that. But bringing his sister here? Risking her life? It was unforgivable. 
 
    “It was my choice,” Gaia insisted, but Ennis didn’t believe that for a second. Maybe Gaia believed it was her choice, but Ennis had spent enough time with Rhea to know her abilities as a master manipulator.  
 
    “Rhea is not a good person,” he said, hating the way, even now, he filtered his words to shed the best possible light on his cousin. He shook his head. No more. “She is evil.” The truth. He felt lighter already.  
 
    Gaia sighed. “Maybe. Or maybe she was. But she’s changed, or is trying to. She’s trying to help you.” 
 
    “No one can help me. Nor you. We are lost. It’s a wonder Bane hasn’t killed us already.” 
 
    Gaia seemed to shiver at that. “Is he truly the Kings’ Bane? The one who killed Uncle?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ennis had been there that night, when a nightmare had become reality. Unlike many of the others, who had fled the castle amidst death and screams, he had not. He’d pursued the demon, slipping on blood-slick floors and dodging the corpses Bane left in his wake. He’d failed to catch him. 
 
    Aye. The start of a long list of my failures.  
 
    He’d never told anyone about that night, and he wasn’t about to now. 
 
    “Wrath,” Gaia whispered.  
 
    “I’m going to get you out of here,” Ennis said. “I won’t allow Rhea to claim another of my kin.” 
 
    A series of loud booms obliterated Gaia’s response. 


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Red Rocks 
 
    Jai Jiroux 
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    Jai Jiroux hated how the young soldiers watched him with their stoic expressions. Waiting for him to speak. To command.  
 
    On his heel, his justicemark pulsed. You are doing what you must do to save them all, it seemed to say. And though he knew that was the truth, how many of them would have to die to free Phanes from oppression?  
 
    The force of five-hundred—he’d left the other ninety-five hundred soldiers to protect Phanea—was nestled amongst the Red Rocks, directly in line with the war city of Hemptown, where most of the enemy activity seemed to be in motion. More soldiers arrived each day, from both the east and west. Gathering. Preparing. Occasionally they heard loud muted explosions. 
 
    “What is that?” Jai asked aloud.  
 
    “Fireroot powder,” Shanti said from the opposite side of the large rock behind which they hid. She glanced at him, her coppery brow furrowed. She wore her form-fitting leather armor, the outfit that made Jai’s heart flutter. She tapped the several pouches strapped to her belt, each of which was filled to bursting with the highly flammable powder ground from fireroot. “Small charges, not more than a pinch.” She reached up, her finger absently brushing the latest black tear tattooed on her cheek. The one for her mother, Jai thought. 
 
    “What use is that?” The question came from Sonika Vaid, the leader of the rebel group known as the Black Tears. She was Phanecian, her eyes as narrow as scythes, her hair long and dark, but had long abhorred the slave-driven culture of her people, eventually forming her own rebel faction. If not for her help, the rebellion would not have gone nearly as smoothly as it had thus far. All but one of the mines had been liberated, the slaves brought to the capital city of Phanea. The lone holdout was Kirev, a topaz and quartz mine that was protected by thirteen mine masters. The issue was that the masters had used fireroot powder to cave-in the entrances, sealing themselves and the slaves inside. They wouldn’t suffocate—each mine had plenty of air holes drilled—but soon their food supply would run out, even if the naturally occurring water source sustained their thirst.  
 
    As soon as Jai returned to Phanea, he vowed to lead a force to Kirev to free the slaves.  
 
    He realized Shanti was answering Sonika’s question. “…small explosions, if thrown precisely enough, might cause a flesh wound or blindness. But I don’t see the purpose on a larger scale. Perhaps they’re just experimenting.” 
 
    Jai frowned. Shanti was an expert on fireroot. It made him uncomfortable that she didn’t have a certain answer.  
 
    Sonika said, “The first bastard I capture is going to eat one.” 
 
    Jai said, “Sonika.” 
 
    “What? You think I’m going to show mercy now? I already agreed that we can’t just kill all the previous slave owners—although it would make things easier”—she raised an eyebrow pointedly—“but that doesn’t mean I’m going to hold back against trained soldiers out to kill us.” 
 
    “You were talking about torture.” 
 
    “I was talking about victory.” 
 
    Jai sighed. He knew many others shared her mentality. Why show mercy to those who had tortured and controlled the Terans, Dreadnoughters, and others for so many years? Because I must believe people can change their thinking. Because I must believe I was given this mark for a reason other than controlling a ten-thousand strong slave army. 
 
    Shanti said, “There’s movement in the city.” 
 
    Her tone made it clear she wasn’t talking about normal movement, training and relocations and supply chariots. Jai turned away from his argument with Sonika to watch. Sure enough, a hundred odd soldiers on horseback had broken away from the city and were riding hard for the Red Rocks.  
 
    “They know we’re here,” Sonika said.  
 
    Jai squinted against the bright noonday sunlight. From a distance, it looked like she was right, but as he followed their angle of approach… “No. They’re making for the canyons.” Not a mile along the edge of the rocklands was a wide gap, before the red spires of rocks continued.  
 
    The Bloody Canyons, he thought. It was said the rocks were once white, but after half a dozen bloody battles had been fought between their flanks, they were now stained with death. 
 
    It wasn’t true, but that didn’t change the fact that death seemed to permeate the very air hanging around the area. 
 
    Any army that made it through the Bloody Canyons would be able to ride unhindered all the way to Phanea.  
 
    “We can’t let them pass,” Jai said. 
 
    “No, we cannot,” Sonika said with a harsh grin, already turning away to gather her Tears.  
 
    Jai glanced at Shanti, and she nodded once in his direction. You know what you must do, and it’s all right, the gesture seemed to say. He nodded back, and then turned to where the five-hundred soldiers stood at attention amongst the rocks, all eyes trained on him. 
 
    His justicemark pulsed softly, telling him this was right. Necessary.  
 
    “March on the canyons,” he said. “Kill any Phanecians who refuse to lay down their arms.” 
 
    There was no hesitation, no questioning of orders, no shuffling or hemming and hawing. Only action. Even along the uneven, twisting paths of the rocklands, the army marched in perfect formation, their blades attached to their wrists and ankles. They were trained masters of phen ru, all of them. A force of five-hundred would wipe out a company of one-hundred, regardless of the horses they rode.  
 
    Jai fell in amongst them, Shanti by his side.  
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    Something felt off as Jai watched the Phanecians approach. The riders stopped abruptly at the entrance to the canyons. There was no order to their formation, a ragged spread of soldiers meant to confuse and disorient their enemy.  
 
    But that wasn’t what was bothering him.  
 
    “What are those?” he asked aloud.  
 
    “I’ve never seen such weapons,” Sonika said.  
 
    Shanti shook her head in agreement.  
 
    The soldiers held long implements, one end—almost certainly metal—gleaming in the sunlight, and the other end dull and brown. Wood, Jai thought.  
 
    One of the soldiers wheeled his horse around to face the others, raising his arm and lifting the strange object. He shouted something and the rest of the riders turned their steeds to face the same direction. They pointed the tips of their weapons toward— 
 
    Us, Jai thought.  
 
    He glanced about him to verify that his soldiers were still well-hidden. They were. And yet, it couldn’t be a coincidence… 
 
    There was an odd sound and a gasp, and then a distant crack, like a small thunderclap.  
 
    Nearby, a body fell, rolling from behind the rock where the young soldier had been partially hidden. Blood soaked through the leather panel strapped across his chest. His lips moved without sound, blood bubbling over them. His eyes stared at Jai for a moment before life left them.  
 
    What the Void? 
 
    “Jai?” Shanti said, staring at the body. “What the Void just happened?” 
 
    Those weapons… 
 
    “Retreat!” he shouted. More small thunderclaps filled the air, which seemed to whine around them. Chunks of rocks broke loose, falling on their shoulders like hail as they fled. Another of the young soldiers fell and Jai almost trampled him underfoot. He stumbled, trying to haul the soldier to his feet—because surely he just tripped—only to find half his head missing.  
 
    Horrified, he released the body, which slumped to the ground, and kept running. His legs felt weak, his stomach filled with bile. More soldiers fell, spots of blood appearing as if by sorcery. One of the Tears fell, a strong Dreadnoughter, and both Jai and Shanti had to haul Sonika away from the body as she tried to carry it on her shoulders.  
 
    Finally, after what felt like an eternity but was only a matter of several moments, the last of the cracks faded. The sound of retreating horse hooves filled the void, and then silence. A lone vulzure wheeled overhead. Then another. 
 
    Soon there were dozens.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Seven 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Falcon Hoza 
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    When he heard footsteps in the corridor, Falcon shoved the book under his pillow and closed his eyes, lying perfectly still.  
 
    The bedsores were becoming painful, but he ignored them. The alternative—getting up—was far worse.  
 
    The jade hemlock his brother, Fang, had used to poison him had worn off a few days earlier, but he hadn’t told anyone, pretending to still be paralyzed. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t fake it forever; that was a problem for another day. 
 
    He squinted, watching as the door opened and a man entered. He was a Teran, and used to be one of the palace slaves. Now, a free man, he continued to toil like nothing had changed. Of course, he was paid for his work, and could quit at any time, but still, it seemed odd.  
 
    We are what we know, Falcon thought, wondering whether he could be someone different now. For years, he’d pretended to be a cruel and heartless Hoza, powdering his face and sewing jewels into his scalp and where his eyebrows used to be.  
 
    Now I’m a damn coward, he thought, focusing on not moving as the man moved about him, removing his blankets, changing his soiled cloth, neatly folding a new blanket over him. He did it all with the practiced precision of a slave.  
 
    He left, and Falcon released the breath he’d been holding. He reached under his pillow to retrieve the book, but frantically shoved it back under and slumped down when the door began to open once more. Before he could see who’d entered, he jammed his eyes closed. 
 
    A close call, he thought, his heart hammering. If they find out I can move… 
 
    What? What did they expect him to do? He was no miracle worker—wasn’t even an emperor anymore, at least not in his own mind. I am nothing. 
 
    “I know you’re awake,” her voice said, and he instantly felt several degrees warmer.  
 
    He opened his eyes, painting on a casual smile.  
 
    Shanti looked at him with those bright blue eyes that rivalled the color of the sky on a clear, sunny day. She’s taken, he reminded himself. That doesn’t mean she can’t be my friend. In truth, he looked forward to her daily visits more than he’d ever enjoyed anything before. She would read to him, making every word, every phrase, every sentence, seem like…more…than they might’ve been spoken by someone else. She’d been gone for almost a week on a scouting expedition with Jai and the Black Tears, and as each day passed he felt more and more like a ghost, fading away into obscurity. 
 
    She didn’t return his smile, which was unusual. His own smile fell away. “What happened?” he asked.  
 
    Shanti’s eyes never left his. “How is your recovery coming?” 
 
    She knows, he thought, even as he chided himself for being paranoid. He forced frustration into his voice. “I thought I felt feeling returning a day ago. The tip of my finger quivered. But I still can’t move it. Maybe tomorrow.” Maybe never. 
 
    She nodded, and he realized she’d cleverly changed the subject, forcing it back to him. “Tell me,” he said. “What did you see beyond the Bloody Canyons?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” The words came out sharply, a tone she’d used on him many times…before. Before his world had been turned upside down; before the sun had failed to rise and fall; before his brothers had died and the slaves had revolted and he’d decided to stay in this bed until the day he died.  
 
    “I…I don’t know,” he replied lamely, hating the weakness in his own voice. 
 
    “Not good enough.” She reached over to a tray resting on a table. It held a collection of fruit—guava, pineapple, apples, bananas, purple jumas. He rarely ate any of it, and yet they continued to bring it every day.  
 
    Shanti grasped a green apple, shining it on her leather chest plate, which still held the dust of a long journey. Did she come here first thing after returning to Phanea? he wondered. As he was considering the question, she threw the apple at his face.  
 
    Instincts took over and he raised a hand, catching the apple an inch before it smacked him in the nose. He froze.  
 
    Shanti glared at him.  
 
    “I—how did you know?” 
 
    “Wrong question.” 
 
    Silence descended. And then Shanti turned and strode for the door, whipping it open angrily.  
 
    “Shanti, wait,” Falcon said. “I can explain.” 
 
    She stopped but didn’t look at him. “The Phanecian armies have a new weapon, long metal tubes stuffed with fireroot powder. They shoot these…” She held up a small metal ball between thumb and forefinger. She still didn’t look at him. “They killed a dozen of our soldiers before we even knew what was happening. Then they retreated. Why would they do that?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “Think!” She whirled on him, her blue eyes darkening.  
 
    “I—a warning,” he said. “They are trying to scare us into surrendering.” 
 
    Her expression softened slightly as she nodded. “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    She started to turn away again. “Wait,” he said. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To prepare our defenses. When we don’t surrender, the Phanecians will come.” She tossed him the metal ball and he caught it with the opposite hand. He felt strange holding it alongside the apple. “You should come too.” 
 
    And then she was gone, slipping out the door and closing it quietly behind her.  
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    Falcon lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling. For the first time in his life, he knew he had a choice. He could get his book out and read all day, all night, escaping between the pages like he always used to. No one would force him to get up. 
 
    But Shanti would be disappointed in him, and that he could not bear.  
 
    If you cannot do it for yourself, do it for her. 
 
    Somehow, that felt worse, but it was enough to make him sit up. He stretched, yawned, and kicked his legs over the side of the bed. The movement caused the bedsores to chafe, sending fire through his body. He groaned and considered lying down again.  
 
    I am still emperor, he thought. Or so Jai and Shanti say. I could call for someone to come and rub oils on my skin, wrap me in cool bandages… 
 
    “And then I could bathe in a pool of diamonds,” he said, thinking of how his father had lived, how Falcon had felt nothing when he’d learned of his father’s death.  
 
    He didn’t want to be like that.  
 
    Painfully, he pushed to his feet, holding the sheets around him in case someone walked in. His legs felt numb and weak, and for a moment he just stood in place, swaying slightly from side to side. Gingerly, he took a step. Then another. When his right foot shuffled forward his knee buckled and he started to fall. One of his arms dropped to the bed to steady himself and he lost his grip on the sheet, which tumbled to his feet.  
 
    Oh gods, he thought, rushing to the door, falling once, trying to get back to his feet as the room spun—is the doorknob turning?  
 
    He crawled forward, shoving his feet against the door just as it started to open. “Look, Falcon, I’m sorry—” Shanti’s voice said, stopping when the door moved no further than a crack. “Falcon?” 
 
    His cheeks were flushed, his naked skin pressed against the cool tile floor he used to sleep on. “I’m out of bed. I’m coming. Eventually.” 
 
    “Are you all right? You sound…strange. I can call for someone to help you dress.” 
 
    She thinks me an invalid, he thought, just as quickly reminding himself that that’s exactly what he’d been for the last few weeks—perhaps his entire life.  
 
    “No, I can do it. Tell the others I will join you soon.” 
 
    She hesitated, but then said, “I will. We are in the council room.” She closed the door and Falcon hurried to lock it. Now what? Clothes. 
 
    He pushed to his feet, his legs feeling slightly stronger now though every movement was painful. Approaching his dresser, he reached for one of the drawers but froze when he caught his reflection in the mirror. He looked like a…a shadow, dark circles under his eyes, his long, dark hair falling over his face. He took a deep breath, ignoring the stranger watching him, and then began to dress.  
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    The walk to the council room felt longer than he remembered.  
 
    Along the way, he passed several slaves—no, employees—of the palace, who nodded to him deferentially. Three of them were soldiers, their eyes scraping past him without really seeing him. It really felt like nothing had changed, which felt wrong.  
 
    The door to the chamber was open.  
 
    Two of the Black Tears guarded it, but didn’t move to stop him as he passed. He tried to stand a little taller by straightening his back and legs as he entered, blinking back tears as the inferno of pain swarmed across his skin.  
 
    A heated conversation was in progress amongst the room’s five occupants—Jai Jiroux, Sonika Vaid, a leather-garbed soldier, a Teran woman Falcon didn’t recognize, and Shanti, who immediately cut off all talk with a raised hand when she noticed him.  
 
    No one sat in the plush throne Falcon had always hated.  
 
    Jai Jiroux said, “Emperor. It’s good to see you back on your feet.” 
 
    He nodded. “Thank y—” 
 
    “What are you wearing?” Shanti interrupted, her gaze travelling down to his feet and then back up.  
 
    He grimaced. I must be mad. At first he’d donned a silken shirt, jeweled vest, and fine trousers. But when he’d looked at himself in the mirror, he’d seen a fool. Worse, the same fool he’d been before he met Shanti. He didn’t want to be that man anymore—never again. 
 
    “Battle leathers,” he said, forcing command into his voice, like he’d practiced so often. “This is a rebellion, no?” 
 
    Shanti said, “Yes. But you are in no condition to fight.” 
 
    “But I will be. I won’t allow others to fight for me. That was my father’s way.” The words felt false leaving his mouth. You cannot be something you are not. You were born a Hoza and that is how you will die. 
 
    If Jai noticed his self-doubt, he didn’t show it. “And that is why you need to remain emperor,” he said. “Show the people another way.” 
 
    It was an impossible dream, Falcon knew, but he didn’t say it. This was their rebellion, and he would help however he could. “Shanti told me what happened near Hemptown. She told me about the new weapon.” He held up the metal ball.  
 
    Jai nodded. “Propelled by fireroot powder, a miniature explosion.” 
 
    “Can we replicate it?” 
 
    Shanti said, “Given time, yes. But we don’t have time. As soon as the Phanecians realize we aren’t going to surrender, they will attack. They could hit Phanea in less than a week.” 
 
    “Stop calling them ‘the Phanecians’,” Falcon said. Shanti frowned, but he went on. “You want to unite the slavers to our cause, correct? Then we must recognize that we live in Phanes, all of us. Regardless of where we were born, or where we came from…we are all Phanecians. Call them the enemy, if you must have a title for them.” 
 
    “Good,” Jai said. “I agree.” 
 
    The Falcon he’d left back in the room would’ve flushed at the subtle compliment. But here, in this room, he was Emperor Hoza.  
 
    Sonika Vaid, her dark eyes filled with intensity. “We can call them whatever we want, it won’t change the fact that they have us beat if they bring those…fire weapons.” 
 
    Falcon spoke up again. “Not if we have allies. Long have my mother and sisters desired to end slavery in Phanes. My mother has passed into the Void, as has Fire, but Raven now rules Calyp. I will send her a stream, requesting aid. Her guanero are a mighty fighting force. And she might even be able to bring dragons. I don’t care what new weapons the enemy has, it will be nothing against—” 
 
    “Falcon,” Shanti said, stopping him cold in that way that only she had ever been able to. 
 
    He looked at her, then at Jai and Sonika, who were all staring at him. “What?” 
 
    Shanti said, “Much has happened over the last fortnight, and not just in Phanes.” She told him about the attack by the Calypsians on Ferria, the great victory the easterners had won. How it was uncertain as to Raven’s and Whisper’s whereabouts. 
 
    “Then who is ruling Calyp?” Falcon asked. 
 
    “Your aunt.” 
 
    Windy? No, his eccentric scholar aunt didn’t have the will or desire to sit the dragon throne. “Viper.” 
 
    Jai nodded.  
 
    Falcon tried to ignore the despair he felt at knowing both of his living sisters were missing. Though his brothers had never gotten along with the trio of Sandes’ sisters, Falcon had never held anything against them, though they were an enigma to him at times. “Viper despises slavery as much as all the Sandes do,” he said. “She will help us.” 
 
    Shanti looked less certain, but she said, “Send an official stream to Viper, telling her what has transpired.” 
 
    Falcon nodded, glad to be of help. “What about the enemy?” 
 
    Sonika stepped forward. Her face was as cold as ice. Truth be told, the Black Tears’ leader scared him a little. “If they get through the Bloody Canyons, a force of a hundred-thousand won’t be able to stop them, not with those fire weapons.” 
 
    “If we face them in the canyons,” Jai said, “we will be as trapped as they. It will be a massacre. Thousands will die on both sides.” 
 
    “Better than a rout in the desert,” Sonika fired back.  
 
    So this, Falcon thought, is the argument I interrupted. 
 
    “Stop,” Shanti said. “You both have made your positions clear. I am also in favor of the canyons. What say you, Zor?” 
 
    The soldier stiffened. Falcon really looked at him for the first time, chastising himself for slipping back into old habits so easily. His red skin gave away his Teran descent, as did his round blue eyes and coppery hair. To call him a man was being generous, for he was as young as a new day’s dawn. Still, he was here for a reason. To represent the army. A general, then. Falcon remembered his own generals, grizzled old veterans with their lust for battle and fierce opinions they liked to wield like blades.  
 
    Unlike Falcon’s old generals, the Teran soldier was soft-spoken, his words more like a promise than anything else. “The soldiers will go where he wills us to.” His eyes were trained on Jai Jiroux, leaving no doubt as to who he meant.  
 
    Jai looked uncomfortable. “I am not your master,” he said. “You have free will now. Do you feel our chances of success are greater in the canyons or in the desert?” 
 
    The soldier, Zor, said, “You carry the mark of justice. It shall be borne on our backs wherever you choose.” 
 
    Jai shook his head, clearly frustrated. “What about you, Marella?” 
 
    All heads turned toward the other Teran woman, and she seemed to shrink into herself, blushing fiercely. “I—I don’t know why I’m here.” 
 
    Jai took her hand in both of his. “Your own people chose you to represent the mine workers, whose numbers exceed even those of the trained army.” 
 
    The woman seemed to take strength from Jai, and Falcon detected a closeness between them, like they were old friends. Garadia, he thought. When he was the master there… Of course, he would’ve been familiar with the slaves, developed friendships. He’d helped liberate them twice, after all. “There is talk of returning to Teragon.” 
 
    It didn’t surprise Falcon. Why would the Terans stay here? They were brought against their will, enslaved, and forced to endure great hardships. Returning to their true home made sense.  
 
    Sonika muttered something indecipherable, turning away when Jai warned her off with a pointed look. “They have that choice now,” Jai said. “The empire will provide ships and supplies as needed. Is it a majority?” 
 
    “I haven’t put it to a vote yet,” Marella said. “But I believe it to be an even split.” Falcon appreciated the way the woman spoke. Clear, concise, a quiet divide between facts and opinions.  
 
    “Which side do you land on?” Jai asked. 
 
    She met his gaze. “My children were born in Phanes. In a mine, yes, where they could not see the sun or the moons or the stars. For many years, they never felt rain on their faces or smelled the scent of fresh flowers in spring. And yet…this is their home. This is my home. We all have the chance to change this empire, to make it a place worth living in. I will stay. My family will stay.” 
 
    Jai nodded, like he’d known what her answer would be before he’d asked the question. “Good. We are honored to have you on the council. Now, we have two votes for fighting in the desert, two for the canyons. What say you?”  
 
    Marella seemed to seriously consider the question, pursing her lips. “The canyons,” she said. “I don’t want to bring war to our doorstep. And my people are not afraid to die for a cause they believe in.” 
 
    Falcon caught Jai’s slight grimace. He is afraid for the liberated slaves. He wishes they would all go back to Teragon and avoid bloodshed altogether. He blames himself. 
 
    “The last vote goes to the emperor,” Shanti said. He met her eyes. “Will you push us back into a tie or cast the deciding vote?” 
 
    It wasn’t even a question. Phanea had always been protected from its enemies by two things: the Southron Gates and the Bloody Canyons. The Gates were shattered—his sister had given her life to ensure that. But the canyons remained, a bloody throat that had been the end of several powerful armies over the years.  
 
    “The canyons,” he said. “And I will lead the army into battle.” 
 
    The five others in the room exchanged furtive glances, before eventually settling back on Shanti. “What?” Falcon asked, wondering what they weren’t saying. 
 
    Shanti said, “Falcon—Emperor Hoza—we would prefer if you stay here.” 
 
    They don’t trust me, he thought. I am a Hoza; no matter what I do, they can never fully trust me. “Why? I can fight. I won’t be like my father. I reject that.” 
 
    Shanti shook her head. “No, it’s not that. We have another task for you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    More furtive glances. “The previous slave owners…unite them to our cause. Change their way of thinking.” There was something else she wasn’t saying, he could sense it lying in wait.  
 
    Sonika shook her head in frustration. “If the rest of you cowards won’t say it, I will. If they don’t fight for us, they will be executed. We can’t imprison them all. There are far too many.” 
 
    Falcon closed his eyes. Opened them. Felt the burn of his sores on his skin, the weight of his leather armor on his shoulders. He would do this thing, but he knew his people better than most. There was only one way to accomplish what they asked.  
 
    And it would involve blood.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Eight 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Jai Jiroux 
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    Jai watched the army from the corner of his eye. They were in the heart of Phanea in the palace courtyard, a wide area surrounded by beautifully carved marble railings and white-stone staircases leading to other parts of the complex. On two sides the canyon walls loomed overhead, pocked with vestibules carved into the stone. Homes. Once inhabited by slave owners, now filled with ex-slaves. Broad stone steps provided access to the upper levels, which had housed the wealthiest Phanecians.  
 
    Jai saw General Zor striding amongst the soldiers, correcting positions and improving techniques. Though he was several years younger than Jai, Zor was the oldest and most experienced of the soldiers; thus, he was named general.  
 
    And yet at every turn he reverted to following Jai’s every command. 
 
    Can I blame him for that? Jai thought. After all, it was he who had used the power of his mark on these soldiers, persuading them to fight for him rather than the masters that had trained them. They’d lived their entire lives under the command of another—it could take years for them to learn to make decisions for themselves. 
 
    The memory of what had happened near the Bloody Canyons was as bright in Jai’s mind as a lit candle. The soldiers had retreated as ordered, their comrades falling as they were hit by metal projectiles. Later, after the Phanecians had ridden away toward Hemptown, they’d gone back to retrieve the bodies. The soldiers hadn’t wept for their friends, their comrades. No, they’d simply gone about their business, hefting the corpses onto their shoulders and carrying them to where they were placed on makeshift gurneys to be hauled back to Phanea.  
 
    Do they feel no emotions? Is it possible to save them from a life of following orders? 
 
    Not if I continue to control them, Jai thought. Forcing them to fight the Phanecians felt almost as bad as forcing them to slave away in the mines. Almost.  
 
    Sometimes the difference felt as narrow as the width of a needle. 
 
    Jai turned his attention back to where Marella’s children, Jig and Viola, were playing nearby. Well, Jig was playing, practicing his sword work with the stiff branch of a tree, while Viola braided her long coppery hair, occasionally batting her eyelashes at Jai. Most of the Teran women had gone back to their traditions of wearing their hair short now that they could, but some of the younger girls were of a different mind. Viola, as strong-willed as ever, was one of them.  
 
    Jig swept his sword at an invisible enemy, parried once, and then danced back, flashing a grin at Jai.  
 
    Jai’s eyes roved to where Marella stood, watching, her stare as distant as the sun that had slipped behind the tall canyon walls. He moved over to her side.  
 
    She didn’t seem to notice him or her children, lost in the memory of some faraway place. 
 
    “Teragon,” he said, and her head jerked toward him.  
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Sorry. I was thinking. Yes, Teragon weighs heavy on my mind.” 
 
    “You want to go back.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I don’t know. It’s been so long…too much time has passed.” 
 
    Jai considered her words. “You’re afraid it won’t feel like home anymore.” 
 
    “Yes. And my children were born here. I meant what I said before. This is our home. But I can’t stop the others from leaving.” 
 
    “No, you cannot. And I meant what I said about the empire providing ships and supplies. This country will no longer hold its people captive.” 
 
    Marella watched her son, her daughter. “That is good.” Her eyes flitted to where the army continued to train. “Beautiful,” she murmured. 
 
    Jai followed her gaze. It was beautiful, the way they moved as a collective unit, like a single organism. Their phen ru kicks were precise, their flips perfection. It wasn’t the same as the beauty of the graceful dance of phen sur, but it wasn’t far off either.  
 
    His attention was dragged away from the soldiers when a shadowy form moved so quickly down one of the staircases she was like a bird in flight, dive-bombing an unsuspecting prey.  
 
    Sonika jogged up, her strides powerful, the taut muscles of her bare arms shining in the waning light. “We have to talk,” she said.  
 
    Jai sighed. There were so many personalities to contend with in this new world, Sonika not the least of them by a longshot. “About?” 
 
    “The slave owners.” 
 
    “Prior slave owners, you mean?” 
 
    “Not in their minds. They continue to make demands. They continue to ask for their ‘rightful property’ to be returned to them. They don’t only mean their homes or their precious things. They mean slaves.” 
 
    This was going to be the most difficult task of all, even harder than defeating the Phanecian forces to the north. Changing stubborn peoples’ minds was like fighting a war against an invincible opponent. “That is Falcon’s responsibility.” 
 
    “Emperor Falcon?” She didn’t try to hide the mocking tone in her voice. “He is part of the problem, Jai. So long as there is a Hoza in power, the Phanecians will cling to their old ways of thinking.” 
 
    “Do you agree, Marella?” As usual, the Teran woman seemed surprised to be asked her opinion.  
 
    “That depends on…Falcon,” she said slowly.  
 
    “I was skeptical of him once, too,” Jai said. “But he showed his true mind when he fought his brothers.” 
 
    “His competition,” Sonika scoffed. “He was only protecting his stranglehold on the empire.” 
 
    “They almost killed him. Shanti trusts him.” 
 
    “Shanti is generally a good judge of character,” Sonika conceded. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be wary. At the first sign of a political maneuver by Falcon, we need to end him like his brothers.” 
 
    Though he hated to admit it, Jai knew she was right. He’d trusted blindly before, and it had almost gotten his people killed. “Agreed,” he said. 
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    Walking the palace halls had become a nightly ritual for Jai. All the lavish rooms were now occupied by families of refugees, so Jai didn’t open any doors, but he did poke around in the various nooks and crannies beneath staircases and around corners.  
 
    With each night that passed, he became more and more certain that he’d imagined his mother a fortnight ago. Or perhaps had seen another woman who reminded him of her. If the latter, he was determined to find that woman so he could close off that part of his heart once more. 
 
    He was just finishing a large, winding loop, when he almost collided with Shanti as she rounded the corner. “Where have you been?” she said, her breaths coming in great heaves, as if she’d been running for some time. 
 
    “Walking? Why? What has happened?” 
 
    “It’s Sonika,” she said 
 
    She didn’t need to say anything else. Jai bolted down the corridor, heading for where the Phanecians were being held.  
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    Sonika’s commanding tone met him even before he turned the corner to the large holding area. “We need to start making examples of the most outspoken,” she said. She was flanked by the Black Tears, most of whom were nodding in agreement.  
 
    “They won’t respond to that,” another voice said. Falcon. Next to the group of rebels, he looked like an island smashed from all sides by an ocean of waves. “I know how they think.” 
 
    “Because you’re one of them.” 
 
    Beyond Sonika and Falcon was a huge room filled with people. Hundreds. Phanecians, all of them. Some were sitting, while others milled around. A large group had congregated against the wall of iron bars, shouting.  
 
    “Emperor Hoza,” one said. “Release us! We have done nothing wrong.” 
 
    Falcon turned to them, gesturing for them to quiet down.  
 
    Just as Shanti reached his side, Jai said, “What is going on?”  
 
    Sonika glared at them. “The esteemed emperor Hoza is promising his people that everything will go back to the way it was.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said,” Falcon retorted.  
 
    “Close enough.” Sonika stepped forward. “Jai, this is madness. I know these…people”—she said the word like a curse—“too. I grew up in Phanea. People like these murdered my mother, my father, tried to kill me and my brother. Just because we didn’t think like them. They will never change. Not without an example being made. Maybe not even then.” 
 
    Jai said, “You agreed to give Emperor Falcon time.” 
 
    “He’s had enough time.” Though Jai was loath to admit it, he understood her impatience. She’d been fighting for years for the slaves’ freedom. Now that it was here, squashing any threats was tempting indeed. But that doesn’t make it right. At least, not without giving them a chance to change, to join a new society with new laws.  
 
    “You are a member of a council. None of us, not even the emperor, have absolute power. Not anymore. Before major decisions are made, you must consult. We have to vote.” 
 
    Sonika’s narrow eyes were steel. With a wave of her hand, she gestured her Tears to follow her as she stalked away, shouldering Falcon as she passed.  
 
    Shanti said, “She’ll come around.” Jai wasn’t so certain, but he kept his mouth shut.  
 
    Falcon said, “I should’ve stayed in bed.” 
 
    The Phanecian prisoners were shouting again. Falcon faced them once more. “Silence!” he said, his voice echoing. The murmurs faded away. “I am your emperor and you must trust me. But I am also the emperor for all who live within the bounds of Phanes.” 
 
    “Even slave filth?” someone asked. Jai’s fists clenched at his sides. Shanti started to step forward, but Jai held her back, watching what Falcon would do.  
 
    He scanned the crowd, trying to locate who had spoken, but the coward had faded away. Falcon lowered his voice, and yet it seemed even more powerful than before. “Whomever has that mindset will remain imprisoned for the rest of their days.” 
 
    “You filthy traitor,” another voice said.  
 
    “I am no traitor. I am a Phanecian. My father ruined this land and its people. I can’t save it alone. I need your help. Stand with me and our way of life can continue. It will be different than before. You will have to work harder, or compensate those who work for you. But you can still enjoy all the fruits Phanes has to offer.” 
 
    “Thief!” 
 
    “Traitor!” 
 
    “You’re no emperor of mine!” 
 
    “We will never bow to you!” 
 
    The shouts grew in intensity, blending into each other until they were a collective roar of anger. Falcon turned away, looking slightly shaken, before he composed his expression once more. Without looking at Jai or Shanti, he swept past them and out of the room.  
 
    “That went well,” Shanti said.  
 
    “At least no one got killed.” 
 
    “Want to go blow something up?” Shanti asked. 
 
    Strangely, it was the best idea Jai had heard all day. “Absolutely.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Nine 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Burning Sea 
 
    Grey Arris 
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    Grey barely noticed he only had one hand anymore. For one, his existing hand and arm were strong enough for two, long weeks spent scrubbing decks and winching ropes and hoisting anchors strengthening muscles he didn’t even know he had. For another, he quite liked his blade-hand, though he had to be vigilant not to stab anyone he didn’t intend to. 
 
    And the rolling sea that had once turned his stomach into the fiercest enemy he’d ever faced? The ocean had become his ally, his coconspirator, his confidante, his friend.  
 
    Standing at the railing, the salt spray on his face, his dark curls blasted by a brutal wind, Grey felt alive.  
 
    I’m a pirate, he thought. Even though he’d lived through them, he could scarcely believe the series of mad events that had brought him to this point, from losing his hand, to pursuing the furia after they abducted his sister, Shae, to freeing her and facing the undead horse men on the Dead Isles, and, finally, to meeting the pirate king, Erric Clawborn and helping his pirates fight off the sea vampires known as the Drahma. 
 
    The same pirate king who bore a marking like his sister’s, the opposite half of her golden key. A key that could kill all the fatemarked, including Bane, at the expense of their own lives. But that wasn’t the only use. No, if they used their power in the proximity of others who were marked, it would strengthen them.  
 
    Which was why they were bound for Phanes, where the Terans had long been enslaved and oppressed. King Erric, though a pirate by trade, had targeted the Phanecian ships for many years, taking from the wealthy and giving to those in need, like the few poor Terans who remained in the motherland. He wasn’t what Grey had expected of a pirate; then again, Erric Clawborn was the first pirate he’d ever had the pleasure of meeting.  
 
    And now I’m one too. 
 
    Nearby, Captain Smithers spun the wheel, fighting against a mighty wave that threatened to capsize them. He roared with laughter, as though almost drowning would make for a splendid day.  
 
    Grey shook his head. He hadn’t known the rugged man long enough to truly understand him, but despite everything that’d happened between them—the good, the bad, and the downright horrifying—he respected him.  
 
    The ship—which Smithers had immediately renamed The Jewel II—was a gift from Erric, manned by those of Smither’s men who had survived Pirate’s Peril along with several other experienced pirates. She was a beauty, half again as big as The Jewel had been, with sleek curving lines and white canvas sails that made it the fastest ship in the fleet.  
 
    The fleet, Grey thought, staring out as the other dozen or so ships scattered across the flanks of the riotous ocean. The largest was The Pirate Queen, Erric’s own ship, a monstrous vessel painted black with black sails strung from giant twin masts. The ship was so large it barely seemed to notice the roiling waves as they smashed into its hull. A long scrape ran down one side. We all bear scars, Grey thought. Even the ships.  
 
    Shae had chosen to make the voyage on Erric’s ship. For the first time in Grey’s life, he’d let her make her own decision, though it still stung. Then again, his sister wasn’t a little girl anymore. No, the events that had almost killed her had matured her too. Strengthened her. She was strong, perhaps stronger than him.  
 
    The sun was dipping precariously toward the horizon. “We’ll make anchor soon,” a voice said from behind. 
 
    Grey smiled and turned, automatically opening his arms to receive Kyla as she fell into them. The captain’s daughter felt warm against him. She was lightning to his thunder, fire to his ice, and had shown her mettle on countless occasions since he’d met her, not the least of which was when she’d buried her lost babe at sea.  
 
    And yet something felt off at times, like they’d been thrust together by forces they might never understand. Don’t fight a good thing, Grey thought, pulling her tighter against his chest. To do so is foolishness, something Grease Jolly would do. 
 
    He could’ve held her all night, no words necessary, but the captain’s cry of “Make anchor!” eventually forced them apart. Their hands danced together as they crossed the deck and threw themselves into their work, other seamen scurrying around them, dropping the anchor into the water, tying off the sails, dragging out benches and preparing the evening meal. Mead flowed, warming hearts and bellies. Songs were sung, some bawdy, others filled with emotions as countless as the stars that now spotted the darkening night sky.  
 
    Grey said little, laughed often, and soaked it all in.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kyla finally asked. Her rich, brown eyes reflected starlight, her soft brown skin radiant under the glow of the torchlight. She’d been quiet too, seemingly content to be near him, to share this night that was as familiar as many of the others. 
 
    And, of course, she could read him like a book. How does she do that? “I’m just tired,” he said.  
 
    “Liar. Don’t make me hurt you.” 
 
    A few weeks ago, he would’ve thought such a statement naught but a jape, but now…now he held his hands up defensively. “I wasn’t lying, I swear it. But I have been thinking about Shae a lot.” And you. 
 
    “She’s safe with Erric.” 
 
    “I know. What I mean is that I don’t know what will happen when we reach Phanes. I don’t know if I’ll be able to protect her the way I used to. She’s become…a stranger to me in a lot of ways.” 
 
    Kyla pressed closer, and Grey couldn’t help but to relish the comfort she always brought him, nor the fact that he knew the feeling was mutual. “This isn’t all on you. Must I remind you?” 
 
    Damn. I’m doing it again. That thing he always did when things began to spiral out of control. He loved to take the entire world and all its problems and set them on his shoulders until his back bent and his legs buckled. “You’re right. Sorry. Old habits and all that.” 
 
    “It’s fine. That’s what I’m here for.” She tilted his chin toward her, her fingers running along the stubble of his jawline. Her lips found his and she kissed him deeply.  
 
    “Get a room,” someone shouted, causing laughter to ripple across the merry band of pirates.  
 
    “No,” Captain Smithers said. His cheeks were flushed from too much drink as he pointed his walking stick in Grey’s direction. “Don’t you dare, son. This is my ship and that is my daughter.” 
 
    Grey smiled. “Don’t you worry, old man. I was just leaving.” 
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    “Do you want some company?” Kyla asked as Grey swung a leg over to board the rowboat.  
 
    Grey felt bad saying no, but he needed to talk to his sister and Erric alone. “Maybe next time,” he said. “Sleep well. See you in the morning.” 
 
    Kyla nodded, but he could see she was disappointed. She leaned forward and kissed his cheek softly. “If you need to talk when you return, you can wake me.” 
 
    Gods, this woman is too good for me by half, he thought. “Thank you.” He cupped her cheek briefly, and then clambered down the metal ladder to the small boat, which had already been lowered to the water.  
 
    Kyla watched him the entire time he oared backwards, pushing hard up the face of the biggest waves to ensure he didn’t capsize. The Pirate Queen was anchored nearby, and when he reached it, the crew dropped ropes, which he threaded through the iron fittings on each end. He used his wrist to pin the rope against the side while tying it off and tightening it with a combination of his hand and teeth.  
 
    With a jerk, they lifted him and the boat from the water.  
 
    Shae was waiting for him on deck, King Erric Clawborn just behind her. “Hello, Grey,” she said.  
 
    “Sister. King,” he said. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “About what?” The question came from Erric, who stepped forward to stand by Shae’s side. Seeing them like that, like a matched pair, instantly made Grey uncomfortable. Not because he was suspicious of Erric’s intentions, but because it used to be him by his sister’s side.  
 
    “What will happen when we reach Phanes. What exactly you saw when you…uh…” Bonded? Connected? Every potential word made him more uneasy than the last.  
 
    “We saw a dozen possible futures,” Shae said.  
 
    Grey frowned. “But how do you know which one will come to pass?” 
 
    “We don’t.” This time it was Erric who responded. “The future depends on us. Not only, but the other fatemarked, too. And some who do not bear markings.” 
 
    Like me? Grey wondered. For so much of this journey he’d felt as if he was fate’s plaything, swept along on currents out of his control. But that wasn’t true, was it? He’d made choices. Some good, some terrible. I control my own future. “What will we do when we reach Phanes? How will we know where to go?” He’d finally stopped pretending that Shae’s voice didn’t matter. Though she’d become somewhat of an enigma to him, he thought perhaps he was beginning to understand her more. 
 
    Shae smiled. “Much has happened on this voyage,” she said. Once Grey would’ve thought the statement frustratingly cryptic, but now he understood. Though the voyage itself had been uneventful, this life, this world, was bigger than any of them.  
 
    “You’ve seen something,” he said. “Together.” 
 
    Erric nodded. “The sands of fate are shifting once more. Coalescing. We are part of it, a cog in a much larger wheel we are only just beginning to understand.” 
 
    “What wheel?” 
 
    Shae shook her head. “We don’t know, only that it’s centered in Phanes. At least, for now. It is ever-shifting, ever-changing, depending on the decisions we make.” 
 
    Grey’s head was throbbing. Visions and fates and wheels…these things weren’t reality. At least not in the world he was accustomed to. Then again, he had to admit he’d blocked out his own sister’s mark of power for a long time. As if pretending something wasn’t there caused it to disappear, he thought. A childish notion. He knew he needed to stop being a child and face the truth head on. His sister was born with a marking. He didn’t know how or why, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was what they did now.  
 
    Before he could say anything, however, Shae’s brows furrowed and she said, “Do you feel that?” 
 
    She wasn’t speaking to Grey, her small face inclined toward Erric. “Yes,” he said. “Take my hand.” 
 
    Shae reached out and grasped the pirate’s hand, their fingers knitting together. Shards of light burst between their fingers as their separate halves of a key was joined. Their bodies began to shake, their eyes rolling back in their heads.  
 
    Grey hated this, hated feeling helpless and inadequate and…an outsider looking in on a life he’d once been a part of. He had the urge to rip their hands apart, to shove Erric back, to take his sister away to a place where he could keep her safe from herself and pirates and sea vampires and wars and some fate that seemed utterly out of their control.  
 
    The old Grey would’ve. He watched, his jaw set, his teeth clenched, his hands knotted into fists.  
 
    And then it was over, his sister gasping but maintaining her feet, Erric tumbling backwards, his chest heaving.  
 
    “Wrath is angry,” Shae said, her eyes wild at first, but then focusing, meeting Grey’s.  
 
    “Wrath is always angry,” Grey muttered. “What did you see?” 
 
    “She’s lost control of it,” Shae said. “If she ever had control to begin with.” 
 
    “Who has lost control? And of what?” 
 
    “Rhea,” Shae said, and Grey’s head throbbed harder. “It comes. It comes for us.” 
 
    Something bumped the bottom of the ship, hard enough to cause the deck to shift under Grey’s feet, nearly throwing him over the railing. He steadied himself with a hand. “What comes? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Wrathos,” Shae said. 
 
    The night was shattered in two.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty 
 
    The Southern Empire, Hemptown 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Rhea awoke to darkness, her heart trying to pound its way out of her chest. 
 
    She breathed rapidly, trying to determine what had awoken her. The night was quiet, relatively cool compared to the fiery heat of the day. A nightmare, she thought, trying to remember. The edges of the dream were fuzzy, the middle a complete blur. Something… 
 
    She’d been stuck in Hemptown for a while now, fed and sheltered but otherwise bored in her confinement. A week or so ago—the days were beginning to blend together, making it difficult to keep track of the passage of time—she’d been given a spyglass and made to watch as the Phanecian riders attacked a group of rebels hiding amongst the Red Rocks. She’d seen several of them die from the strange fireroot powder weapons, their bodies carried away by the others. Most of them bore red skin and coppery hair, marking them as Terans. Slaves, she’d thought. Or at least they used to be, before the uprising.  
 
    “Why did you make me watch this?” she’d asked Bane afterwards. 
 
    His dark eyes had never left hers. “To show you how thin the space between life and death is,” he’d said. 
 
    Rhea had wanted to growl back, “You think I don’t already know? I’ve lived in that space from the moment my father died!” but instead she’d clamped her mouth shut. Self-control, that was all she had left. 
 
    The memory faded as she blinked away the darkness. The slivers of the bars came into view, and that familiar feeling wriggled inside her, like she was drowning, the walls closing in, pressing against her, squeezing, always squeezing. 
 
    A memory was unleashed, the earliest she could remember: 
 
    Her vision was blurry, fat tears rolling down her cheeks, dripping from her chin, soaking her blanket. The wooden bars surrounded her, and she could feel them getting closer, trying to trap her and all she wanted was to break them and run free, escape the crib in which she’d awoken in terror.  
 
    She couldn’t breathe, her sobs coming in shaking gasps now, her hands clenching the bars and trying to break them, trying to escape, trying to— 
 
    A scream unloosed itself from her throat and she couldn’t see, couldn’t get past the wall of darkness and— 
 
    Then her mother was there, and her father, too, and they were holding her close and telling her it was going to be okay, making shushing sounds with their lips and she was no longer surrounded, no longer trapped. 
 
    “No,” she sobbed, pointing at the crib with a shaking finger. Her next breath came in a shuddering sob. “No,” she said again. “No crib.” 
 
    After that, they never made her sleep in that crib again.  
 
    The memory faded and she found herself pressed up against the bars, her hands gripping them so tightly her fingers were aching. She didn’t recall having moved.  
 
    Slowly, she released them, flexing her fingers. Took a deep breath, fighting back the tears, the fear. Remembered something her father had once said to her when she complained her room was too small, that the walls and ceiling were getting closer by the second: “You are a bird, Rhea. Nothing can trap you. Nothing can confine you. You are a free spirit.” 
 
    She wished she had someone to talk to. Twice she’d requested to see Gaia, but she’d been refused. Twice she’d asked to see Bane, but again, her requests were denied.  
 
    Why am I here, Wrath? What good am I to anyone locked in a cage? Worse, was her child meant to be born into confinement? A prince of nothing, she thought bitterly. Any determination she’d felt upon seeing Ennis was fading away. She’d been a fool to come here, a fool to think she held any power in this Wrathforsaken place. 
 
    I am no bird. I am a slug, ready to be squashed.  
 
    With a rush, the nightmare came back to her, the edges solidifying, the images crisp and clear. Slimy, barnacle-encrusted tentacles, writhing beneath the ocean’s surface. Hungry, so hungry. A beaked maw, one she’d seen as close as a hand held in front of her face. And that eye, as ancient and deep as the darkest reaches of the seafloor.  
 
    Wrathos had followed her south.  
 
    What have I done?


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-One 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Burning Sea 
 
    Grey Arris 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Where a moment earlier there had been nothing, now there were dozens of thick tentacles bursting through the deck, shredding timber and nail, punching holes in the floor.  
 
    Grey was thrown to the side as one slammed against his hip. Mountains of seawater churned over the sides of the enormous ship, which Grey had never seen take on water before. A whitecapped wave hit him in the mouth and he choked, trying to get his breath.  
 
    A monster! he tried to scream, but only a stream of water poured from his mouth.  
 
    His next thought was Shae! but that was quickly erased when the same tentacle that had knocked him over probed across the slick deck, reaching for his foot.  
 
    Pushing off with his knife and the heel of his hand, he scrabbled backwards and away, slamming into a barrel that had been toppled onto its side, rolling around the deck. Others spun and rolled around too, following the movement of the ship as it bucked and writhed in the monster’s grasp.  
 
    Grey fought to his feet, dodging another flying barrel, his head on a swivel as he tried to locate Shae. Just as he found her clutching onto Erric, who was soaked to the skin and trying to pick his way toward the galley, there was an ear-wrenching cracking sound. Grey looked up to see the main mast swaying back and forth, gripped by several tentacles. The massive sails were already torn and limp, barely hanging by a single unbroken rope.  
 
    Another crack and the mast snapped like a twig under a boot. It seemed to hover in midair for a moment, and then accelerated for the deck like a felled tree, right for— 
 
    “Shae!” Grey screamed, watching in horror as the path of the falling mast locked in on where his sister and the pirate king were running.  
 
    She looked up, her eyes meeting his. Perhaps she sensed the fear in his gaze, or else a sixth sense informed her of the danger. Whatever the case, she dove to the side, pulling Erric with her. The mast crunched to the deck, crushing a portion of the wooden railing as it snapped in half, one side taking several crewmen with it as it plunged over the side and into the ocean.  
 
    It missed her, it missed her, it missed— 
 
    Grey was snapped from his relief as a scream of agony lit up the dark night. Shae shouted, “Grey!” A cry from his sister was all it took to snap him back into action. He would move mountain and ocean to get to her. A tentacle slapped at him, but he dodged, slamming his knife-hand into the rubbery flesh, dragging it back out amidst a gush of greenish-yellow pus-like blood. The tentacle recoiled for a moment, and it was all the time Grey needed to race past, leaping a spinning barrel and sliding across the slippery deck to where Shae was on her knees, trying to lift the mast.  
 
    The thick wooden column pinned Erric’s leg to the deck.  
 
    The pirate king’s mouth was open in agony, his screams a strangled gurgle now.  
 
    “Help me!” Shae shouted, still trying to singlehandedly lift something that weighed a hundred times what she was capable of lifting. What either of them was capable of lifting, especially with Grey only having one hand to grip with.  
 
    His mind raced as he tried to come up with a solution. If they had time and axes and saws, they could hack away at the mast until it was small enough or light enough to roll off… 
 
    But they didn’t have time or tools. And they were still under attack by a creature more powerful than anything Grey had ever fathomed in his wildest nightmares.  
 
    There was only one choice.  
 
    “Give him something to bite down on,” he said.  
 
    Shae looked at him, her eyes empty, devoid of understanding.  
 
    “And hold him steady. Hurry!” 
 
    Something flashed across her eyes. Realization. “Grey, no,” she said.  
 
    He reached out and gripped her hand. “Do you trust me?” he asked.  
 
    Everything he’d been fighting for over the last few months seemed to fuse together into that single question, like the tip of a knife.  
 
    She nodded, gritting her teeth. She ripped the bottom of her dress, rapidly rolling it into a thick wad of cloth which she shoved into Erric’s mouth. He wasn’t screaming anymore, his chest rolling like the waves. Something in his expression said What are you doing? but there wasn’t time to explain. Shae seemed to understand that, too, as she made a shushing sound with her lips and pressed the weight of her body down on his arms, immobilizing him.  
 
    Grey ripped off his belt and tied it as tight as he could around Erric’s leg, above the knee. 
 
    He took a deep breath, blocking out the turmoil around him, trying to balance himself against the side of the mast as the ship swayed and heaved. He pressed his knife against the side of the pirate’s leg, just above the knee but beneath the makeshift tourniquet. The rest of Erric’s leg was hidden beneath the fallen mast. His trousers were shredded, exposing the skin.  
 
    In that instant, Grey recalled waking up without a hand, how it felt: the horror, the revulsion, the anger.  
 
    And then he began to cut.  
 
    He blocked out Erric’s scream as he sawed, focusing on the back and forth motion, ignoring the blood and the bile threatening to erupt from his throat and the splintering timber and an inhuman shriek that could only be the monster.  
 
    He just cut and cut and cut until his knife was slippery, his hand coated in gore, until he broke through to the other side and Erric’s body jerked free of the mast. 
 
    The pirate was no longer screaming, no longer fighting against Shae’s hold, his body as still as a corpse.  
 
    “We need fire,” Grey said. “Immediately.” 
 
    That’s when the greatest ship in the pirate fleet began to sink.  
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    They needed fire in a world of water. Degree by degree, the deck was tilting, the ship shattered in the center.  
 
    The best Grey could do to further stem the flow of blood was to remove his own trousers and use them to stuff the wound. Despite his efforts, the blood began to soak through immediately. The pirate was looking paler by the minute.  
 
    The only solace they could take was that the monster had moved on the moment the ship started sinking. Already they could hear the screams from whatever ship it had decided to attack next. Please don’t be the one Kyla is on. 
 
    “Grey,” Shae said. “We have to go.” 
 
    Grey nodded. “I’ll grab him under one arm. You get his leg. He’ll be…lighter…now.” She grimaced, but grasped his leg beneath the knee. Together, they scooped him up and awkwardly carried him toward the railing, which felt like an eternity away because of all the debris they had to wind their way around. The deck became steeper with each step, until they kept slipping and sliding, sometimes backwards, losing ground.  
 
    “We’re not going to make it!” Shae cried.  
 
    Grey didn’t know how to fail, not when it involved his sister. They could leave Erric behind—he was probably dead anyway—but Grey knew that to Shae that would be the same as her dying. Perhaps he could never fully understand her connection to the pirate king, but he would try. “We will,” he growled, his arm trembling under the weight, his muscles burning. “To the side.” 
 
    There were more shattered barrels and waterlogged heaps of canvas sails this way, but it was better than fighting gravity. They staggered, clambering over the flotsam, taking a calculated risk when they hurriedly ducked under a portion of the broken mast that was precariously propped aloft between the top deck and the railing.  
 
    And then the partially shattered railing stood before them, the slant so severe now that it was more vertical than horizontal.  
 
    Grey muscled Erric to the side and peered over, where the water roiled angrily, disturbed by the sinking ship. “We have to jump,” he called back. In the back of his mind, he remembered a similar leap of faith they’d taken together, back on the cliffs of the Dead Isles. So much had transpired since then. Then again, the last time they didn’t have the added responsibility of a pirate captain with an amputated leg.  
 
    Shae jutted out her jaw and nodded. Propping Erric’s leg up on the railing, she swung her legs over and counted down from three.  
 
    Then they jumped.  
 
    The slap of the water was less powerful than Grey expected, the tension broken by the sinking ship. On the other hand, the undertow was a force of its own, dragging at his ankles. He kicked hard, clinging to Erric, finally breaking the surface and managing to position the pirate captain’s head on his shoulder.  
 
    Shae was treading water across from him, but he could see the current threatening to suck her under.  
 
    “Swim!” he shouted. Every inch felt like a mile as they fought their way out of the current’s reach, turning back only to watch as the ship groaned, tipping fully vertical, and then plunged beneath the surface, vanishing, leaving behind only barrels, debris, and corpses as evidence that it had ever existed.  
 
    And a small boat, half-submerged but still afloat. Shae saw it, too, and together they kicked for it. Getting Erric over the side was a challenge, but finally Shae climbed aboard and pulled while Grey pushed from beneath. When they were all aboard, the boat rested even lower in the water. Shae began to scoop water out with her hands while Grey scanned the ocean.  
 
    Another ship was sinking, and he felt awful at the relief he felt when he determined it wasn’t The Jewel II. Good men and women were dying and he felt relieved. That was the world he lived in—that was all he had left.  
 
    Screams arose from another ship and he turned his head to find the monster wrapped around it, its pale barnacle-crusted body emerging from the water. Two of its tentacles had gotten hold of pirates, twisting them toward its beaked maw, which crunched down on them, severing their screams.  
 
    Hatred for this monster rose inside him. What right did it have to attack them like this? What right did the gods have for being so unmerciful?  
 
    Like he’d been shocked, he remembered something Shae had said, back before all hell had broken loose. Something about Rhea having lost control of something. And then that single word: Wrathos. 
 
    This is her doing. Somehow. Some way. Rhea had come back to haunt him again, sending a monster to find him. To punish him for leaving her. Twice.  
 
    And yet his anger faded, giving way to melancholy. It was what he deserved, the fate he’d earned. If only he hadn’t brought such an end to people he cared about, people he loved—Shae and Kyla and Captain Smithers, and, grudgingly, Erric Clawborn.  
 
    The third ship was sinking, the monster, Wrathos, disappearing beneath the waves once more. Maybe that’s the end of it. Maybe its bloodlust and Rhea’s desire for revenge has been sated. Maybe— 
 
    It burst from the water, tentacles flying, clamping around a fourth ship.  
 
    No, Grey thought, his heart sinking into his gut.  
 
    The Jewel II. 
 
    “Grab the other oar!” he screamed. Shae snatched it and, together, they began to paddle toward the monster.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Burning Sea 
 
    Grey Arris 
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    “Stay with him,” Grey said when they were close enough to the monster that he could count the individual barnacles crusted on its skin.  
 
    “Grey,” Shae said, and he turned toward her, ready for another argument. Instead, all she said was, “Be careful.” 
 
    He nodded grimly and then dove into the water.  
 
    He swam as hard as he could with only one arm, thrusting the water behind him and kicking nonstop. Before him, the ship was splintering. A body splashed nearby. A member of Smithers’ original crew. A man Grey knew. His dead eyes stared at him before disappearing beneath the dark water.  
 
    Grey was close now, and he started for the ladder, but then thought better of it. What was he going to do on deck against a monster? Maybe he would find Kyla and her father. Maybe he could help them get off the ship, to their small boat. Maybe the monster would finally leave them in peace. Maybe maybe maybe... 
 
    No, Grey thought. Like when he’d been forced to amputate Erric’s leg, there was only one true option, even if it was madness. 
 
    Saltwater on his lips, he altered his course, the pale rubbery flesh forming a wall before him. Here goes nothing, he thought. He stabbed his knife into the flesh and began to climb.  
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    Thrice tentacles had tried to sweep Grey from the monster’s back. The first time he’d dodged to the side, slamming his dagger into the flesh and swinging dangerously before finally digging his boot toes into its skin. The second time was a blind smack, missing him by inches. The third time he jumped. 
 
    The impact slapped the breath from his lungs, but he maintained enough awareness to cling to the tentacle with both feet and his hand, driving his knife into the appendage again and again as it drew him around the monster’s head, where—oh gods—its beak was open, a pit of darkness with no beginning and no end. Above it was that single eye, and he could feel its stare penetrating him to his core.  
 
    But he wasn’t doing this for himself. He was doing it for Kyla. For Shae. For all of them.  
 
    And that made all the difference.  
 
    The beak widened further, preparing to slice him in two, the tentacle curling around him and then releasing, tossing him into that gaping pit. At the last possible moment, Grey pushed off from the slick surface, feeling a thrill when his boots found just enough purchase to propel him through the air.  
 
    He landed hard on the beak, bouncing slightly, his feet hanging over the edge as he scratched for something to hold onto. There was nothing, and he felt himself start to tumble over the edge. 
 
    But then the beak crunched down, missing, leveling out the surface just enough for him to pull himself up and race across its night-dark expanse, throwing himself onto what could only be considered the monster’s face.  
 
    Once more, he climbed.  
 
    This time, the monster’s efforts to dislodge him intensified, tentacles slapping at him from every side. They never got close, however, and Grey had a feeling he knew why. They are avoiding the eye.  
 
    I’m coming for you, bastard. He climbed higher, bridging the gap between the beak and eye, until the glossy shimmering expanse was before him, bulging from the surface like a magical orb filled with moons and starlight.  
 
    Grey slammed his knife-hand into the surface, shocked at how thick it was, how difficult to penetrate. He retracted the blade and swung again. And again. Over and over he struck, until the monster changed its tactic and flung several tentacles at him at once, no longer caring whether they accidentally hit its own eye.  
 
    One grabbed him, but he managed to land another blow, and he could feel the surface begin to give. One more hit… 
 
    He swung, but caught only air as the tentacle drew him away. 
 
    One, final chance. Frantically, he unstrapped the knife from his stump. The distance widened further, and even if it was closer, he didn’t know if he could make the throw. Not with his less dominant hand, the one he’d been forced to rely on for so many months now.  
 
    But it was strong now, capable. Sometimes the weak could be made strong, if only given the opportunity. 
 
    He took a quick breath and then let the knife fly.  
 
    The blade spiraled end over end like a wounded duck, wobbling slightly as it looked to fall short.  
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    The edge of the blade caught the lower part of the eye, near where he’d already stabbed it countless times. With a whoosh! the orb exploded, a gush of black membrane and liquid splattering over Grey’s face and body, coating him in slime.  
 
    The grip of the tentacle slackened and he fell, hearing nothing but his heart pounding in his head and the shriek of the monster. 
 
    He landed with a slap that felt like it snapped his neck, his entire body jerking. The last thing he saw before he sank was the monster, its tentacles scratching at its shattered eye as it sank back into the depths.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, Hemptown 
 
    Rhea Loren 
 
    Moments earlier 
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    Rhea hadn’t slept a wink since she awoke from that nightmare. At first she thought it was nothing, just a trick of her mind. But then the images started coming, winking in and out of existence like rays of light through a chamfered windowpane.  
 
    Slithering tentacles. Grabbing a ship, snapping its masts, ripping its sails into shreds, grabbing seamen and seawomen, tossing them about like ragdolls.  
 
    Oh Wrath. I am seeing what the monster sees. I am looking through its Eye. 
 
    The thought not only scared her, but intrigued her. Can I…control…Wrathos? She concentrated, trying to move one of its tentacles, but the slippery appendage seemed to have a mind of its own, slapping down hard on the deck, shattering wooden planks like they were nothing but dry twigs.  
 
    The scene continued, and she could hear the screams now, the crunch of shattering wood, the crash of waves against the ship’s helm. The images spun, and she saw more ships, scattered across an angry sea. Wrathos dove, dark water rushing around its sides, the underside of another large vessel growing closer, closer, closer… 
 
    The monster shot upward, destroying, killing, and she could smell the fear of the men and women. Could smell copper and seawater.  
 
    Stop! she shouted in her mind. She was no longer intrigued, because this felt too real, and these were not her enemy, not people attacking the shores of Knight’s End as the northerners had done. This was all wrong, just as Wrathos’ murder of her sister, Bea, had been all wrong.  
 
    But Wrathos was not hers to command, if it ever was. It finished with the ship and moved on to a third. 
 
    That’s when something changed. She felt an odd sensation—a prick in her back. Then another. They moved higher, the discomfort growing. She squirmed, thinking maybe she had simply been sitting in the same position for too long. But still the pinpricks rose higher until— 
 
    They disappeared. Her view roved to the left, where a tentacle was swooping in, gripping a young man. Drawing him closer and closer to the beak, which was cresting, opening wide to receive him.  
 
    Rhea jammed her eyes shut, trying to vanquish the image, because she didn’t want to see any more, didn’t want to watch this stranger be crushed.  
 
    Something changed again. The man had escaped! She saw the flash of something silver—a weapon. A dagger. He’s fighting the monster! 
 
    Her breath caught as the edge of her vision through Wrathos’ Eye located him again, scrabbling on hands and knees up the beak. He moved out of sight for a few moments, and Rhea could sense the monster’s anger, mixed with the barest slice of fear. Its tentacles flew past, snapping like whips, trying to dislodge the courageous warrior.  
 
    The man appeared again, so close now it was as if his face was inches from her own.  
 
    Rhea gasped, and then her breath rushed out. It was impossible.  
 
    Impossible. 
 
    The face of Grey Arris stared back at her, tense with determination.  
 
    He was the same—his wavy dark hair and boyish good looks a reminder of all she had lost—and yet different, more rugged, his skin sun-browned and slick with salt.  
 
    He began to hack at her—no, at the monster, she reminded herself.  
 
    He’s stabbing the Eye. 
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    Hours later, Rhea stared at the wall. Several times it had tried to press in on her, but she’d closed her eyes and willed it to stop. Each time she opened them, the wall was right where she had left it.  
 
    Grey Arris had defeated the monster. Her monster. Blinded it—the images going dark in an instant—forcing it back into the depths from whence it came. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how to feel about it. After all, it had been Wrathos that had saved her, had saved her people. But it was also Wrathos that had killed her sister. And Wrathos that had spared her own life.  
 
    Grey Arris, she thought. He was somewhere in the south, of that much she was certain. But where? And why?  
 
    She’d replayed the images a thousand times in her head. She remembered the sheen of the blade, where his hand should’ve been. The hand the furia cut off. Because of me. 
 
    A knot settled in her throat, and she had the feeling she might never be able to swallow it down. Longing stretched out within her. To go back, to change the way she’d handled things. With Grey. With his sister. With her cousins. With her kingdom.  
 
    Stop it. There was no changing the past, only the opportunity to alter the untold future. She knew she had to forget about Grey Arris—at least for now. Ennis and Gaia were imprisoned because of her. That was what she needed to fix.  
 
    “I want to speak to Bane,” she said. Then, louder: “Guard! Get me Bane!” 
 
    That tone. It was the Queen Rhea from Knight’s End, the woman who had gone into battle and emerged victorious. The captor, not the captive. Rhea the Conqueror. Rhea the Brave. 
 
    One of the guards, who had been snoozing, snapped to his feet and scurried off.  
 
    Is this who I am? Or am I the woman who stopped Darkspell from releasing his plague on the Four Kingdoms?  
 
    The question nagged at her, even as she half-expected the guard to return alone. To her surprise, however, it was Bane who appeared, a dark hood drawn over his hairless scalp. “You rang,” he said. Although it was still night, the air relatively cool, she could see the shine of sweat on his brow, a few trickles running down his pale cheeks. Something about him looked off. Like he was sick. 
 
    “You’ve refused to see me. Why?” 
 
    “I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “Planning our attack on Phanea. They are scared. Our forces have amassed from the four cities. It is time.” 
 
    “You have bigger problems. The westerners and easterners will march through the Southron Gates in three days. Maybe less if they decided to change their plans. I can help stop them. But first you must release Ennis and Gaia. You have me; you don’t need them.” 
 
    Bane laughed, and Rhea felt a shiver run down her spine. “You think I want to stop the attack from your allies?”  
 
    Rhea froze. “What?” 
 
    “Foolish girl.” It felt like an insult coming from one as young as the murderer standing before her. Then again, Bane seemed older than his age. Ancient, in some ways. “The Four Kingdoms can rip itself to shreds if it wants. I will not stop it. So long as, at the end, I am standing on the pile of corpses.” 
 
    It struck her, the reason he was here, the reason he’d allied himself with a warmongering people such as the Phanecians. “You want to be High King,” she said.  
 
    A grim smile. “If that’s what it takes to unite the lands and bring about peace. Then yes.” 
 
    “But thousands will die.” 
 
    “They would’ve died anyway. ‘Sometimes there are those who must die in order for there to be peace.’” 
 
    Rhea remembered the quote from her research on the Western Oracle. A long-forgotten prophecy. “You want to start over.” 
 
    “As long as there are people like you, rulers like you, there will never be peace. Your arrogance and lust for power prevents it.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t you killed me?” 
 
    “Because first I want you to see what the Lorens have done, what you’ve caused. I want you to see your legacy of blood and death. Then, I expect, I won’t have to kill you. Because you will kill yourself, and that foul creature growing inside of you.” 
 
    Rhea’s hand moved protectively to her belly. “I will not.” 
 
    “We shall see. Yes, we shall see.”  
 
    He started to leave. “Wait. When do we begin our march?” 
 
    He half-turned. “Two days, when we are at full force.” 
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    The Southern Empire, Hemptown 
 
    Ennis Loren 
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    “Hit me,” Ennis said to his sister. 
 
    Gaia looked at him like he was mad. “En, I’m not going to—” 
 
    “Do it,” he said. “As hard as you can. In the face. Then hit me again. Kick me. Scream things like ‘I hate you!’ and worse. Curse if you feel like it.” 
 
    “En…” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    She bit her lip. Nodded.  
 
    “Good. I have a plan. Now hit me.” 
 
    She drew back her fist. Ennis had never seen Gaia hit anyone in her life. As a girl, she’d been studious, more into books than games, more interested in court dealings than war councils.  
 
    She swung, her knuckles colliding solidly with his cheek, snapping his head back. “Oh Wrath, I’m sorry, En!” 
 
    He shushed her, flexing his jaw. “Keep your voice down. This must be believable. Now hit me again and scream like you hate my guts.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, and then hit him again, this time in the stomach. She’s stronger than she looks, he thought, doubling over. He groaned. “I’m sorry!” he howled.  
 
    Gaia shoved him back, shouting in a stiff voice, “Save your apologies for someone who believes you!”  
 
    “Say it like you mean it,” Ennis hissed. 
 
    She slapped him. Hard. “You bastard!” she growled. “You Wrathdamn, rutting, no-good bastard!” The venom in her tone took him by surprise. He’d never heard her swear before, but was glad she found it in herself now. He actually believed she hated him.  
 
    The next hit spun him around. He could’ve kept his feet, but collapsed instead, groaning again. Gaia fell on him with both fists working in tandem, beating on his shoulders and back. A few of the shots hurt and he no longer had to fake the groans. What have I unleashed? he wondered.  
 
    Finally, he heard fast-moving boots approaching. “Prisoner! Stop hitting him!” 
 
    Gaia didn’t stop. Her screams were less intelligible, an angry rant of curses and insults flowing in a steady stream. Good sister. 
 
    A clank as the cell door opened. These are masters of phen ru, Ennis reminded himself, gathering his energy. Do not underestimate them. Through the curtain of hair falling over his eyes, he glanced up. There were only two, a skeleton night crew.  
 
    Good. This is good. 
 
    One of them grabbed Gaia from behind, dragging her away while she continued to swing her fists and kick her legs, conjuring images of a wildcat. Ennis remained on hands and knees, his muscles tightening in preparation as the second guard approached. “Prisoner!” he barked. “On your feet.” 
 
    Ennis felt bruised and sore, but he’d taken far worse in training. He’d suffered even worse injuries in battle. And this was for his sister, a thought that sent adrenaline through his system.  
 
    Slowly, pretending to be beaten, his arms hanging awkwardly, his legs wobbling, he stood.  
 
    “Separate them,” the guard said. His wrists weren’t strapped with daggers, Ennis noted, though he held one in a tight grip and had another sheathed against his ankle. A whip dangled from his belt.  
 
    The other guard started to march Gaia out. The moment his back was to Ennis, he sprang into action, slamming his heel into the first guard’s knee, feeling the joint give as the bones moved in the wrong direction. Naturally, his fingers opened and he dropped the knife. 
 
    Ennis caught it on the way down, bringing it up in a single motion to slash the Phanecian’s throat.  
 
    Surprised, the other guard was already turning, bringing his own weapon to bear. Ennis raised the dagger, prepared for the knife fight of his life.  
 
    Gaia kicked the guard in the back of the legs and he fell forward. Ennis hit him in the jaw with an elbow, following through and slamming him back-first onto the unforgiving ground. The guard’s eyes widened and blood trickled from his lip.  
 
    Ennis slammed the knife into his chest, retracting it quickly and cleaning it on the man’s leather armor.  
 
    Gaia stared.  
 
    “We had no other choi—” Before he could finish the statement, she threw herself onto the dead man, punching and scratching at him.  
 
    “Whoa,” Ennis said, pulling her off from behind, subduing her arms.  
 
    She spat on the guard and said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with that.  
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    They stole into the night on flutter-soft feet.  
 
    The streets were mostly empty, though Ennis could make out the shadows of soldiers patrolling the city. There would be watchmen, too, so they would need to stick to the shadows. 
 
    Suddenly, he grabbed Gaia and dragged her into a narrow side street. It was not a moment too soon, as a guard emerged from the prison, swinging his gaze back and forth. “Sound the alarm!” he shouted. “The prisoners have escaped!” 
 
    Shite, Ennis thought, backing away into the alley. Escaping the city would take a miracle now.  
 
    “We have to go back for Rhea,” Gaia whispered in his ear.  
 
    What? “No. We are here because of her. She has done nothing for our family. She killed Jove, banished me. Her sea monster killed her own sister.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple. And she is pregnant.” 
 
    As if that helps her case. “No. We’re leaving. Now.” 
 
    Heavy feet closed in from the main street. Soldiers. Dozens of them. Fighting was not an option. Gaia set her feet and shook her head. “Leave without me then.” 
 
    Who is this woman? “Gaia. Please. Look, we are alone and outnumbered. We have no chance of rescuing Rhea now. But if we can make it through the Gates. If we can get back to Sai and Wheaton…” 
 
    “An organized rescue?” 
 
    Ennis nodded, hating that he was forced to lie to his sister.  
 
    “All right. I’ll go.” 
 
    Thank Wrath. They hurried in the opposite direction, down the alley, pausing at the end as soldiers rushed past. Ennis’s mind was buzzing. The odds were stacked against them. Recapture was inevitable.  
 
    But then the unthinkable happened.  
 
    The bells ceased to ring. Shouts filled the unexpected silence: “Return to the prison!” Surprised soldiers stopped running, shrugged their shoulders, and marched back from where they’d come. At the far end of the alley, Ennis could see a large group of them milling about, awaiting orders.  
 
    “Hurry,” Ennis said.  
 
    Together, he and his sister fled through the city unmolested. After a long while, they escaped its bounds, fleeing into the night, toward the massive wall rising in the distance.  
 
    No alarms sounded. 
 
    No shouts chased them. 
 
    They were like ghosts haunting the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, Hemptown 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    “The prisoners can’t have gotten far, we can still ride them down.” The captain of the guard was a strong-looking man, was probably a mighty warrior, but he wasn’t a thinker. All action and no brains.  
 
    “No,” Bane said.  
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Let them go.” 
 
    “I—I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to. Focus on Rhea Loren. Inform her of her cousins’ escape. Give her plenty of food and water. Let her rest and think. We leave in two days.” 
 
    “How many men?” 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    “But that will leave our rear unprotected. The Gates…” 
 
    “The Gates are broken. Let our enemies come. We will crush them all.” He waved his hand and dismissed the captain, who didn’t question him further. That was the great thing about Phanecians, and one of the many reasons he’d chosen them for his army. They were obedient to a fault, used to a strict chain of command. The moment they allowed him to lead them it was over, their fates sealed.  
 
    Bane wiped the sweat from his brow. He could feel the plague worming inside him. His mark flared in response, fighting an inner battle and trying to extend his life. If I can only survive long enough to defeat my enemies on all sides and show Roan the truth… 
 
    Surely Roan would use his own power to heal him. After all, his lifemarked counterpart despised death almost as much as he seemed to hate war. Bane had no problem with death—not if it was for the greater good—but at least they had the hatred of war in common.  
 
    This will be the last war, he thought. A necessary evil to achieve peace.  
 
    And after the Peacemaker healed him…he would rule the Four Kingdoms alone. Any who refused to make peace would be crushed.  
 
    But before all of that, Bane knew he had another ruler to kill, one who should’ve died at the same time as his brothers.  
 
    The last of an endangered breed. The last Hoza. 
 
    Falcon.  
 
    Bane’s deathmark flared with heat and he vanished.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Six 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Cleo 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    Gareth was tired of waiting. Every day, there was another delay, from a disruption in the western supply train, to a bad case of a fever-inducing rash amongst the troops, to some sort of crisis in Bethany that needed to be dealt with.  
 
    And on and on.  
 
    Did he want to march into battle? Not particularly. But if Ennis Loren was somewhere south of the border…he wanted to try to find him. The man deserved it, even if the rescue attempt only resulted in recovering his body.  
 
    Gareth had sent another request for an audience with King Regent Sai Loren, but had received no response. Twice he marched to the castle gates and twice the furia blocked his entry. Storming the castle would be folly and risk the lives of his legionnaires. So he waited. And waited, until the sun fell beneath the city walls and the sky darkened from purple to black. He knew he should eat something, but he wasn’t hungry. Sleeping would help pass the time, but he wasn’t tired either.  
 
    Slowly, he climbed the steps to the top of the wall, hoping to see something other than the stone, armor and flesh of a city packed with two armies.  
 
    A western sentinel atop the wall stiffened when he saw Gareth, his grip on his bow a little tighter. “At ease, soldier,” Gareth said.  
 
    The man grunted a reply, and went back to scanning the horizon for threats. Gareth walked past him, selecting a spot to sit that was in between two of the watchmen. Secluded. He dangled his feet over the edge, thinking about friends. Gwendolyn. Roan. From up here, he pretended like he’d be able to see them if only he looked hard enough. Gwen somewhere to the southeast, seeking revenge. Roan somewhere else, seeking knowledge.  
 
    He wondered if either of them had found what they were looking for yet. He wondered if they ever would.  
 
    At least they have goals. Desires. What am I searching for?  
 
    That was a question he knew he didn’t have an answer to, which was why he was here. To keep moving was the only way to escape from the question. Now, however, he was stuck in place, his thoughts surrounding him like so many enemies.  
 
    Once he’d been a boy—then a man—with a purpose, one he’d been born into. He was the Shield, born to save the life of his brother. Gwen said you’re the Sword now. But what did that even mean? That he was alive only to end the lives of others? Or did she mean it more metaphorically, like he was supposed to use his blade to protect the realm?  
 
    He spied something the moment before the cry arose from one of the silent watchers. His gaze had just happened to be on the exact spot where the movement occurred, a gap in the great Southron Gates.  
 
    A shadow shifting, gray to black to gray, moving quickly. It was still a great distance away, but the sentinels were now on high alert, passing the alarm from man to man until a loud bell clangored from within the city.  
 
    More shouts followed, and then the stomping of feet as soldiers were called to arms. He knew he should make his way down the steps to command his own men, but he had generals for that, and anyway, this was the best vantage point to watch the events unfold.  
 
    He pushed to his feet. Commanded by several red-clad furia, archers streamed past and around him, training dozens of arrows on the shadow moving toward the city. 
 
    No, he thought. Not shadow. Shadows. He could now make out at least two separate forms racing over the flat terrain, as if hunted by a vicious predator. Closer and closer they came, only slowing slightly as they reached the main city gate.  
 
    Gareth leaned over to try to make out their faces, but they were blots of ink on a dark background. One of them pounded on the door. “I demand entry!” the voice said, and something about it struck Gareth as familiar.  
 
    He frowned, puzzling over the fact. 
 
    “Do we shoot them?” one of the archers asked. 
 
    A tall furia stood between them, her hand raised in the air. If it fell, Gareth knew they would loose their arrows without delay. “On my signal,” she said with a low growl. 
 
    “Wait!” Gareth said. “You don’t even know who they are.” 
 
    “They came from Phanes. They are the enemy.” 
 
    “They are alone, you fool. They seek asylum.” 
 
    The woman didn’t take kindly to the insult, but still, she commanded her men to throw torches to the ground. Flaming arcs soon lit up the night, bouncing and juddering as they hit far below. Several guttered out on impact, but enough remained ablaze to create a circle of light.  
 
    “Step into the light!” Gareth shouted. The furia glared at him, her thunder stolen. Gareth held back a victorious grin, barely. 
 
    First one form shifted forward, and Gareth was surprised to find a woman, her hair long and brown. She wore a dirty, tattered dress. She looked up at them, her expression weary. Clearly, the voice hadn’t been hers.  
 
    The second form moved next. His clothes hung in shredded ribbons around his gaunt form. His beard was as thick as the tangled mess of hair atop his head. It wasn’t until he looked up and Gareth met his eyes that he recognized him. Even then, it was like looking at a stranger wearing someone else’s eyes. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” Gareth said. “I know him! Open the gates!” 
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    His mind buzzing, Gareth reached the bottom of the steps before the gate had even started moving. Soldiers and furia lined the city entrance. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, chains clanked, the heavy metal doors groaned, and they began to part in the center. They only opened wide enough for a single person to enter. 
 
    As before, the woman was first, followed by the man. As soon as they were clear, the doors shuddered closed once more.  
 
    The man stepped forward, then fell to his knees. 
 
    No, not the man, for this was no stranger. 
 
    “Hello Ennis. What brings you to Cleo?” Gareth said.  
 
    “I could ask you the same.” Though his voice was familiar, there was something rougher in it now. Harsher. He’s been through a lot in a short time. I know the feeling. 
 
    “Get them water and food. Prepare beds.” He said it to no one in particular, but men scurried off all the same, eager to obey orders from a king. Perks of the job. Surprisingly, the furia didn’t interrupt.  
 
    Something struck him about the woman. Now that she was closer, the light of a dozen torches shining on her face, he could see the resemblance, even if her hair was several shades darker than her other relations. She escaped on the Forbidden Plains, the man had told him, when he’d inquired as to Rhea’s whereabouts. He’d asked the man how, and he’d said, Her cousin helped her escape. Gaia.  
 
    But if this was Gaia, and she’d come from Phanes, then… 
 
    “Where is Rhea Loren?” Gareth asked.  
 
    Gaia closed her eyes and bit her lip.  
 
    Ennis spat in the dirt. “In Hemptown,” he said. “Right where we left her. She’s Bane’s new pet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Seven 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Cleo 
 
    Ennis Loren 
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    Everything happened quickly after that.  
 
    In truth, Ennis had never expected to set foot on western soil ever again, but he’d had little time to enjoy it. Now he was placed on a cart with Gaia and driven through the city streets, escorted by a dozen dark-eyed furia. Gareth Ironclad walked beside them, as if afraid they’d disappear if he let them out of his sight. 
 
    Now he wished he’d been more willing to listen to Gaia tell him all that had transpired in the west after he’d been banished. But at the time there’d seemed to be no point. But now, he was staring at his past in the form of a man he never thought he’d see again.  
 
    Why is he here? And how? he wondered, though he knew there was only one answer. An answer that shocked him more than anything else. They must’ve made an alliance, the east and the west. Either Rhea and Gareth or Sai and Gareth. Either way, it was what he’d worked so hard for. What he’d sacrificed everything for. He felt a warm sense of satisfaction at the realization.  
 
    Somewhere along the way, the promised water and food was brought, and they ate as they rode. Ennis took long thirst-quenching chugs to wash down the handfuls of bread and meat he shoved in his mouth. Even Gaia, who had always been a dainty eater, tucked in with reckless abandon, oblivious to the grease and crumbs falling into her lap.  
 
    Ennis had been to Cleo several times before, and barely took in the familiar city as it flashed past. If anything, it all felt like a dream.  
 
    Finally, they reached the castle within the city, the gate already standing open. They were helped down and ushered inside, along a few short corridors, and into the courtroom.  
 
    Sai was out of the throne—he’s sitting the throne, Ennis thought, remembering how one of his other brothers, Jove, had done exactly same, just before he’d been murdered—in an instant, rushing down the three steps and across the great room, embracing first Gaia, and then Ennis. 
 
    “I presumed you dead, brother,” he said to Ennis.  
 
    “You and the rest of the kingdom. But evidently I’m harder to kill than I look.” 
 
    “Rhea told us everything.” 
 
    He didn’t know if that was true, but there was no harm in Sai thinking it. His brother had always liked to feel important, in control. He wasn’t that different from Rhea in that way.  
 
    Rhea. 
 
    The name still tasted bitter in his mouth.  
 
    And yet, his conscience felt dirty at leaving her behind. She came to rescue you. She didn’t have to do that. 
 
    She’s the one who banished you in the first place.  
 
    He was forced to push aside his inner argument when Gareth cleared his throat. He’d almost forgotten the easterner was still there. “An alliance?” Ennis asked. 
 
    “For now,” Sai answered. “It was signed by Rhea, before the truth came out and she was stripped of her rights to the crown. Speaking of Rhea…” His brother’s sharp eyes darted to Gaia, who flinched slightly.  
 
    “Someone had to do something,” she said. “It wasn’t right what you did to her, and you know it.” 
 
    “Right?” There was mocking in Sai’s tone now, something he’d perfected over the years. “And you think anything she’s done since her coronation has been right?” 
 
    “She saved Knight’s End during the northern invasion,” Ennis blurted out, immediately wishing the words back. Why am I defending her? It was like a disease, this need to protect his cousin. But he’d been a fool for too long. “Anyway, it’s over now. We are here, and Rhea is a captive in Phanes.” 
 
    “You said she was Bane’s captive,” Gareth said, finally piping up.  
 
    “What?” Sai said. “Brother, tell me everything. Leave nothing out.” 
 
    So he did, ending with the attack Bane and the Phanecian troops were planning against the rebels.  
 
    “Interesting,” Sai said.  
 
    “We have to rescue her,” Gaia blurted out. “There were too many guards for us before, but now we have an army. We can march on Phanes, storm the city, and—” 
 
    Sai raised a hand to silence her. “I am willing to…forgive…your betrayal, sister, as you were clearly not of sound mind, but she was sentenced to trade herself for Ennis. It didn’t happen the way we thought it would, but…” 
 
    “Ennis, tell him. Tell him he is wrong.” Gaia was staring at him, but Ennis refused to meet his sister’s eyes, couldn’t bear to see the disappointment in them. 
 
    “Rescuing Rhea will cost the lives of many men. I’m sorry, brother, both you and Gar…King Ironclad…have come a long way for nothing. The Phanecians will destroy themselves. There is no need to invade the south.” 
 
    Gareth said, “Except to rescue your cousin, Rhea. Remember her?” 
 
    Ennis was surprised to hear such words from one who’d been imprisoned by her for so long. “I am surprised you would defend her, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Perhaps I misjudged her.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” It was Sai who spoke now, playing with a gold ring adorning his index finger. “And yet, strangely, I find myself in agreement with the easterner. This changes nothing. As soon as we are ready, we shall attack Phanes, but not to rescue Rhea. Their inner conflict will only improve our chances of victory. We must crush them once and for all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Eight 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Jai Jiroux 
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    Despite Jai’s efforts to keep the peace, tensions had continued to grow. Not just between the Phanecians and the Terans, but between Sonika’s Black Tears and Emperor Falcon.  
 
    Thus far, Falcon’s attempts to persuade the Phanecians to negotiate a new social structure had been fruitless. They were as stubborn as the day was long. Jai could see it wearing on Falcon, and yet his determination had not yet waned. “Last resort,” the young emperor had muttered the last time Jai had seen him. He wasn’t certain what that meant, but at least no one had died yet, and Falcon seemed to be getting stronger by the day, his recovery complete.  
 
    The army was prepared to march to the Bloody Canyons—at least that was set in stone. Unfortunately, it also meant that the assault on the mine of Kirev would have to wait, but that couldn’t be avoided. If they failed in the canyons, it wouldn’t matter anyway.  
 
    Their scouts had seen an increase of activity in Hemptown in the last few days, and were certain the invasion would begin shortly. The rebel forces needed to be in place well before the enemy.  
 
    And we will, Jai thought. In fact, Shanti had already left with a small force, hauling chariot wagons behind them. The chariots were piled high with barrels full of fireroot powder. It was the entire supply left in Phanea.  
 
    He still remembered her demonstration a few days earlier. She’d buried sacks of the flammable substance in shallow graves, running fast-burning fuses across the desert. One by one she’d lit the fuses, counting off seconds in her head. At the penultimate moment, she raised her fist in the air and the charges had gone off in a series of explosions that opened craters in the terrain. 
 
    It was just a test, but was still impressive. She’d explained how when the same was replicated in the Bloody Canyons, shards of metal and sharp stones would be included with the sacks of powder. Shrapnel, to expand the deadly reach of the explosions.  
 
    We’ll take any advantage we can get, Jai thought, thankful he had Shanti as an ally.  
 
    His armies were stretched before him in perfect formation, ten-thousand strong, plus a number of the slaves from the mines who’d chosen to join them. They were at the mouth of one of the northward-facing canyons, the shadows still deep as the sun struggled to break over the high cliffs. 
 
    The urge to give all the slaves a choice flared inside him once more, but he feared a high percentage of the trained soldiers would leave, joining the multitudes who were already flocking to the ships prepared to sail for Teragon.  
 
    If that happened, the Phanecians would defeat them. Slavery would be reinstated, and the slave ships would return to Teragon to round up those who had fled.  
 
    That can’t happen. His justicemark flared in agreement.  
 
    All eyes were on him. He scanned the area, searching. Where is Falcon? Where is Sonika and her Tears? Though Falcon would remain in Phanea and continue to reason with the Phanecians, he still expected him to come to see the army off. Sonika, too, even though her Black Tears wouldn’t ride out until the morrow.  
 
    He spotted Marella, running along the edge of the mass of soldiers. Her face was unreadable as she approached, stopping before him.  
 
    “What is it?” Jai asked. His justicemark was firing now, sensing the wrongness in the air. 
 
    “Sonika,” she gasped. “They’re going to begin executing Phanecians.” 
 
    Jai fired an order for the army to wait, and then took off running. 
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    He found them like he had before, except this time two of the Black Tears held Falcon, who was struggling futilely. Another two Tears held one of the Phanecians. Jai remembered the man—he’d been one of the most vocal during the last encounter. Sonika Vaid stood before him, holding a long blade. There were already two dead Phanecians off to the side, Jai realized, horrified. “Denounce slavery and live,” she said.  
 
    The man spat in her face.  
 
    Slowly, she wiped the slime from her cheek. Jai took a step forward, about to speak, to shut this whole thing down.  
 
    Sonika’s blade moved like a spear thrust, impaling the man’s heart, bursting from his back. She wrenched it back and her Tears released him. He slumped, dead before he hit the ground. 
 
    “What have you done?” Jai said.  
 
    Sonika turned. “What you were unwilling to. These people only understand force, power. Talk is getting us nowhere. This was the only option. Either they join us or they die.” 
 
    Jai felt his mark pulse, but not fully. There was justice in this, but that didn’t make it right. “Are you going to kill them all? Is that the plan?” 
 
    “If that’s what it takes.” 
 
    He knew she wasn’t exaggerating. Sonika Vaid was a strong woman, a woman he respected. But she’d also been through a lot. Lost her parents. Her brother. Watched her people treated like dogs. Jai understood the anger she felt—he felt it too. And now she saw the enemy laid low. She was ready to bury them. 
 
    But everything had changed, and their tactics needed to change to. 
 
    “They can’t hurt us anymore,” Jai said. “We need to give Falcon another chance. Let him go.” 
 
    Sonika narrowed her eyes at the emperor. “I know you think he’s different, but he’s not. He was as much of the problem as anyone. He’s a Hoza. This is his world—has been for years. So long as he lives the Phanecians will cling to hope that the old world can be restored. I can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “I understand, but you’re wrong. Falcon was trying to survive, just like the rest of us. He almost died because of it.” 
 
    Falcon finally spoke. “I agree with Sonika,” he said.  
 
    Jai was incredulous. He might not know the emperor as well as Shanti, but this didn’t sound like him at all. “You want to kill all these people? Your people?” 
 
    “Not execute them. That’s where Sonika is wrong. But I will fight them. Each and every one, if necessary.” 
 
    Sonika frowned. “It’s a trick.” 
 
    “No trick,” Falcon said. “Put me in that prison. Lock the gate. I will either emerge with what you want, or not emerge at all.” 
 
    Jai said, “No,” at the same moment Sonika said, “Fine.” 
 
    Jai shook his head. “This is madness.” 
 
    “I received a response from Calypso,” Falcon said. “One word.” 
 
    The change of topic took a moment for Jai to catch up to. “What word?” 
 
    “No,” Falcon said. “Viper said no. The Calypsians will not come to help us.” 
 
    Jai’s heart sank. Yes, they had an army of more than ten-thousand. But against the armies of the four cities it wouldn’t be enough, especially with their new weapons.  
 
    “You’re saying we could use some more bodies?” Sonika said. “I say we force the lot of them to march into the Bloody Canyons. We can use them like a human battering ram. Falcon can be at the front, if he has a death wish.”  
 
    Falcon said, “I will do that if necessary. But first let me in that cage.” 
 
    Jai didn’t know what to do. His two allies were on opposite ends of the spectrum, and yet they both believed drastic measures were necessary. He couldn’t always control people, even if he wanted to.  
 
    “Fine. Do what you will. I have an army to lead into battle.” With that said, he turned and walked away, a sick feeling churning in his gut. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Nine 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Falcon Hoza 
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    They despise me, Falcon thought as he stepped into the enormous cage. All of them. 
 
    The looks they gave him weren’t dissimilar to that of the freed slaves. Dark. Angry. How can I unite two peoples who not only hate each other, but hate me too? 
 
    Already most of the free slaves were planning to leave Phanes forever. And the Phanecians? They were prisoners, unwilling to change even in exchange for their own freedom.  
 
    For once, he knew he needed to rely on the things his father had taught him. About power. About these people. They respect nothing but strength. They fear only that which can kill them. Everything else is noise.  
 
    Falcon said, “You think I am weak, that I have failed you.” 
 
    “You have,” one of the Phanecians said. He recognized the man with the drooping mustache. He’d been an advisor to the empire for many years. Poy Fet. 
 
    “Then kill me,” Falcon said. 
 
    It was the last thing the man seemed to expect him to say, and for a moment his certain expression faltered before resuming its sneer. He gestured to two of the larger men standing at his sides. “Kill him.” 
 
    “No,” Falcon said. “You kill me. Or send your thugs one at a time. I will fight all of you if I must. I will kill all of you.” He hated his own words, but the answer to the riddle of the Phanecians wouldn’t be found in any of his books. This was reality. 
 
    Behind him, Sonika said, “This is ridiculous, Falcon. Come out of there. Let me handle this.” 
 
    He ignored her. “If any of you can defeat me in single combat, then I will give you your slaves back. Everything will return to how it was.” 
 
    “What?” Sonika said. “You don’t have the authority to—” 
 
    “I am the emperor!” Falcon said, whirling on her. “Not you. Not Jai. Me. This is my empire and I will decide what will be.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Then you will die. You cannot defeat them all.” 
 
    Falcon knew she was right, but he also knew he didn’t need to. Just enough to force them to respect me the way they respected my father. He nodded and turned away. 
 
    “Who’s first?” he asked.  
 
    One of the thugs stepped forward.  
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    Bane 
 
      
 
    Bane watched the confrontation with keen interest. The masses of Phanecians were so focused on Falcon Hoza that none of them noticed when he appeared off to the side. 
 
    Beneath his cloak, he fingered his dagger.  
 
    Wait, he thought. Let this play out. Perhaps they will do your work for you. 
 
    He eased around several of the larger men to get a better view.  
 
    One of the Phanecians was circling Falcon, his hands fisted in front of him. Despite his size, he moved with an easy grace, a born fighter. He swung a lazy punch, testing the waters. 
 
    Falcon dodged it easily, bouncing on his toes.  
 
    The next attempt was fierce, a hooked punch that caught Falcon on the jaw, rocking him back. Bane expected him to fall. He did not, only spitting out a wad of blood and resuming his stance. He knows how to take a hit. 
 
    When his opponent attacked again, Falcon darted left and then barreled forward headfirst, using his skull like a spear, punching into the man’s gut. He gasped and fell backwards. Falcon drove him into the ground, unleashing a torrent of blows to his head and abdomen. Bane saw several of the Phanecians try to break free to help, but the man who’d exchanged words with Falcon shouted them back.  
 
    Strange people, Bane thought. All that matters is the end result, not how you get there. They could kill Falcon so easily, but for some reason they stuck to some bizarre code of honor. Honor amongst slavers, he thought wryly.  
 
    Finally, Falcon arose, his knuckles bloodied and his face a mask. The man on the ground wasn’t moving. “Who’s next?” he asked.  
 
    Dozens of people pushed forward, eager now. 
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    Falcon 
 
      
 
    Twelve men were dead because of him, leaving an ill feeling in the pit of his stomach. Falcon was weary, one of his eyes swollen shut, his jaw aching. His knuckles were dripping blood—some his, some from those he’d defeated.  
 
    The line of opponents only got longer and longer. Poy was somewhere in the middle, but he never seemed to move closer to the front. He is the key, Falcon thought. He is respected amongst the people. If I can kill him, or persuade him to stop this madness… Maybe there was a chance.  
 
    “Falcon,” Sonika said. He’d avoided looking at her for a while now. He didn’t want to see the disgust on her face, because he knew it was warranted. Maybe we are the barbarians she thinks us to be. Maybe we all do deserve to be slaughtered.  
 
    Again, he ignored her, focusing on the task at hand. His next challenger, a tall, wiry fellow with close-set eyes, performed an aerial maneuver, lashing out with his right foot.  
 
    Falcon had learned the very same move, as well as how to defend against it, years ago, but his body was becoming more and more sluggish. He was a beat too slow to counter, and the man’s heel caught him in the jaw. He bit his tongue, blood pooling in his mouth. Something hard clinked, and he spat out a tooth. He wondered whether he would have any left when this was all over.  
 
    The fighter followed up with a leg sweep, and this time Falcon managed to leap over it, swinging his arms into a modified cartwheel, landing with both feet at once and springing away. Then he went on the offensive, throwing up a slow right kick he wanted to be blocked—which it was—and using his forward momentum to jab an elbow into the man’s throat. He gagged, clutching at his neck, and Falcon slammed the heel of his hand into his nose. Blood exploded outward, splattering his face, but Falcon barely noticed, pushing forward to knee him in the gut and chop down on the back of his head.  
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    Bane Gäric 
 
      
 
    Another man went down, and Bane was beginning to grow bored. Perhaps this was part of the Phanecian culture, but he found it to be brutal and pointless. Such behavior explained a lot about why the Four Kingdoms had been at war for so long.  
 
    He moved through the crowd, shoving bodies out of his way. One man tried to push him back, but he grabbed his arm and jerked it hard to the side, snapping his wrist. The man howled.  
 
    Bane pressed on, drawing his dagger as he approached the front.  
 
    Falcon had just defeated another opponent, a big man who’d fallen as easily as a felled tree, and the emperor turned back to the crowd. He gestured for his next foe to step forward. 
 
    Bane strode forward, shoving an overeager Phanecian away.  
 
    Falcon said, “Who are—” but Bane wasn’t in the mood for talk, lashing out with his blade and cutting off the question. He was impressed by Falcon’s ability to switch gears, ducking the killing stroke and sliding gracefully away.  
 
    But that wouldn’t change the result.  
 
    He stalked forward once more, faking left and slamming his fist into the emperor’s head. It sent Falcon reeling back, blinking furiously.  
 
    Dimly, Bane was aware of the doors clanking open, a shout from the Phanecian rebel woman preceding her arrival.  
 
    He moved faster, his deathmark burning like a lit torch on his scalp. Falcon tried to spring backwards on his hands, but Bane caught him with a kick to the chin, toppling him. This ends now, he thought, firing forward, slicing down with his knife.  
 
    Falcon rolled. The blade slammed into the stone floor, sending shivers up his arm. Suddenly, Bane felt weak, like he’d run a long way without food or water. He focused on the pulsing of his deathmark, but he could feel that snake inside him, wriggling, trying to clamp around his heart.  
 
    Chavos’ final gift. The plague.  
 
    “No,” he growled, more to himself than anyone else, fighting to his feet, kicking Falcon in the face as he tried to stand, switching his dagger from one hand to the other, slashing it left to right in an arc that would open the emperor’s throat and end him the way he’d ended his father… 
 
    Pain exploded from his side and his fingers opened, releasing his weapon, sending it clattering to the floor. Shocked and horrified, he clutched his ribcage, blood spilling between his fingers.  
 
    Silver flashed on the edge of his vision and it was only a combination of animal instincts and the speed provided by his deathmark that saved him, allowing him to duck as the blade cut past, disturbing the air where his head had been a moment earlier.  
 
    Sonika Vaid, however, was not to be deterred. She kicked out, catching him in the chest. She moved like a combination of air and water, graceful in a liquid sort of way. Her movements were a violent dance, and Bane could feel his weakness slowing his response.  
 
    This had all gone wrong, and he had no choice left but to retreat.  
 
    But first, a threat: “I command the four cities now,” he said. “I will bring them down upon your heads like hammer on anvil. None shall survive.” 
 
    That said, he commanded his deathmark, strangely looking forward to being back in Hemptown with his soldiers, men who believed he was someone worth fighting for.  
 
    Nothing happened. What the… 
 
    Sonika seemed to sense his confusion, lashing out with another kick, which he managed to slip away from, barely. Her blade sung again, slashing across his shoulder, cutting deep. His side ached, blood flowing freely. His chest felt like it had been crushed by a hammer. And now his shoulder stung.  
 
    He stumbled backwards, trying to put distance between himself and the woman who’d turned him from predator into prey.  
 
    A human wall blocked his retreat, shoving him forward.  
 
    This is it, he thought. The balance between his mark of power and the plague had finally tipped away from him and he was plummeting into darkness.  
 
    How can this be the end? How can everything I’ve done, everything I’ve gone through, be for naught? And what of the Western Oracle’s prophecy? I am supposed to change the world! 
 
    Sonika thrust her blade forward like a spear, and it was all he could do to sidestep it. He had not thought of a counterattack, pushing all of his strength into his deathmark, which flared in response.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Still, nothing happened. 
 
    I’m too weak. I’m too— 
 
    He roared, beating his own chest, not caring that it was bruised and battered, allowing the pain itself to give him energy, to allow him to break 
 
    free. 
 
    The world spun and vanished.  
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    Falcon 
 
      
 
    How am I not dead? Falcon thought. Everything was foggy. He knew he’d managed to dodge one killing blow, but the second was inevitable…until it wasn’t.  
 
    Her. He stared at Sonika, who finally looked away from the spot where Bane had vanished. Her eyes met his. He opened his mouth to say something, thought he wasn’t sure what exactly, but she shook her head. 
 
    The Phanecian advisor, Poy, stepped forward. “That was Bane,” he said.  
 
    Falcon said, “Yes.” 
 
    “He killed your father.” 
 
    There was no point denying it. He nodded. 
 
    “He tried to kill you. The last Hoza.” He said the last word with a reverence that had been absent from his tone before.  
 
    “He failed,” Falcon said.  
 
    “Because of me, you fools,” Sonika said. “While you were measuring your own manhoods, I was doing something productive. It will take women to fix this empire.” 
 
    Poy was not to be deterred. “That was phen sur?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes. A modified version.” 
 
    “You can teach it to our women?” 
 
    Her brows knitted together. “They already know it. They simply must change their way of thinking. Why are you asking me this?” 
 
    Poy said, “I will convince the others to fight. This is our empire; we won’t allow an outsider to conquer us with our own soldiers.” 
 
    Falcon forced strength into his legs, moving to Sonika’s side. She eyed him with interest. He wiped blood from his face. “And what of the Terans? The Dreadnoughters? Those who have been enslaved for years? What will you do with them when the day is won?” 
 
    Poy sucked his teeth, closed his eyes. Grimaced slightly. “If they stay in Phanes, perhaps we can change. I make no promises, as each man and woman must decide for themselves, but I can promise that we will try. I will try.” 
 
    It was good enough for Falcon. “Good. Now we must prepare for war. We will need every able-bodied person over the age of sixteen.” 
 
    His eye met Sonika’s, and she nodded.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty 
 
    The Southern Empire, Hemptown 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    Bane wished she was here, the one who had made him, had given him his mark of power. Not his mother, Sabria Loren, who he’d never known, but another mysterious woman: the Western Oracle. 
 
    He hadn’t bothered to open his eyes since he returned to Hemptown. He was exhausted, but sleep wouldn’t take him. 
 
    He felt lost and alone.  
 
    I am alone. I am lost. 
 
    But he was also alive, though his wounds were painful. His deathmark had saved him, and even now it was feeding off the last of his reserves to heal his injuries, stopping the flow of blood, knitting his flesh back together. Not that it mattered. 
 
    It’s over, he reasoned, feeling himself falling, once more, into despair.  
 
    “I should kill you,” a voice said, startling him. Rhea stared at him, her eyes hidden beneath a shroud of long dark lashes. Her scar was a series of glistening slashes against her smooth cheeks. 
 
    Bane wondered why his mark had brought him to this particular spot. In the cell of his prisoner. He shook his head, not really caring about the answer to that question either. 
 
    “Then kill me,” Bane said. “Get your revenge.” 
 
    “They will kill me. Your soldiers,” she said.  
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “Do you deserve less?” 
 
    Her answer came without hesitation. “No. But my child does.” She gestured to the bulge of her stomach beneath her clothes.  
 
    “Your child is better off never being born.” 
 
    Rhea crawled closer. He could let her wrap her hands around his neck, let her squeeze… 
 
    “What happened to you?” She gestured to the wound in his side, still slick with blood, though the skin and muscle were healed.  
 
    He laughed. “I lost. Again. I feel that is all I do. I’ve failed the Four Kingdoms for the last time.” 
 
    She seemed to chew on that. “You”—she took a deep breath—“killed my father. Why?” 
 
    “He refused to consider peace.” 
 
    “He was a good man,” she growled. “He didn’t deserve to be murdered. You killed dozens of guards too.” 
 
    Bane couldn’t deny it. Half the time he didn’t know why he did the things he did, only that the compulsion to kill was a thorn in his chest, pricking, always pricking. “I’m sorry. It is I who should’ve never been born.” 
 
    Rhea cocked her head to the side. “You believe that?” 
 
    He nodded, his eyes never leaving hers.  
 
    “Then there is hope for you,” she said. Finally, she turned away from him, staring between the bars. “Guard!” 
 
    For some odd reason, Bane felt lighter after talking to Rhea, after the honesty they shared. Maybe this wasn’t over yet. He grew weaker by the day, but that only meant he needed to act sooner. A swift resolution was the only hope for peace.  
 
    He stood, striding toward the door as the guard appeared, unlocking it for him. 
 
    He would sleep for many hours, and then he would march to war. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-One 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Falcon Hoza 
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    “Why?” Falcon asked.  
 
    The Phanecians were organizing themselves into battalions. Those officers who had survived the rebellion took charge quickly. Poy made certain each person—both men and women—who wanted to fight promised not to harm any of the freed slaves. The first priority was the force gathered against them; after that, the social structure of New Phanea could be discussed.  
 
    Sonika looked at him differently than she had before. Her expression was still hard—he figured it had been that way for a long time—but thoughtful too. “You were willing to risk your life for our cause,” she said simply. “That’s good enough for me.” 
 
    Falcon allowed himself a smile, though his lips still tasted metallic. “I love this empire.” When Sonika frowned, he rushed on. “Not what we’ve done, the decisions we’ve made, the people we’ve hurt. But the land itself. The spirit that is still here. My father cast a darkness over us, but that doesn’t mean the sun won’t rise again.” 
 
    “You should get cleaned up.” She gestured to his eye. “Get your injuries tended to by a healer.” 
 
    “No,” Falcon said. “There’s something else I have to do first.” 
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    Falcon had been informed that Jai’s army had already departed for the Bloody Canyons. Good, he thought. It is better this way.  
 
    After asking Sonika and her Black Tears to stay behind to ensure the Phanecians followed through on their promise to prepare for battle, he marched out into the streets of the city. He was not surprised to find thousands of Terans nestled between the canyons, many of them hauling supplies on their shoulders, pushing heavily laden wagons and carts. They could’ve easily stolen horses to pull them, he thought. They didn’t. That recognition gave him a swell of hope, even as he listened to the shouts above the din.  
 
    One shouter was a thick-necked man of perhaps fifty years old. “Let no Teran remain in this Absence-forsaken land,” he said. “Return to the land of our mothers, our fathers. Return to where our god died of sadness. That is all that is left for us. We have nothing here. Nothing.” 
 
    The other shouter responded, though her words came out more desperate, as if she knew they were falling on deaf ears. It was Marella, the woman who’d been a slave in Garadia Mine under Jai Jiroux’s rule. “We have a chance to build something new,” she said. “This is our home now. Our children were born here. Our brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, have died here. We have fought for our freedom. Now is our chance to make Phanes our empire.” 
 
    She was largely ignored, though a small crowd had gathered where she stood atop an overturned crate.  
 
    Several of the Terans had noticed Falcon now, and he could sense the anger in their stares. He represented the institution that had oppressed them. The urge to turn and flee back inside the palace was strong. He could return to his quarters, unfurl his bedroll on the floor, open a good book… 
 
    No. That was the old him, hiding between stories of better men, true champions of lore and legend. He had to be more than that scared boy. More than his father, his brothers, had expected of him. More than a pretender. 
 
    More than these people expect of me. 
 
    His body ached and his eye throbbed as he stepped forward, clearing his throat.  
 
    “Don’t leave,” he said. It came out far too soft, and only a few heads turned in his direction. He tried again. “Don’t leave!” 
 
    More heads turned, and then the murmurs began, rippling through the throng like the aftermath of a stone dropped in a still pool. Slowly, the rush of activity ground to a halt, as the attention focused on him, a Phanecian, a Hoza, just standing there.  
 
    “You are no longer our master,” the man on the box said with disgust.  
 
    “I never was,” Falcon said. “No man or woman shall have a master in these lands. Not ever again.” 
 
    “Powerful words, but how can we believe them?” 
 
    “Because they’re true,” Marella said, her voice full of more confidence now. “Everything has changed.” 
 
    “Not the Phanecians,” the man said. “They cannot live without their slaves.” 
 
    “My face says otherwise,” Falcon said.  
 
    “Your own people did that to you?” the man scoffed.  
 
    “Yes. And I did worse to them. I killed many before they agreed to fight for you.” 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. “For us? They would not fight for slaves.” 
 
    “They fight for Phanes. So long as you are in it, they will fight for you.” 
 
    “We are leaving,” the man said. He eyed Marella. “Most of us, anyway.” 
 
    “What will make you stay?” Falcon asked. He could see how some of the Terans were whispering behind their hands and pointing at his bruised and bloodied face.  
 
    The man seemed surprised to be asked. No one asked him. No one asked any of them. Well I’m asking now. “It will take more than empty promises. Proof. We need proof that your people can change. Even then, it might not be enough.” 
 
    But it was enough, Falcon knew. If this man, even for a second, was willing to consider staying, there was hope. “You shall have your proof.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Burning Sea 
 
    Grey Arris 
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    “Is he…” Kyla’s question fell off a cliff. 
 
    She’s alive, Grey thought for the millionth time. The thought applied to both Shae and Kyla. But perhaps not to Erric and Captain Smithers, both of whom were in battles for their lives. Erric’s severed leg had been seared with fire to stop the bleeding, but he hadn’t awoken, his chest rising and falling as steadily as the waves. Captain Smithers, on the other hand, was awake, staring at them with wide eyes, salt staining his thick beard.  
 
    The man released a scream as one of Erric’s sailors, who had experience with healing, tended to him. A splintered shard of wood the length of Grey’s arm protruded from the captain’s abdomen.  
 
    Kyla gripped Grey’s hand harder. “Is he…” she tried to ask again, unable to finish the question.  
 
    Grey couldn’t lie to her, not after all she’d been through already. “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head.  
 
    “But there’s a chance, right?” If Grey told the truth—that he didn’t think so—he knew it would only make things worse, so he said nothing.  
 
    The healer packed more thick cloths around the wound, trying to soak up the blood leaking from the sides as he prepared to remove the wooden shard. He turned to Grey. “Get her out of here. I need your help.” 
 
    Kyla said, “Grey, no. I’m staying.” Her brilliant brown eyes were as wide as the full moons before they kissed. They were drowning. 
 
    “Kyla, you can’t be here. Not now. Please. Help Shae. I will come find you as soon as your father is resting.” 
 
    “No.” She blinked back the tears.  
 
    A gruff voice, strained but still full of a surprising amount of strength, spoke from behind Grey. “Yes, my daughter,” Captain Smithers said. “Listen to Grey. Sometimes the lad is right.” A thin smile curled his lips, which were too pale. His usually dark skin was pale now too. 
 
    Like a ghost, Grey thought, a chill running through him. The man Grey knew was hale and hearty, not this broken fledgling. 
 
    Kyla opened her lips to speak, closed them. Nodded. Said, “Fight, Father. You must fight.” 
 
    “I always have,” he said. “I always will.” There were tears in his eyes now too.  
 
    Kyla rushed forward and held both his hands as she bit her bottom lip.  
 
    “I am so—” he started to say. 
 
    “Don’t say it,” Kyla said, interrupting. “Don’t you dare say it.” 
 
    “I love you. And I’m sorry for being a fool for so long.” 
 
    “I love you too.” She rushed from the room, gone so fast it felt to Grey like she’d left an unfillable void in her wake.  
 
    Grey turned back to the captain, a man he’d once despised but now respected as much as anyone he knew. “You’re not going to die, old man. You’re immortal.” 
 
    That drew a laugh, one that devolved into a phlegmy cough. Something wet sprayed, splashing against Grey’s hand. When he looked his skin was splattered with blood. His heart sank.  
 
    “I wanted to tell her I’m so proud of her,” Smithers said after he’d finished coughing up blood. He wiped the back of his arm across his lips, drawing a crimson smear along his skin. 
 
    “You will. After you rest.” 
 
    “You can lie to me but not her?” Grey opened his mouth, but the captain continued. “Take care of her. Be better to her than I ever was.” 
 
    “I will. But she is strong. She takes care of herself.” 
 
    He nodded gravely. “I know. She has so much of her—her mother—in her.” He blinked back more tears. “Let’s get this over with, I feel like I have half the ship piercing my chest.” 
 
    Grey nodded to the healer, who said, “As soon as I remove the shard, push these cloths in from the sides as quickly as you can. Put pressure on the wound. If we can slow the tide, perhaps I can stitch the flaps of skin back together.” 
 
    Grey held the cloth on one side with his hand, tasting blood in his own mouth, where he’d bitten the side of his cheek hard enough to break through.  
 
    “On three. One. Two. Three!” The man pulled and at first nothing happened, save for another howl from Smithers as he jammed his eyes closed. Then there was a sucking, squelching sound and the shard reversed from the captain’s flesh amidst more screaming. Blood bubbled from the wound as quickly as Grey could shove the towels into his flesh, which gaped like a sinkhole. He pushed more in, but soon they were saturated too. It was like fighting a deluge with only a cap and a cape.  
 
    Grey’s final shreds of hope vanished as the captain’s scream descended into ragged breaths and then the slow breathing of unconsciousness. The healer’s hands pressed around his, helping to add towels to the mass already in the wound. 
 
    It was a losing battle.  
 
    The blood continued to flow like water through a breached dam.  
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    Grey was no longer covered in blood, having changed his clothes. But he still felt it on him, and he kept checking, expecting to find his fresh linens soaked through. Each time he looked, however, his clothes were dry. The soiled ones were balled up in a corner of cabin, smeared with blood. Not his own; not that it mattered. 
 
    Stop thinking like that, he thought. Right now. It does matter. You are alive and so are they. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t bring himself to enter the room, watching from the shadows. The cabin flickered with light from a lantern. 
 
    Erric was propped up in bed, but still sleeping. Shae spooned small amounts of soup into the pirate king’s mouth, gently tipping his chin back to force him to swallow. Kyla dabbed a wet washcloth on his forehead, but even from this distance Grey could see her hand shaking. 
 
    How do I do this? How does one give this kind of news? Against the monster—Wrathos, he remembered Shae had called it—he’d felt courageous, determined, a warrior. But against this monster, this grief and pain, he felt powerless. 
 
    He shifted his stance slightly and a board creaked.  
 
    Kyla’s eyes darted to where he stood. “Grey?” She abandoned her post as he stepped forward into the light. He felt his own body begin to shake, but willed it to stop. He had to be strong. For her.  
 
    In the end, he didn’t have to say anything at all, because the truth was etched as clearly in his expression as a torrent of tears would’ve been. “Oh Wrath,” Kyla said, falling into his arms. He pulled her against him, held her as her strength flagged, scooped her up with one arm and carried her as she wept against his neck.  
 
    I’ll return soon, he mouthed to Shae, who was watching him. She nodded gravely and went back to spooning soup.  
 
    Grey carried Kyla to her cabin, laid her on her bed. She turned away, toward the wall, and he crawled in beside her, wrapping an arm around her chest, his knee touching the back of hers, like they were a twin set of spoons nestled together.  
 
    I am not powerless, he thought. She just needs me to be with her, even if I can’t change the past. 
 
    So he stayed with her for a long time, absorbing the tremors of her body as she wept, soaking the sheets with tears of sorrow.  
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    Kyla was finally sleeping. Grey had checked on Shae, but she was sleeping too, sitting upright in a chair next to Erric’s bed, a half-empty bowl of thin soup still in her lap.  
 
    He’d quietly stolen away, above decks, where The Jewel II bobbed and shifted on the waves. The sun was just peeking over the horizon, shooting lines of silver-orange across the waters. Those seamen who were uninjured in the attack were industriously patching damage to the ship, which apparently would survive the day. Unlike her captain. 
 
    In some ways, Grey felt like the ship should be purposely sunk, taking Captain Smithers with her. In some ways, he thought maybe the captain would’ve wanted that.  
 
    He paced past the sailors, ignoring their dark stares as they took in his grim expression. He couldn’t speak of the dead—not now.  
 
    He leaned on a section of the railing that was chipped and splintered, but still, remarkably, intact. Staring out over the sea, he assessed the damage. Three ships were gone altogether, replaced by naught but wreckage being spread across the waters by wind and currents. Where would it wash up? Would the people who found a barrel here or a piece of rope there wonder where it had come from? Would they care? 
 
    Nine ships remained, including The Jewel II.  
 
    Men and women trolled the waters in rowboats, seeking to recover the bodies of the dead. 
 
    How did this happen? he wondered. No. He knew how. But why? What was the meaning of so much needless destruction? He’d been avoiding these very thoughts from the moment the sea monster was blinded, shrieking and sinking beneath the surface. Because the monster’s name wasn’t the only one Kyla had uttered. No, she’d said another: 
 
    Rhea. 
 
    A cleared throat behind him made Grey flinch.  
 
    Shae was several steps away, watching him. “Erric will live,” she said.  
 
    Grey nodded. He was glad for it. Despite the rocky start to their acquaintance, the man was good for Shae. Bound to her by a power greater than even blood.  
 
    “He will need your help,” Shae said next.  
 
    Grey frowned. Help with what? “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She gestured to his arm and he had to look before he caught her meaning. His knife-hand glinted. He felt a fool for not thinking of it himself. He’d grown so accustomed to not having a hand that he rarely gave it a moment’s consideration. But losing a leg… “I will help him come to terms with it. I will remind him that a leg is better than a life, something I wish I’d had someone to remind me of.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Shae?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, taking quick steps over to stand beside him. She peered toward the horizon for a few moments before she spoke. “I held Erric’s hand.” 
 
    Grey knew what she meant. “What did you see?” 
 
    Her words seemed to come from a faraway place, her eyes as distant as the horizon she was watching. “High cliffs. Red rocks. A long throat, filled with soldiers. They will die. They will all die.” 
 
    Grey remembered what she’d said before, about Phanes being central to whatever was happening, the fate of the Four Kingdoms. And what she was describing could only be one place, though he’d never been there. “The Bloody Canyons,” he said. “That’s where the battle will take place.” He thought of something else. “Before the attack…you mentioned Rhea. You said she’d lost control.” 
 
    “If she ever had it.” 
 
    “Regardless. What did you mean?” 
 
    “She summoned Wrathos.” 
 
    So many dead...Captain Smithers… “How could she do that? Why?” He didn’t know why he still expected Rhea to be better than she was, especially considering his missing hand was a daily reminder of just how awful she could be. And yet, he did.  
 
    “She did it to save her people. She didn’t know the monster would come here.” 
 
    “But it did.” 
 
    Shae didn’t deny it.  
 
    “The battle…” Grey said, stabbing his knife-hand into the railing and trying to vanquish thoughts of Rhea in the same way he’d blinded the monster. Though he’d been unable to recover the dagger Kyla had given him, he’d replaced the blade with another. This is who I am now, half-human, half-blade. 
 
    She nodded. “Some of the fatemarked will be there.” 
 
    “Bane?” 
 
    “I sensed a darkness, but cannot be sure. He is the wind. Distance is as narrow as a silk ribbon to the Kings’ Bane.” 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    She ran a hand along the chipped railing, seemingly unbothered by the rough surface. “A man, half-Phanecian, half-Teran. He controls many.” 
 
    Grey frowned. “Controls?” 
 
    “A slave army.” 
 
    His jaw locked, salt gritting between his teeth. “We must stop them both.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “There is another too. She is…lost, but determined. She is our purpose. I see it now.” 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “The keeper of souls,” Shae said. She turned and left, leaving Grey as puzzled as ever. 
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    Erric fell. Grey offered his hand to steady him, but the pirate slipped from his grasp and tumbled to the deck, grimacing. “Useless leg,” Erric muttered. 
 
    “It’s not your leg,” Grey said, offering him his hand. “Your entire body must get used to the new distribution of weight.” 
 
    Erric stared at his hand. Well, not at the hand he was being offered, but at where Grey’s other hand should be, replaced by the dagger. “Because I’m missing a leg. Because you cut it off.” 
 
    Grey winced at the reminder. He knew he’d had no choice, but still…he hated the furia for what they’d done to him, how they’d maimed him. He could only imagine what Erric thought of him. And I’m supposed to help him? Yes. I will. For my sister, if not for him. 
 
    “I’m only giving you a hard time,” Erric said, grasping his hand and yanking him down to the deck. He barely managed to steady himself by jabbing his knife into the wood. Erric wobbled to his foot and said, “Let’s try again.” 
 
    It went on like that for a long time, Erric trying to use the crutch they’d fashioned from driftwood from one of the sunken ships. Failing mostly. Falling a lot. Eventually he grew frustrated and requested a break. Once more, the pirate king eyed Grey’s blade. “I guess a blade-leg wouldn’t be of much use,” he said.  
 
    “No, but a wooden peg could help give you balance. As soon as the…as soon as you heal, we’ll give it a try.” 
 
    Erric extended his hand, the proper one to shake Grey’s. Surprised, Grey hesitated for a moment before taking it. Both of their grips were strong as they clasped hands. Erric said, “Thank you. You saved my life.” 
 
    Grudgingly, Grey had to admit this man was as good as they came. If I lost a leg… 
 
    There was no way he’d be thanking the man who’d cut it off, even if it had saved his life. “You’re welcome,” he said. “Now go, rest. We will make landfall soon.” 
 
    As soon as Erric was gone, Grey returned to the helm. No one had told him he was the captain of the ship now, but when it was time for a decision to be made, it was he who made it. At least until Erric was well enough to command the fleet once more.  
 
    He watched the sailors for a few minutes. They dutifully performed their tasks, but he could see something was missing. Their usual energy. The sound of raucous singing and chesty laughter.  
 
    Joy. That’s what is missing. These were men who once relished the voyage, rather than the destination. Now they seemed to complete tasks simply because they needed to be completed.  
 
    The sun was already sinking toward the horizon, so Grey made a decision. “Make anchor!” he shouted, stopping all activity in its tracks. Several of the men blinked, staring at him. “Did I stutter?” he said.  
 
    The joyless activity resumed, and soon a red flag was hoisted, signaling to the rest of the fleet that their day of sailing was finished. Red flags rose to the top of each ship, and anchors splashed down into the water.  
 
    Grey joined his men, helping to rein in the sails, tying them off while the anchor was lowered into the depths. When they finished, he said, “Raise the black flag.” 
 
    Though several eyebrows were raised, this time there was no hesitation in carrying out his order.  
 
    The black flag meant one thing: fleet meeting. 
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    It took the better part of three hours for the other ships to shuttle all their men and women over to The Jewel II, and by the time they were assembled shoulder to shoulder on the decks, night had well and truly fallen, the sky glistening with stars.  
 
    They almost look like unshed tears, Grey thought, staring up at them. 
 
    Kyla sat nearby on a barrel, playing with something shiny between her fingers. She hadn’t wanted to come above decks, but Grey had insisted.  
 
    Shae was there, too, sitting on the steps with Erric, his crutch within reaching distance.  
 
    The rest of the group were eerily silent, staring up at where Grey stood. He took a step forward, until he was flush with the upper railing, looking out over them, a collection of longtime pirates and career sailors. They were friends and comrades. Broken several times, but never destroyed. Not on my watch, Grey thought.  
 
    After a few moments of silence, Grey spoke. “You are probably wondering why I gathered you here. You are probably expecting a rousing speech, something to get your blood pumping, to push you toward the end of this journey. If so, you will be sorely disappointed.” He shook his head. “No, this is a night of sorrow.” 
 
    He let that sink in. He felt Kyla’s eyes on him, and he turned to look at her. The thing she’d been playing with dangled from her fingertips—a silver necklace bearing some kind of bauble. Something in her expression told him she knew why they were here now. And that same something told him she approved, which was important to him.  
 
    I can do this. 
 
    “We lost many of our ranks—too many. Friends. Loved ones. Family. We should not have to move on like it never happened. It did happen, and tonight we remember. Tomorrow, we bring our sorrow with us, we carry this great burden that is ours. Not on one or two of our shoulders, but on all our shoulders. We bear it together.” 
 
    Slowly, heads were nodding, mouths pressed into firm, determined lines.  
 
    Grey gestured to a pile of wreckage heaped in one corner of the ship. Before they’d set sail, he’d had as much of it recovered as possible. “This is our funeral pyre. Our dead should not be burned or sunk into the deep. No, they will go together on the same decks they stood strong on, fought on, breathed their last breaths on. They will sail the high seas for the eternities, long after our own bodies have turned to dust. And they will be remembered.” He paused, meeting as many eyes as he could in that short time, settling on Kyla’s last of all. “Who is with me?” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with grief. But not just grief—life too. “I am,” she said, a chorus of agreement following from the rest of the ship. 
 
    Late into the night they toiled, using scraps of severed rope and twine to bind the wreckage together, lowering it into the water. Then the bodies were brought up, lowered onto the makeshift barge.  
 
    Captain Smithers was last.  
 
    Kyla kissed her fingertips and then placed them on his forehead. Fighting back tears, she covered his face with a cloth and helped lower him onto one of the planks below. It shifted under his weight but stayed afloat.  
 
    “Go, Father,” she said, her voice trembling. “This shall be your final voyage, and it shall be a glorious one. May you meet Mother again.” 
 
    They watched, no one speaking until the shadows had claimed the small vessel and those they’d lost, until, one by one, they departed, returning to their respective ships or below decks to sleep. Grey and Kyla continued to watch long after that, until only they were left.  
 
    And then they watched some more, arms around each other, connected by grief and life and a renewed sense of purpose.  
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    “Land ho!” the crow cried, high in his nest. Shortly, the announcement was verified by watchmen from the other ships.  
 
    Grey allowed himself a deep sigh of relief. Though getting around the southeastern tip of Phanes had only required an extra day of sailing, his anxiety had grown with each passing minute.  
 
    The sea monster is maimed at worst, dead at best, he reminded himself once more. We have nothing to fear from the ocean. 
 
    It was a lie, he knew, but one he needed to cling to for a while longer. Just long enough to keep those he cared about safe.  
 
    Men and women pirates who had been off duty and resting were beginning to emerge from below decks, lining the railings of each ship, staring toward the growing line of land against the western horizon.  
 
    The excitement in the air was palpable.  
 
    Kyla emerged too, and Shae and Erric, the three of them making their way to Grey’s side.  
 
    “Are you rested?” Grey asked them.  
 
    They nodded in turn, though he knew for a fact Kyla hadn’t been sleeping much.  
 
    “We’ll fashion a cart fit for a pirate king,” Grey said to Erric. “I’ll pull it myself if I have to.” 
 
    “With one arm?” Erric said, a glint of amusement in his eyes.  
 
    “I’m stronger than I look.” 
 
    “Indeed. But I won’t need a cart. I will walk.” 
 
    Grey appreciated the determination in his voice, even if he knew it was impossible. In fact, he’d already had a cart constructed. When the pirate king grew weary, he would ride.  
 
    “What is going to happen?” Kyla asked no one in particular. The arid desert was coming into focus, an empty wasteland devoid of anything but the occasional rock or gnarled plant. Further north were the rocklands, a cluster of red-sheathed boulders intermittently spired with tall, thin rock formations. Grey knew from studying the ship’s maps that a day’s hard march to the west would bring them to the Bloody Canyons.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Grey finally answered, when no one else did. “All that matters is that we’ll be there. Fighting for something.” 
 
    No one else said anything, not until they reached the rocky shoreline and made anchor. Sailors began preparing the small boats that would ferry them across in groups. Shae and Erric made their way down the steps to gather with the others.  
 
    It was only then that Kyla said, “I overheard what you and your sister were talking about. Before.” When Grey looked at her quizzically, she clarified. “When you left me to sleep, I couldn’t. So I came above decks to find you. Shae was there. You were talking about her visions.” 
 
    Grey had shared the high-level information with the crew, so they could reroute in order to make landfall at the closest point to the Bloody Canyons. But he had held back what he’d learned about Wrathos. And— 
 
    “I heard what you said about Rhea.” 
 
    Grey’s heart skipped a beat. This woman had taken so many hits already, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be knocked down. Then again, he knew if she was she’d get right back up. Still… “I was going to tell you.” He thought it was true, but couldn’t be certain.  
 
    “But you didn’t. Which tells me something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You are a damn fool sometimes, Grey Arris.” 
 
    That, he knew, was true. “Tell me.” 
 
    “You still have feelings for that witch.” 
 
    What? He almost blurted out the question again, but held back, his mind racing. It was a mad statement. How could he have feelings for the woman who’d turned him over to the furia, the furia who’d taken his hand and tortured his sister? The same woman who had summoned the monster that killed dozens of their crew members and Kyla’s father.  
 
    Because you do. Because you’re a damn fool, just like she said.  
 
    Hence, the divide he continued to feel between he and Kyla, despite the fact that she was an incredible, beautiful woman he cared deeply about.  
 
    He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing, his silence almost as bad as blurting out the truth. Oh gods, what have I done? he thought as he saw a myriad emotions flutter across her face. Surprise first, like maybe she’d been clinging to hope that she’d been wrong, expecting him to deny her accusation. Then sadness, her eyes blinking rapidly. Finally, anger, deep-seated and complete, her beautiful eyes narrowing to scythes.  
 
    “If I meet her, I will kill her,” Kyla said. 
 
    Before Grey could even consider how to respond to that, she turned and walked away.  
 
    Grey hated himself for not going after her.  
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    Up close, Phanes was much the same as it had looked from a distance. Arid, dry, empty. Grey kicked a stone, sending it clattering across other stones.  
 
    Most of the pirates were assembled on the dusty shore now, the last of the boats just now reaching the coast. The anchored ships looked small and unimposing from afar. Grey wondered whether he would ever set foot on their decks again.  
 
    Erric stood nearby, next to Shae. Though he tried to hide it, Grey could see he was in pain, his jaw tight, his teeth locked. “You should stay behind with the ships,” Grey said.  
 
    “No,” Erric growled.  
 
    Shae said, “We must go together. We are the only hope for the keeper of souls.” 
 
    Grey didn’t feel like getting more enigmatic answers, so he left it at that.  
 
    Kyla was helping to assemble the pirates, who were unused to organizing a supply train. They had several carts laden with food and water for the day’s trek, and hopefully back again. Beyond that…who knew?  
 
    She seemed to sense Grey’s gaze and looked up, her eyes meeting his. Her expression was a mask. If I meet her, I will kill her.  
 
    Grey looked away first.  
 
    They started walking without fanfare, the oppressing heat assaulting them from above as the breeze died down. Soon most of the pirates were wetting their clothing and draping it over their faces. The men stripped off their shirts and hitched their trousers to their knees. The women tied their shirts to the sides of their ribs and rolled up their sleeves. They were a bedraggled bunch, their clothes dirty and salt- and bloodstained, but none complained. They’d been through worse—a little heat wouldn’t stop them now. 
 
    Sweat dripped from Grey’s chin and pooled in the small of his back. He longed for the cool winds that rode the ocean waves, the spray of waves crashing against timber.  
 
    Her face appeared in his mind, dashing away all else.  
 
    Not Kyla—Rhea.  
 
    Oh gods, what is wrong with me? Grey wanted to scream, wanted to slap himself, anything to erase the memory of the woman who’d nearly destroyed him. But he couldn’t. And he couldn’t erase the desire to see her again.  
 
    What would you say if you did see her? He pictured it. “Good day, princess…I mean, Queen Rhea. Your pet monster killed my friends and my girlfriend’s father, did you know that?” 
 
    Kyla came out of nowhere, punching him hard in the arm. “Did you say something?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Your lips were moving.” 
 
    “Were they?” 
 
    “You looked crazy. Still do.” 
 
    “Must be the heat.” 
 
    “Bollocks.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Kyla’s lips quirked slightly, like she wanted to smile. …kill her. 
 
    “How do you like Phanes?” Grey asked, trying to forget her threat. He was also trying not to stare at her midriff, which was bare, beaded with sweat.  
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    They stuck to the edge of the red rocklands, which, if the ship maps were correct, would eventually bring them to the mouth of the Bloody Canyons. And if Shae was right… 
 
    What am I thinking? Of course Shae is right. She always is. 
 
    The sun arced higher. Impossibly, the day got hotter. They halted their march, squeezing into the cool shadows cast by the largest boulders and spires. They ate little and drank copious amounts of water. Too much, Grey thought, wondering how they would have enough for the return trip. But he didn’t stop them. Based on the flushed, sweaty faces and weary expressions, the pirates needed it.  
 
    When they arose again, Erric could barely stand. “You have to ride,” Grey said. “One of the supply carts will do.” 
 
    “I’m not a cripple,” Erric said, but there was little fight in him.  
 
    “You will be if you try to walk the rest of the way. It will take time to build up extra strength in your leg. Trust me, I know.” 
 
    The king huffed out a breath, but didn’t argue further, allowing them to help him into a cart half-filled with water. The other half had already been drunk, the shrunken water skins making a soft mattress for the pirate to lie on.  
 
    Grey took a turn on the cart, Kyla on the opposite side. Shae walked with them, never straying far from Erric’s side. For some reason, it grated on Grey’s nerves. He tried to take a deep breath, but the best he could manage was a shallow inhalation. It’s this heat, he thought. It will make us all short-tempered. 
 
    The wind picked up again, and Grey could almost feel the collective sense of relief that rippled through the group. Despite all they’d been through, they were still three-hundred strong. These men and women had shown great mettle so far, Grey had to hope they could survive whatever was to come.  
 
    The wind and that thought lent strength to his legs as they soldiered on.  
 
    “I feel them,” Shae said. “Do you feel them?” 
 
    “What? Feel who?” Grey asked, but she wasn’t talking to him, her gaze trained on Erric in his cart.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “There are two. No…wait…there is a third, as distant as a star.” 
 
    Shae nodded her agreement. “I feel their marks calling to us.” 
 
    Grey understood now. The fatemarked. That was who they could feel. Three of them were in Phanes already, not including Shae and Erric. “We are close now,” he said. “Come on, the day draws closer to its end.” 
 
    They marched on. Soon the sun was more than halfway to the far horizon. The air began to cool. Someone said, “I see it!” and then others were joining in the cry. Grey set down the cart, clambering up beside Erric, who was already craning his neck to look. 
 
    Grey’s breath caught. Not only because of the wide gap between the rocklands, treacherous cliffs standing sentinel at the mouth of the broad canyon, but because of what he saw gathered before it in the desert.  
 
    Soldiers, standing in perfect rows, their leather armor seeming to soak up the sun rather than reflect it.  
 
    There were thousands upon thousands.  
 
    Suddenly his three-hundred felt like a single grain of sand in the desert. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Bloody Canyons 
 
    Jai Jiroux 
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    This is going to be a bloodbath, Jai thought as he stared at the yawning mouth of the canyon.  
 
    Once they entered the monster’s throat, there would be no opportunity for a swift retreat. Thousands would die on both sides. 
 
    Because of me. My orders. 
 
    Hordes of vulzures, as if sensing the violence to come, soared above the rocklands, drawing lazy circles in the sky. 
 
    Jai couldn’t look at the army, couldn’t meet their eyes, their stiff expressions, awaiting his next command.  
 
    Shanti was nearby, giving orders to her own squad, who were responsible for the traps she’d already set within the canyon. She was making last minute preparations, ensuring everything was in order, that each member understood their responsibility. Success or failure very much depended on them. 
 
    Jai trusted Shanti with his life, but that didn’t mean her fireroot could save all his soldiers. Such a feat was impossible.  
 
    Men and women will die, he thought. He’d repeated the same statement several times already, trying to come to terms with it. He knew it was necessary if they were going to take Phanes back from the slavers, but that didn’t make it any less difficult to swallow. Bitterness coated his tongue.  
 
    I could still give them a choice, he thought, watching as Shanti finished up and started toward him. I could stop using my justicemark and let them decide what to do.  
 
    But was the risk too great? Would he lose half his army and risk victory? If so, he would doom them all.  
 
    He needed to stay the course. 
 
    “An emerald for your thoughts?” Shanti asked as she reached his side. 
 
    “Is there hope?” he asked. 
 
    She squinted as a ray of light hit her face. “There is always hope, so long as good men and women choose to fight,” she said.  
 
    You are my hope, he thought, unable to draw his eyes from her. “Thank you. That helps. Now I want to kiss you.” 
 
    “You should,” she said, and his lips were upon hers before she’d finished the second word. The kiss was deep but too short. Jai feared he would not get another. 
 
    Stop thinking like that. You have well-trained soldiers. You have Shanti. The Black Tears will be here soon. The day can still be won.  
 
    A call went up, and they both looked to identify the source. Several people from Shanti’s fireroot squad were pointing toward the east, gesturing wildly. Jai followed their aim, seeing nothing, nothing, noth— 
 
    Figures moved in the desert, stopping almost the second he spotted them. “Who…” he said, unable to finish the question, his lips suddenly dry. Could the Phanecians have snuck through the rocklands to flank them? 
 
    The sun was directly on them, and Jai quickly guessed at their number. A few hundred at most. Not a large enough force to flank an army of ten thousand. Plus…their clothing was strange, shirts wrapped around their heads, pants pulled up to their knees. They didn’t wear armor. And the only thing in that direction was the sea. Something seemed to pull at him, his marking warming his heel. Inadvertently, he took a step toward them. 
 
    Shanti didn’t seem to notice. “Pirates,” she said. “What is their lot doing here?” 
 
    Jai was about to respond when another cry went up, this one from a greater distance, where scouts had climbed the cliffs to gain the best vantage point to watch the northern entrance to the canyons. Two of them were waving their arms. One lifted something, a mirror, which caught the sunlight and reflected it like an exploding star. 
 
    The signal.  
 
    It’s time, Jai thought, his gaze snapping between the pirates and the scout.  
 
    The Phanecians had entered the canyon. “Soldiers!” he cried. “Forward march!” 
 
    His justicemark throbbed dully on his heel, pulling him toward the pirates, but he resisted the urge to turn back. If they intervened, he would deal with them then. 


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Bloody Canyons 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Rhea was still bound, forced to march at sword point across the flat, harsh terrain. Bane walked with her, a slight limp in his step, which meant the entire group had to move at a crawl, even those on horseback. Somehow that made it worse.  
 
    They marched in the center of a great army, several thousand leather-clad men at the least. Perhaps a thousand rode the enormous black Phanecian horses, maintaining the flanks of the column. Those men on foot at the front would be the head of the spear thrust, cutting through the enemy with the blades strapped to their wrists and ankles.  
 
    But not before their long-distance weapons had their chance.  
 
    There was something inevitable about a march into a canyon, Rhea thought as the cliffs surrounded them on both sides. Going back was no option. The sides were steep and unclimbable. Which left only forward. If the way was blocked, then that was the end.  
 
    Inevitable.  
 
    She wondered what would be waiting for her in the canyon.  
 
    “Do not fear, Rhea,” Bane said, in that hollow tone of his. “Fate is with us.” 
 
    Rhea fought to keep her expression mild, disinterested. She still didn’t know what had stayed her hand when he’d appeared back in her cell, exhausted, prone, vulnerable. All she’d had to do was sneak up behind him and wrap her hands around his neck and squeeze. 
 
    It’s what he deserved. He killed my father. 
 
    She’d thought about it, long and hard. And then she’d done nothing.  
 
    Pity, she thought. I pity him. And I can no longer kill that which I pity.  
 
    She wondered if it was true, or if she’d just lost her nerve. If I get another chance, Wrath himself won’t be able to stop me… 
 
    “What you call fate, I call the wickedness of a harsh world,” she finally said, realizing he was still waiting for a response.  
 
    He laughed, his limp growing more pronounced. The hollows under his eyes were dark and gaunt, like he hadn’t slept for days. His eyes, though full of mirth now, carried the weight of weariness.  
 
    “Soon you will see,” he said. “I’ve seen what lesser men only dream of seeing.” 
 
    “And what is that?” She was growing tired herself, but of his antics, not the journey. 
 
    “The beginning. And the end.” 
 
    “What—no middle?” She couldn’t keep the edge out of her voice. 
 
    “The middle is unimportant. I think I finally understand that.”  
 
    In some ways, she wished she felt the same way. But to her, “The middle is everything.” 
 
    The sun was blocked now, the air growing cooler. If Rhea closed her eyes, she could almost believe she was back in Knight’s End, standing on her balcony watching the sunset.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    She sighed, that feeling of inevitability pressing down on her once more. Bane had told her about her cousins’ escape from prison. He told her they’d made it through the Gates to the west. He had no reason to lie to her. Which meant she’d achieved what she set out to do. Even if it wasn’t her hand that had freed them, they were free. Ennis and Gaia could rejoin their brothers and sister. They would be able to tell Sai what had happened. The army would hold the border rather than marching into a pointless war with Phanes. It was a weight lifted from her shoulders, leaving her with only one final regret:  
 
    That her child was now in grave danger because of her reckless actions. No one was coming to rescue her. And yet, giving up was the furthest thing from her mind.  
 
    All she needed was an opening, and she would take it.  
 
    A smile had just begun to curl the edge of her lips when the first man exploded in a flash of fire, his dismembered arms and legs falling amongst the throng. More fell, sharp shards of metal and stone protruding from their bodies. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, approaching Hemptown 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    Gareth wasn’t certain what he expected when they marched into Phanes, but it wasn’t this. They’d been unmolested as they rode through the gates, ignored as they passed through the desert, and now… 
 
    It’s a ghost town, he thought, watching a thick clump of dried scrubgrass blowing across the wasteland. Hemptown was practically deserted. Those who appeared in the streets quickly scurried away, slamming doors and shuttering windows. 
 
    Ennis’s eyes met his as if to say I told you. Though he’d made it clear that Bane and his army planned to travel further south, Gareth didn’t think that meant leaving one of the border cities wholly unprotected. Madness, he thought. Then again, from his few experiences with the deathmarked boy, madness was just another day in his life.  
 
    Unless… “He wants us to pursue him.” 
 
    “What?” The question came from Sai, who sat erect in the saddle, scanning the empty streets with the aloofness of one in power.  
 
    “Why else would the Phanecians fail to repair the Gates? Why would Bane withdraw his armies from the border?” 
 
    Sai scowled. “They have a rebellion on their hands. Their emperors have been dropping like dung from my horse’s backside.” 
 
    Ennis said, “Gareth’s right. Bane knew we were coming. Rhea made it very clear to him.” 
 
    “It doesn’t change anything,” Sai said. “We will crush them. Between the rebels and us, Bane and his so-called army will be an overripe apple between hammer and anvil.” 
 
    Gareth agreed, despite the sense of foreboding he felt. Though he didn’t care whether the Phanecians destroyed themselves, he wanted to find Rhea, if only to make peace with his own uncertainties about her. Who was the real Rhea Loren? His need to know was like a fast-growing plant, twisting inside him.  
 
    Or maybe it was just a distraction from his feelings of isolation. 
 
    Either way, there was no going back now. Not for him. 
 
    Ennis shook his head. “We are walking into a nest of snakes.” 
 
    “Then we shall chop off their heads,” Sai said, with what Gareth was beginning to think was an overabundance of bravado. Maybe he’s compensating for something. Maybe he’s scared. 
 
    They rode on, until Sai finally commanded a furia to drag one of the villagers from the stone hut she was hiding in. The narrow-eyed Phanecian woman kicked and shouted the whole way, but didn’t look scared when facing Sai Loren. In fact, she spat at his feet and made a rude gesture. 
 
    “When did the army depart the city?” Sai said flatly.  
 
    “Rut you!” she said.  
 
    Sai gestured to one of his furia, who swiftly backhanded the woman across the face. Her head snapped to the side and when it flopped back blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. But the furia wasn’t finished. She drew a knife, placing the tip at the woman’s throat. Still, she didn’t balk. “You can slice me from head to feet and I won’t answer your questions.” 
 
    Ore. Perhaps we underestimated these people, Gareth thought.  
 
    Sai said, “As you wish,” and made a slashing motion across his own throat.  
 
    “Wait!” The shout came from the same door she’d just been pulled from, and a young boy, perhaps thirteen, emerged at a sprint.  
 
    He skidded to a stop before the woman, who growled, “Get back inside.” She shifted slightly, just enough for the blade at her throat to draw blood.  
 
    “I won’t,” the boy said, sticking out his chin. “I won’t let you die, Maata.” 
 
    “Don’t you say a wor—” the woman tried to shout, but was quickly cut off when a rag was stuffed in her mouth and tied around the back of her head. 
 
    “They rode out at midday, when the sun was at its hottest,” the boy said. His skin was tan, his hair jet-black. He wore a high-necked shirt and no sleeves, which struck Gareth as an odd combination. In truth, he’d never really studied the culture of the southern empires of Calyp and Phanes. He and his brothers’ focus had always been on the military tactics of their desert-dwelling enemies.  
 
    “Three, maybe four, hours ago,” Sai said, confirming it with one of his men, who was responsible for coordinating timed attacks.  
 
    It was a decent head start, but if the strength of the rebellion wasn’t overstated in the streams they’d received, Bane’s army would face heavy resistance, slowing their pace south. There was still time to catch up.  
 
    “They marched through the Bloody Canyons?” Sai asked. Again, the woman tried to shout through the rag, but all that could be heard was a muffled, wordless groan.  
 
    The boy nodded. “And before you ask, they were seven-thousand strong, at the least. The entire strength of the four border cities combined. Perhaps one thousand mounted.” 
 
    “Do you know if they had a prisoner with them?” Gareth blurted out. “A woman with a scarred face.” 
 
    The boy’s eyebrows rose. “How did you know? She marched next to the commander himself, the Kings’ Bane. But she was a prisoner, her ankles and wrists tied.” 
 
    Gareth’s eyes met Ennis’s once more, but the man who had rescued him gave nothing away with his expression. Rhea was alive. That was all that mattered right now.  
 
    “You’ve done well, boy,” Sai said.  
 
    “Come, Mother,” he said, reaching for the woman’s hand.  
 
    “Kill her,” Sai said coldly, and before Gareth could even consider intervening, the furia’s blade had opened her throat. Her eyes widened and her legs crumpled. The boy fell on top of her, tears already leaking from his eyes.  
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” Gareth said. “You already learned everything you needed.” 
 
    “These people are barbarians. They own slaves. They treat the Terans like possessions. I am merely carrying out Wrath’s will.” 
 
    Gareth looked to Ennis for support, but the man merely shook his head and pulled on the reins, turning his horse away. Soon Sai did the same, leaving Gareth to watch a woman die and her son grieve.  
 
    What have I gotten myself into? Why did I think things could ever change?  
 
    Roan is a fool. Peace wasn’t possible. And even if it was, these people didn’t deserve it.  
 
    Behind him, one of his legionnaires, an Orian woman with bright purple eyes, said, “Do we follow?” 
 
    Already, the western army was departing the city, spreading out as they entered the wide expanse of the desert.  
 
    Gareth wanted to turn back, to break the alliance. But… 
 
    She’s Roan’s sister. He didn’t know if Rhea was worthy of his help, but she’d pursued the eastern alliance. She’d stopped Darkspell. If there was a chance she’d changed, or begun to change, he had to try to find her. 
 
    For Roan.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “We ride on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourth Interlude 
 
    The Crimean Sea 
 
    THE HORDE 
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    There is always a choice, Klar-Ggra thought as the first of his ships charged toward the shoreline.  
 
    As a child, he didn’t realize that by running away he was making one, shaping his own destiny. He thought he was escaping, leaving a world that hated him. Little did he know he was creating a new world.  
 
    His choice now was where to unleash his Horde on the Four Kingdoms first. There was something to be said for drawing out his vengeance, relishing it, savoring it like a fine piece of meat.  
 
    He could start in the south and work his way northward to his destiny, killing and pillaging as they went. Destroying a land he’d hated for many years, invading Castle Hill last of all, the crowning achievement of his life.  
 
    He considered it as his ships slid into the shallows, the wind at his back, filling the sails to bursting. There was no stopping their momentum now, nor did he want to. They wouldn’t need these ships again, and he didn’t want his enemies to be able to use them to escape.  
 
    He clutched the railing as the ship jolted, a raucous screeching sound rising from the depths as they scraped along the bottom. Several of the Horde were unprepared for the impact and fell overboard. No matter—most likely they would swim to shore. If they didn’t freeze to death from exposure, they would fall in with their brothers and sisters.  
 
    The long piers once used for merchant vessels shattered as their ships plowed through them, sending debris to either side. Planks were crushed in half. Iron fittings strung with thick ropes crushed through their hulls, water rushing in behind. Mortal wounds that would eventually cause each vessel to sink. 
 
    The Lost Son clutched the railing harder, his hands beginning to ache, a thrill running through him. Long had he waited for this moment of triumphant return. He spotted a boy carrying a fishing rod staring at him with wide eyes. He turned tail and ran, heading past the arrow-like pylons that announced the sprawling city of Blackstone. He would alert others in the city, but they would not believe him. And anyway, men and women could be hunted.  
 
    The final impact was jarring, the ship running aground, splintering wood, shearing nail, smashing rock and rending earth.  
 
    Yes. Klar-Ggra could’ve taken his Horde south first.  
 
    But that wasn’t the choice he wanted to make.  
 
    “Now we feast!” he shouted. The Horde poured from the ships.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART V 
 
      
 
    Roan   [image: ]   Annise   [image: ]   Lisbeth 
 
    Sir Dietrich   [image: ]   Gwendolyn   [image: ]   Goggin 
 
    Raven 
 
      
 
    “My poetry has been called dark, a cry for help by a troubled man.  
 
    But I am not troubled; I only write the truth as I see it.  
 
    Nor do I need help—no, it’s the rest of them that need help.” 
 
    Japarti, famous Calypsian poet  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, The Burning Sea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    The voyage had been long and arduous. By the end, Roan was tired of fish and more tired of Windy’s thick tea, which she insisted they drink each day. “To prevent seasickness,” she said. 
 
    The worst part had been not knowing what had happened to Gwen, or Gareth, or even Rhea. He wondered about them all as soon as he woke up and until he fell asleep at night. Had he abandoned them? Was this all a fool’s errand? Was Bane right about everything? 
 
    The best part of each day had been studying books with Yela, though even that had grown tiresome when each new revelation seemed to create countless more questions.  
 
    “Got something,” she said now. They sat in one of the four cabins on the small private vessel, one that would usually be considered an office, but which they’d transformed into a study, much to the captain’s chagrin. The man had quickly learned not to argue with Windy Sandes, dutifully collecting his coin and keeping the boat on a southwesterly trajectory.  
 
    Roan looked up from the book he’d been flipping through: The Death of Absence: A Story of Woe. It was the book the Western Oracle had written, the very same that Bear Blackboots had scrawled a message in, and Roan had already read it cover to cover a half a dozen times. The Terans had worshipped a great hole, which they believed descended forever, never reaching a bottom. The most righteous of them, those called the Seven, who had achieved all seven of their virtues, generally became priests and gained the opportunity to commune with their god, Absence, by descending via rope into the hole. It was said that spending too long in the darkness of the pit would drive one to madness. But if one spent the right about of time… 
 
    Enlightenment. 
 
    Then one day the Terans found the hole with no bottom filled in with dirt. It had crushed them and their faith, making them ripe for the picking when the Phanecian slave ships arrived on their shores.  
 
    There must be more to it, Roan thought, staring at the worn leather cover.  
 
    “Roan?” 
 
    Gods, he’d done it again. It was happening more and more, his getting lost in his thoughts. “Sorry,” he said. “What did you find?” 
 
    Yela’s small face furrowed with concern, her dark skin turning orange in the lanternlight. It was late; they should be sleeping. But Roan didn’t sleep much anymore.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Roan said. “Really.” He realized he’d said it without her even having to ask the question.  
 
    She blinked, her ink-dark eyes vanishing and then appearing once more. Their stare was intense as she moved her chair closer, pushing a book in front of him. Her finger showed him where to start reading.  
 
    The Peacemaker cannot bring peace alone. Yes, he will be a central cog in the wheel of fate, but what is light without dark? What is peace without war? What is life without death? 
 
    Roan’s heart beat a little faster. The quote was attributed to Recovered Writings by the Western Oracle. It was so similar to the things Bane had said to him that it was eerie. 
 
    “This doesn’t mean anything,” he said.  
 
    Yela said nothing. She never seemed to have a problem with long silences, and she only spoke when she had something important to say. She merely shrugged and flipped the book closed to show him the title.  
 
    Lost Prophecies, a Compendium 
 
    “How did we miss this before?” he asked, frowning at the unfamiliar cover, which was entirely white.  
 
    Yela squirmed, looking uncomfortable. “Well…” 
 
    “Because I kept this book hidden from you,” a voice said from the doorway. Lady Windy stood just inside the cabin, a teacup pinched between two fingers.  
 
    “Why?” Roan’s voice had darkened. Was it his imagination, or had the lanternlight suddenly grown less bright?  
 
    “You make decisions based on emotions. I couldn’t have you make the wrong one.” Roan opened his mouth to object, but she continued. “I don’t mean offense. You are human, and humans are emotional beings. But scholars know how to cut through the emotion, or even ignore it completely, making decisions based on logic and wisdom. That is why people from across the Four Kingdoms come to me to learn how to study, how to learn.” 
 
    “Because you’re unemotional?” 
 
    “Because I’m right,” she said, allowing a wry smile to curl her lips.  
 
    Roan knew not to be offended, nor surprised. This wasn’t the first time the lady of Citadel had kept something from him. But he still didn’t understand why. “You know I’ve been agonizing about Bane for days,” he said. “This information would’ve helped clear the confusion from my head.” 
 
    Windy cocked an eyebrow. “Would it?” 
 
    “Of course, this is exactly the information I sought.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. You won’t have a clear picture until we speak to Bear Blackboots. Until we get the full truth.” 
 
    Roan was growing frustrated now, another emotion he knew Windy wouldn’t approve of. “Which is why we are sailing to Teragon. But what does that have to do with this book?” 
 
    Windy stepped forward into the small cabin, placing her half-empty teacup on the table. She leaned over the book, her thick, gray curls brushing against the page. “What would you have done if you’d read this back in Citadel, before we departed Calyp?” 
 
    “I would’ve…” He trailed off, realizing he was about to speak untrue. He wanted to think it wouldn’t have changed anything, that he would still be sitting in this cabin, more than halfway across the Burning Sea. But that would be a lie and he knew it. I would’ve tried to find Bane. I would’ve tried to understand him more. “Maybe I should’ve made another decision,” he finished lamely.  
 
    Windy shook her head, leaning back again. “No. Seek wisdom first, and then answers,” she said. “Going to Bane would’ve only confused the matter more.” It annoyed him that she was so easily able to predict what he would’ve done. “You aren’t ready to face him again.” 
 
    “And going to Teragon will change that? If I could speak to Bane, I could discern the truth. Maybe he is fooling me somehow. Maybe the words in this book”—he jabbed his finger against the cover—“are taken out of context. It can’t be true. We can’t be two parts of the same solution.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Roan sighed because he didn’t have an answer. “What are you saying? That you believe what he showed me?” 
 
    She shrugged, dragging a hand through her thick hair. “Maybe. But just because he painted a picture doesn’t mean he painted the whole thing. There’s lying and there’s lying by omission. Don’t confuse the two.” 
 
    Roan chewed on that for a moment. “You still should’ve shown me this book earlier.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Time will tell. Now get some rest. You can read the whole book tomorrow if you wish. Come Yela.” 
 
    The girl stood, an apology flashing in her eyes before she followed Windy out.  
 
    She knew about this book the whole time, Roan thought.  
 
    “Scholars,” he muttered.  
 
    He finally fell asleep with his face on the pages of the book. 
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    The next day, he finished the book, slamming it shut in frustration, not caring that it was an emotional response. Dust flew from the old tome, which had contained no other references to the teachings of the Western Oracle.  
 
    Yela said, “Told you.” 
 
    “Don’t even start. I’m still cross with you.” She’d already apologized several times.  
 
    “You know how Lady Windy is.” 
 
    He did. Unfortunately. “Aye, she is in dire need of a hairbrush and a proper lesson on making tea.” 
 
    “I’m not joking. She swore me to silence.” 
 
    It wasn’t Yela’s fault, not truly. Windy was a tyrant when it came to the scholars under her tutelage. “Fine. But I still can’t believe she kept this book from me all because of a couple of lousy lines that mean nothing.” They mean everything, he thought. If both Bane and I are truly integral to achieving peace… 
 
    If so, the Western Oracle was the author of death as much as she was the foreteller of peace.  
 
    He jammed his fingers into his tired eyes, trying to think. Yela stayed silent, though soon he heard the scrape of pages being turned.  
 
    The boat rocked. The sound of gentle waves lapped against the sides. A gull screeched.  
 
    A gull! Roan’s eyes burst open and met Yela’s, whose had widened in response. They seemed to realize the same thing at the same moment, scrambling from the cabin and mounting the dozen steps to the decks. They skidded to a stop in front of Windy, who stood wearing a broad smile on her face. 
 
    A large white bird with a yellow beak sat atop her head, nibbling crumbs from her palm.  
 
    “Teragon,” she said, gesturing grandly to the starboard side.  
 
    Sand-speckled beaches gave way to rocky, crescent-shaped hills. Though it was the end of their journey, to Roan it felt like just the beginning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Seven 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Every day, Annise expected the sun to fail to rise, or for the moons to hang lower than they used to.  
 
    But each morn the sun rose, and each night the moons appeared, climbing the sky.  
 
    Every day, the world looked much the same as it used to. But it wasn’t, her world changed forever when Archer died on a voyage she’d brought him on. Oh Archer, she thought now. How I miss you. 
 
    They’d buried him in the royal cemetery, right next to their father, their mother. Despite everything her father had done, something about it still felt right.  
 
    It was only the second day since their return, and Annise knew they would have to leave again soon, perhaps as early as the morrow. The Four Kingdoms faced a danger graver than ever before, and she needed to ensure the rest of its inhabitants were prepared.  
 
    She’d already tried sending streams to Knight’s End, Ferria, Calypso, and Phanea, but so far had received no response. The last message received had been weeks earlier, from Rhea, who’d said her armies were marching on Phanes. Since then it was as if the north didn’t exist. 
 
    It won’t, if we don’t stop the Horde.  
 
    The Horde. She could still scarcely believe it, though Zelda had been persuasive. Annise’s eldest uncle, Helmuth Gäric, had been missing since before she was born. Some said he’d gotten lost and fallen into a pit and died. Others said he was murdered by one of his brothers. Still others believed he was alive, disguised somewhere in Blackstone, just another crippled beggar on the streets.  
 
    There was even a legend surrounding his disappearance, something about a note he’d left before he’d vanished. Annise had never believed such foolishness, until her aunt showed her the note, which she’d kept all these years. It said: 
 
    I will return one day. And I shall have my vengeance. 
 
    Though it was unsigned, Zelda assured Annise it was her brother’s handwriting. Once it had been a running jape in the north. People would say, “Aye, when the Maimed Prince returns!” and then burst into laughter.  
 
    No one was laughing now. It seemed impossible that a crippled boy could set off into the world, sail across the great Crimean Sea, and unify a horde of bloodthirsty barbarians. Annise wouldn’t have believed it if she hadn’t seen them with her own eyes. If she hadn’t watched her brother die at their hands. 
 
    There had to be more to the story. 
 
    That frantic feeling clutched at her again as she made her way from her sleeping quarters to the council room. Originally, she’d wanted to sail directly south from Crimea to try to warn the other kingdoms, but they hadn’t had sufficient supplies to complete the journey. In the end, it made the most sense to regroup in Castle Hill and decide from there.  
 
    Well, now it was time to make a decision. She knew what her father would do if he was still alive, still king. He would hunker down, defend their borders, the rest of the Four Kingdoms be damned.  
 
    I am not him. I am not a soulless tyrant. 
 
    Annise already knew where she stood. The north was unprotected, their army well-trained but far too small, the Sleeping Knights gone, along with Lisbeth Lorne and Sir Dietrich. Finding them was paramount to the survival of the kingdom.  
 
    They were supposed to be our protectors! she thought angrily. If they had come with her to Crimea, perhaps Archer wouldn’t have… 
 
    She was so lost in her thoughts that she crashed into the messenger running in the opposite direction, sending him sprawling. He wasn’t particularly young, but far too thin. Is our food supply running low? she wondered. There was so much involved in running a kingdom besides fighting off sellswords and usurpers. She longed for a time when she could truly focus on the details, the ways to improve things. First you must stop chasing your tail, she thought.  
 
    Gingerly, the boy rubbed his shoulder as he righted himself. “Y-Your Highness. Begging your pardon, but I come with urgent news from Lady Zelda herself. A stream has arrived.” 
 
    “From where?” Ferria? Knight’s End? She would even take one of the southern empires at this point.  
 
    “Blackstone.” 
 
    Blackstone? There was nothing left in Blackstone but scoundrels and marauders, the city devastated by its defeat in the Bay of Bounty at the hands of Rhea Loren and her pet sea monster. “What does it say?” 
 
    “Your Highness?” 
 
    “The stream. What does it say?” 
 
    “Oh. Lady Zelda said not to tell you.” 
 
    Her nerves were pulled as tight as a bowstring, her impatience as thin as spring ice. She grabbed him by the collar and flung him against the wall. “Out with it. Now.” 
 
    “It wasn’t complete,” he squeaked. “Probably just a prank. Some nonsense about madness and cannibals and blood everywhere. The last few words were illegible.” 
 
    Her entire body froze. She could feel the quiver starting in her toes, but she flexed her muscles and held it off. Placed the messenger back on his feet. He bowed and scampered away. She took a deep breath. Let it out. Walked on down the corridor calmly, collecting herself with each step.  
 
    I am the queen. I must be the calm in the storm. Her decisions would affect not only herself and her friends and loved ones, but thousands of citizens across the realm. Survivors. People who had been through so much and landed on their feet.  
 
    The door to the council room stood open. Heated voices echoed from within. Annise entered and said, “Silence,” and they fell away. Eyes met hers, one by one. Tarin. Sir Jonius. Sir Metz. Private Sheary. Lady Zelda. Fay the blacksmith was there too. These were the people she cared most about. These were the people she was fighting for.  
 
    “Annise,” Lady Zelda said, but Annise stopped her with a raised hand. 
 
    “I am no stranger to counsel,” she said. “And I am certain you have much for me. But there isn’t time for debate, and I have made my decision.” Upon that last word, it fell so silent a pin might’ve been heard as it dropped to the ground; not just the metallic impact on stone, but the sound of it passing through the air. She turned to Sir Metz. “I need the army’s help. Evacuate every city from Castle Hill to Gearhärt to Walburg, and all the towns and villages in between. Protect our citizens.” 
 
    Sir Metz snapped to attention. “It shall be done,” he said, saluting. 
 
    Zelda wore a serious expression. “Where do you propose we send them? You are talking about tens of thousands of people.” 
 
    “Anywhere but here. Your lost brother is coming with his Horde, and they will spare none. I will send streams to Knight’s End and Ferria, requesting refuge for our people.” 
 
    Zelda said, “A bold move considering we’ve fought both kingdoms in bloody battles in the last few months.” 
 
    “Knight’s End answered our call once; they might again,” Annise said. “And this is a time to be bold. We can no longer fight amongst ourselves. I don’t know about prophecies or magical markings or fate, but I know those who serve themselves will be better off than those who lie in wait for the world to save them.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the army?” Tarin asked, though his eyes held that knowing look that told her he already knew her mind as well as she did. He gave her confidence, something she once would’ve resisted, but now she clung to like a lifeline. It was strange to see him without armor in public, and yet there was something about it she thought she could get used to.  
 
    “We prepare for war.” Tomorrow could be too late, she thought. Already armies are amassing, marching to war. For all she knew, they might already be fighting, killing each other while the true enemy snuck in through the window. “Immediately.” 
 
    With that, she turned on her heel and left, heading back to her room to don her armor and prepare the Evenstar for yet another battle.  
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    Tarin caught up to her as she was about to enter her quarters. He looked out of breath. She opened her mouth to ask him what was wrong, but he was already grabbing her around the waist, spinning her around, drawing her face to his. 
 
    Their lips met and she lost her own breath as they devoured each other for several long moments, breaking the tension in her body. He picked her up and she wrapped her legs around his hips as he shoved through the door, slamming it loudly behind them.  
 
    “I just want to be us again,” Tarin breathed into her neck, kissing her skin. “Why won’t the world let us?” 
 
    Annise sighed, her flesh on fire as his lips painted a trail to the hollow in her throat. She’d wondered the same thing more times than she could count. And she’d finally come up with the answer. “We are us,” she said into his thick, dark hair. “Sometimes I think that’s all we are, at our core. That’s the one thing the world can’t take from us.” 
 
    His lips grew more desperate and she lost herself in his eyes. The world could wait a few more minutes.  
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    Annise had thought long and hard about who to send the stream to. Her relationship was strong with her cousin, Rhea, as of late, but she was already marching to war. When would she return to Knight’s End to reply? Would it be soon enough to seek refuge there?  
 
    Annise didn’t think so.  
 
    It’s a time to be bold, she thought, plucking the ink pot labelled for the eastern capital of Ferria. She penned the message quickly, the words already considered and reconsidered a thousand times in her head, and signed it with a flourish. 
 
    She turned to the stream worker and said, “For the king’s eyes only. King Gareth Ironclad.” 
 
    The stream worker nodded, holding the parchment with two hands. Annise watched as she stamped it with the proper level of confidentiality and waded into the icy water. Slowly, she submerged the paper, until it was fully covered.  
 
    The words disappeared.  
 
    Annise let out a breath. It is done. In moments, or perhaps already, the same words would appear in the royal stream in Ferria to be captured by one of the king’s stream workers on a fresh sheet of parchment. It would be rolled and sealed and presented to the king.  
 
    His reply could come within minutes. A day or two at the most. 
 
    Would he scoff at her audacity? It was said that the eldest of the Ironclad triplets was different to both his brothers and his father, but the times they lived in changed people. Sometimes for the better, but more often for the worse. If the king rejected her plea or ignored it completely… 
 
    I will be leading my people into a death trap. 
 
    Annise fought off the urge to wait around. There was too much to do, to prepare. Thankfully, she had Sir Metz, who was as reliable a knight as she’d ever met. He strode up to her just as she was exiting the stream, his gait just a hair short of a jog. “I have sent my fastest soldiers to all of the major cities east of Castle Hill. They will organize the evacuations.” 
 
    Annise nodded, her lips pulled tight. Running felt like such a craven response to a threat, something her father would never have done. My father was a tyrant, she reminded herself. And this is no ordinary threat. First, secure your people. Then, think about military response. “And the outlying villages?” she asked.  
 
    “They are many and scattered,” the knight said, “but we are casting as wide a net as possible. Any that we have inkreeds for are being sent streams, which will then be followed up by one of my soldiers.” 
 
    “Good. I—” Annise felt a sudden wave of emotion. “You have done well in my employ, Sir. I know I can always count on you.” 
 
    Metz looked slightly uncomfortable at the compliment. “Do you require anything additional?” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir. That will be all for now.” 
 
    He saluted, turned on his heel, and marched away, a half-step quicker than he’d arrived. She watched him go, wondering when she’d see him again. 
 
    She glanced back at the stream one more time before she left, but the waters were calm and flat. The stream worker sat on a bench, awaiting any incoming streams.  
 
    Annise called out to her. “Forward any response from King Ironclad to all northern cities save Blackstone.” 
 
    The woman turned back. “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    “And…be certain to evacuate with the rest of the city. No more than two days hence.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness.” 
 
    Annise offered a final nod, satisfied that her plans were being carried out as she hoped.  
 
    As she walked through the castle of her childhood, it felt like a hollow place, full of strange shadows and foreign odors. Nothing about it felt like home. When I return, I will make it my home. First, she would redecorate, replacing all her father’s darkly violent paintings and replacing them with something more…cheerful. Add some plush rugs, brighter wall sconces, tapestries…yes, it would do just fine.  
 
    She laughed at her own foolish thoughts. Who dreamed of decorating a castle when facing a cannibalistic horde of barbarians?  
 
    She stopped suddenly, her hand moving to her mouth when her laugh morphed into a choking sob. Archer wouldn’t get to see the changes. She wouldn’t get to argue with him about color patterns, and he wouldn’t have the opportunity to suggest they place swords and javelins on the walls, which he knew she would hate.  
 
    The thought of entering his room, going through his things…she dashed away the tears making their way down her cheeks.  
 
    She firmed up her jaw, remembering the monsters that took everything from her.  
 
    I will kill them for Archer. I will kill them all. 
 
    She strode from the castle and down the staircase that led to the river.  
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    Sir Jonius met her halfway down the steps. “You don’t have to do this,” he said. “We can go, rally the troops at Raider’s Pass. Stay here for a while. You have time. A few days at the least.” 
 
    “I cannot stay here,” she said, hoping he would understand the true meaning behind her words. 
 
    “You need time to grieve.” 
 
    “That’s the last thing I need,” she said, refusing the tears that always seemed to be knocking on the back of her eyes. She started to push past him. 
 
    He caught her with his hand. She hadn’t planned it, but she fell into his arms, which circled her the way they used to, when she was a little girl and she couldn’t take one more awful insult from the lordlings, and he found her crying in one of her many hidey holes throughout the castle.  
 
    She didn’t cry now, just soaked up every bit of comfort she could get. 
 
    “It should’ve been me,” Jonius said. 
 
    Annise froze. “Don’t say that. One life cannot be exchanged for another.” 
 
    He sighed, his chin pressing against her scalp. “You and Archer are the only reasons I’m alive,” he said. “When Darkspell’s potion turned me into that savage bear…I felt…strange. I could see all the horrible things I’d done over my lifetime stacked on top of one another. It was like they had…created…the bear, the monster I’d become.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me this,” Annise said. She knew too much of monsters already. 
 
    “I want to. I need to. When I was the bear, I wanted to kill, to spill blood, and, hopefully, to have my blood spilled. I wanted to die. I was planning to die.” He paused, seeming to gather his thoughts as he pulled away so he could look her in the eyes. “Then I saw you.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to kill me,” Annise said. She meant it as a lighthearted jape, but he shook his head seriously.  
 
    “I could never. Archer and you were like the children my wife and I could never have. I love—loved—him like a son. And you like a daughter.” 
 
    Annise reached up and brushed the tear from his face. “Well, you still have a daughter, Sir. And I still have a loyal protector. Now come, the day grows wings.” She linked her arm in his and started down the steps once more. 
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    Zelda was the only one standing in the boat, taking large bites of a thick slice of buttered sourbread. Tarin took up an entire bench on his own, leaning back and letting the air wash over his face. Fay had plopped down at the far end of the vessel, a small box of tools at her feet. She’d come at Annise’s request—Tarin needed a new set of armor after the last one was abandoned on the shores of Crimea. Sir Jonius sat in the middle, manning the main set of oars for the time being. The other oars were gripped by soldiers, three men and three women, who wore linens, their plate left behind. They could be outfitted when they reached Gearhärt. They still carried weapons, longswords and daggers, but no shields. They needed to be light and fast.  
 
    Annise dangled a finger in the water, which was still icy cold. She remembered Tarin’s warmth just a few hours earlier, how it had pained her to break off their embrace.  
 
    Sacrifice. That was what it meant to be a queen. Her life was not her own, but her peoples’. It was something her father had never understood.  
 
    I never understood it either, not until I lost my mother, Sir Craig, Archer… 
 
    How could she be the strong queen the north needed when she felt so broken inside? 
 
    Tarin reached out and gripped her hand, pulling it from the water. She’d forgotten it was still there, growing colder by the second. Another couple minutes and frostbite would’ve set in. Welcome to spring in the north, she thought. As cold as winter in most places. Slowly, he massaged the feeling back into her fingers. 
 
    Thank you, she mouthed.  
 
    For what? he mouthed back.  
 
    She almost laughed, because of the innocence of the question. Only for everything, she wanted to tell him, but he already knew that, just as she knew he was grateful for just as much from her.  
 
    They’d been reunited when they’d been at their most broken. Only together could they be whole again. It was something it’d taken them both a long while to truly understand.  
 
    The harsh northern landscape drifted past, the Snake River narrowing slightly, lending speed to the current. By midday they would reach their destination. What if we don’t stop there? By nightfall they could be through Raider’s Pass, skating across Hyro Lake, drawing a line between the eastern and western kingdoms. In three days, they could reach the Burning Sea. From there it was but a short jaunt to the Bloody Canyons of Phanes.  
 
    Chopped up like this, their world suddenly seemed a very small place.  
 
    And about to get smaller, Annise thought, holding Tarin’s hand tighter.  
 
    But no, she wouldn’t leave the north behind, not ever again. If she was leaving the borders, she was taking her people with her.  
 
    All of them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Eight 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Sarris 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    Lisbeth couldn’t even see the blood that had been spilled on her watch, which almost made it worse.  
 
    Over the last week, the Sleeping Knights had cut straight through the heart of the west. The small traveler’s village of Restor had been burned to the ground, the people slaughtered. She’d pushed harder against the Knights than ever before, eventually losing consciousness. She’d awoken with Sir Dietrich sitting beside her. His soul was haggard and faded, and she knew he’d fought against them once more. And again, he’d lost.  
 
    She’d felt so alone in that moment.  
 
    Yet they could’ve killed him. They could’ve killed him anytime they wanted. He is not the enemy, they told her. Neither are you. We only kill the enemy. 
 
    Now they approached Sarris, one of the western cities bordering Phanes. It was surrounded by a large square wall, its soul a pale yellow. A bell was already ringing from within. Orange-souled archers stood at the ready, aiming in their direction. It was Bethany all over again. 
 
    Why am I here? Lisbeth wondered, not for the first or last time. Was she just a witness to the violence she’d unleashed, or did she have a greater purpose? I must bear this marking for a reason. It is my burden, but it must be more than that.  
 
    She had to believe it.  
 
    “Lisbeth,” Sir Dietrich said. Next to her, his soul was a deep blue flame. It had always manifested itself as various shades of blue, but never with the fire-like quality it held now. 
 
    “I—I don’t think I can do this again,” she said.  
 
    “You can,” he said, his voice so full of certainty that it took her breath away. “But you don’t have to. They are not your responsibility.” 
 
    She wanted to believe him. Desperately wanted to believe. But it was a lie. “I freed them.” 
 
    “To save the north. Not to slaughter the rest of the realms.” 
 
    “The two things are one and the same.” 
 
    His soul tossed from side to side, frustrated. He hurts for me, she sensed. And yet still she felt so alone. Utterly alone.  
 
    The Knights were running now, fiery souls filled with a level of rage that could only be achieved over centuries of imprisonment. 
 
    “Stay,” Sir Dietrich said, grabbing her hand. 
 
    “I cannot,” she said, and she pulled away, racing after them, already casting her soul out from her forehead. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    This time, Lisbeth lasted longer in the black pit of the Knights’ souls. Delved deeper. Felt their mania in the core of her own soul. She tried to impose her will upon it, but it only twisted and squirmed from her reach, as slippery as an eel.  
 
    Her strength flagged.  
 
    A blue-flamed soul strode into the mess of souls, most of which were fading, drifting toward the sky. He fought for her. Sir Dietrich spun and whirled and slashed and struck. 
 
    For a moment, the dark souls weakened, and she pushed against them. There was a soft spot, a chink in their collective armor. She formed her own soul into a spear, probing for that weakness… 
 
    Sir Dietrich screamed, falling back, hit from two sides by powerful blows. His sword flew from his hands, his soul ratcheting back off a hard part of the inner castle.  
 
    The weak spot was gone, and Lisbeth was crushed by a hundred ancient souls pressing in against her. Do not become our enemy, enemy, enemy… 
 
    Blessed blackness took her. 
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    Warmth.  
 
    It was a strange feeling for her. Lisbeth had always felt warm, even in the frozen north, her soul like a living fire within her. But this wasn’t her own inner heat. No, this came from all around her, from a weight pressing into her back, from objects roped around her, holding her close.  
 
    The blue flames were everywhere.  
 
    They reached for her, soft against her skin. She felt her own soul respond, yearning for the touch of another soul, one other than the dark pit of the Knights. So close, so close now…a fingerwidth, a hairsbreadth…it was as easy as falling, as easy as sinking into a pool of warm water… 
 
    No! she jolted upright just in time, the instant before their souls touched, before she could hurt him, show him his darkest memories, lay his forbidden secrets bare. She scrabbled away on hands and knees, spinning to ensure he hadn’t followed her. 
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry,” Sir Dietrich said, sitting up too, his hands held up at his sides. “I was just trying to—I was just doing as you asked.” 
 
    Oh heavens, Lisbeth thought. I’ve offended him. Which wasn’t her intention at all. “No, it didn’t bother me. I…I liked it. You holding me, that is.” 
 
    “You did?” His blue soul formed two pink spots. “Then why did you…” 
 
    “I was scared I would hurt you. Like before, in the Hinterlands. My soul is a powerful thing. A weapon.” 
 
    Dietrich eased forward, stopping just short of her. “You don’t have to be scared anymore.” 
 
    That’s when she noticed the way his soul frayed on the edges, even more than before, wispy tendrils leaking away from the greater mass. “You’re hurt,” she said, horrified. Everything came back to her in a rush: the attack on Sarris, the Knights, Sir Dietrich… 
 
    “I’ve been better,” he said, coughing out a laugh. “But I’ve also been worse. A few more dents in my armor. A few more scars on my skin. This is life as a swordmarked knight. I’m used to it.” 
 
    How are we still alive? she wondered. The Sleeping Knights had spared them once more. They are bound by their oath to protect the north. We are not a danger to the north—not yet. But if we keep trying to stop them, they might change their minds… 
 
    “I want to touch you,” Dietrich said, his voice husky. His hand was moving toward her slowly, gently.  
 
    “Sir, please. I’m sorry. I can’t. Not right now.” 
 
    The pink faded from his soul, which darkened to navy. “I understand.” He stood, his soul stiffening. “The Knights are preparing to move. They left none but us alive. You slept for a long time.” 
 
    He turned to go. “Thank you,” she said. “For helping me. For holding me while I slept. For not leaving.” 
 
    His soul softened slightly. “I’m not the leaving type,” he said. “Not when there’s something I believe in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Nine 
 
    Sir Dietrich 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Sarris 
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    I’m a damn fool, Sir Dietrich thought as he walked away from Lisbeth. She was an enigma, an untouchable flame. And yet he’d tried to touch her, believing, for some strange reason, that she was a part of a destiny that had long eluded him.  
 
    But watching her lie there in her diaphanous blue dress, her chest rising and falling in slumber, the curve of her hips providing the barest suggestion of what lay beneath, had been enough to slay him. 
 
    Hold me, she’d said before, the words like music to his lips.  
 
    But then to see that fear in her sightless eyes, because of him…he never wanted to see that again, never wanted to cause that. He knew he would go to the ends of the earth for her, even if just to be in her company.  
 
    He sensed her rising to her feet behind him, following in his wake, though he couldn’t hear her, Lisbeth’s grace akin to the flight of a hummingbird, the dance of a kite on the wind.  
 
    Just ahead, the Knights marched south, the shadow of the Southron Gates falling across them. Dietrich hated them like he’d never hated anyone before, save perhaps the Dread King the moment he’d killed his father. He didn’t care that they’d helped save Darrin or Castle Hill, these ancient cretins were causing Lisbeth pain—and he simply could not abide such a thing.  
 
    He jogged forward until he managed to match the stride of one of them, marching at the rear. “Do you have a name?” he asked. 
 
    The Knight didn’t look at him. My name is unimportant, he said, using that eerie manner of communication that bypassed Dietrich’s ears and echoed directly into his head. We are One. Our purpose is One.  
 
    “To protect the north.” 
 
    The Knight didn’t answer.  
 
    Dietrich said, “What if the north was under attack right now?” 
 
    Every Knight halted at the question, their heads slowly turning toward him. The north will only be safe when its enemies are laid low, they said, as one. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    By whom? The stream was clear: the easterners and westerners have formed an alliance. They march on Phanes. The Calypsians were defeated at Ferria. Our enemies are here. 
 
    “You can’t know that for certain, can you? What of the Garzi in the Hinterlands? They could be swarming the kingdom at this exact moment, and instead of protecting it, you’re massacring innocents.” 
 
    There was a collective growl, and one of the Knights stepped forward, grabbing Dietrich by the scruff of his neck, lifting him high in the air. Frozen hell, they are strong. He didn’t balk, however, meeting the warrior’s ancient eyes. “You said I am not the enemy,” he said.  
 
    The Knight stared at him for several long moments, and then placed him back on his feet. You are not, he said. You are merely a distraction. Do as you will. Your suggestions change nothing. The north is secure. We march on Phanes. Two kingdoms and an empire will fall with a single thrust. Calyp will be next.  
 
    With that, the Knights marched on, lengthening their strides even more.  
 
    Lisbeth appeared at his side, a wisp of blue on the edge of his vision. “I won’t fault you if you leave, Sir.” 
 
    “David,” Sir Dietrich said. “Please. Call me David.” 
 
    “David,” she said, his name sounding more beautiful on her tongue than anything he’d ever heard.  
 
    “And I’m not leaving.” 
 
    He fell in behind the Knights, preparing himself for the fight of his life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calyp 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Gwen wasn’t the least bit afraid of heights, and yet she held onto the spike in front of her like it was the only thing preventing her from falling hundreds of feet to her death. 
 
    Because it was, the ground so distant it might’ve been a foreign land, the air rushing through her hair. Zune was a series of toy buildings—she could crush the fighting pits between her fingers if she wanted to.  
 
    In front of her, Raven patted the dragon’s neck with one hand. Her other arm hung limp at her side. She whispered something and the dragon’s wings seemed to beat harder.  
 
    Magnificent. They were magnificent. This creature is magnificent, Gwen thought, the realization as painful as anything she’d ever felt.  
 
    Because she’d killed dragons. Yes, they were threatening her people, killing her people, but still…she’d killed them without thought. She felt…ashamed. 
 
    Whisper was on her stomach, slumped over the dragon’s leathery back, in between rows of spikes. She looked dead, but Gwen could see the slight rise and fall of her chest. A bulging bruise stood out on her forehead.  
 
    Raven’s head suddenly sagged.  
 
    “Raven,” Gwen said sharply, forgetting her own fear and releasing the spike to get a better look at her riding companion. She sucked in a whistling breath when she saw her face. The swelling had gotten worse, blood continuing to leak from a dozen wounds.  
 
    None of them are mortal, she thought. Which meant Raven had simply passed out from exhaustion or the pain.  
 
    I am riding a dragon and I’m the only one awake, Gwen thought, allowing herself a nervous laugh. The world has truly gone mad. Gareth and Roan won’t believe it when I tell them. 
 
    She hoped she would get the chance. She remembered the agreement she’d made with Raven. An alliance—a true alliance—with the east in exchange for her helping Raven take back her empire from her aunt. What was I thinking? 
 
    You were thinking about being different. You were thinking about the future rather than the past. 
 
    The dragon twisted its head to look back, and Gwen’s heart skipped a beat. Heated air rippled from its nostrils. Not it. Her. This dragon is a female, she reminded herself. What had Raven called her? “Siri,” she said. 
 
    The dragon bucked her head upon hearing her name. There was something else there, too, a deep, fathomless look in her eyes. Gwen couldn’t read the dragon’s expression so much as feel it in the core of her heart.  
 
    It was gratitude.  
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    Her heart was in her throat, the wind whipping past her so hard it was as if it was punching holes through her chest. The ground got closer and closer… 
 
    Gwen tried to scream, but couldn’t find her voice. Her cheeks flapped against her teeth. Her armor seemed to squeeze against her until she couldn’t breathe.  
 
    A side stream of wind hit her and she began to spin, the ground spiraling like a kaleidoscope.  
 
    It was so beautiful, all painted colors and breaths of ocean and rolling desert sands.  
 
    It was going to crush her.  
 
    Time poured through her fingers. Her nine decades of life felt but an instant next to the inevitability of this end. Five seconds to impact, four.  
 
    Three, two… 
 
    Gwen awoke with a jerk, her body convulsing. She tipped from her precarious perch on the dragon’s back, scrabbling at the red scales, missing her attempt to grab one of the spikes, sliding away… 
 
    A strong hand seized the collar of her armor, pulling her back astride. She panted, so tired she might’ve run a great distance. A dream, it had only been a dream… 
 
    “Thank you,” she managed. 
 
    “Siri would’ve caught you anyway,” Raven said. Her voice still sounded thick, like she was speaking with food in her mouth. “Maybe.” 
 
    The final word was a stark reminder that Gwen was well out of her element, the armored trees of Ironwood as distant as the ground below her.  
 
    “How is Whisper?” she asked, peeking around Raven’s back to find the girl still sleeping. 
 
    “Dead to the world,” Raven said.  
 
    “And you?” 
 
    Raven managed a laugh, though it sounded strange and ended in a hacking cough. “You care?” 
 
    “No. Maybe.” 
 
    She laughed again. “I feel like I received the beating of my life.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    A pause. “Why did you spare me?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know. Not exactly.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly comforting.” 
 
    Aye. For me either. “That’s the best answer I have.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But you meant what you said about helping me?” 
 
    “If you meant what you promised.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Then yes, I will do what I can to restore you to the dragon throne.” 
 
    “And I will make peace with the east.” 
 
    It was the weirdest conversation Gwen had ever had, and that was saying something considering how much time she’d spent with Roan and Gareth.  
 
    “Your dragon…Siri…is beautiful,” Gwen said, after few moments of awkward silence. Something rumbled beneath her, shaking her entire body. “What was that?” 
 
    “She’s pleased by your words. She’s purring.” 
 
    Who knew that dragons purred? Gwen thought. “Women like to be complimented,” Gwen said.  
 
    “Not me.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly. Give me a warm bath and a box of sweets any day. My ego doesn’t require a boost.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s so large.” 
 
    “Amusing. I wasn’t aware Orian assassins could be so funny. Though the fact that I can’t use one of my arms or one of my eyes would argue the opposite.” 
 
    “I really am sorry for that.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t make me say it twice. You spared my sister. You spared me. You gave me something I haven’t had in a long time.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Hope. Siri! Descend!” 
 
    The dragon banked sharply and then began to spiral downward.  
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    The dragon was sleeping, stretched out across the desert. Siri’s spiked tail twitched from time to time, and Gwen kept a close eye on it.  
 
    Whisper was not sleeping, glaring between she and Raven, shaking her head. Gwen wasn’t certain who Whisper was angrier with. “You hit me,” she said to Raven. “And you…” She practically spat the word.  
 
    “Sister, she saved us,” Raven said.  
 
    “Your arm is broken, don’t think I can’t tell. And your face!” 
 
    “It will heal. It was a good fight.” 
 
    Gwen snorted. Despite herself, she was beginning to enjoy Raven’s understated humor. 
 
    “Don’t you laugh,” Whisper growled. “You have no right.” 
 
    It was true. “I’m sorry. That’s all I can say.” 
 
    “It’s not enough.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry?” 
 
    This time it was Raven who snorted, which almost made Gwen double over with laughter. She knew she was acting crazy, and not like herself at all, but something about almost dying and flying and sitting in the middle of the Calypsian desert made her feel giddy.  
 
    “What is wrong with you two?” 
 
    Raven looked at Gwen, and Gwen looked back. They both started laughing again.  
 
    Dragon fire. Bodies piling up. Smoke and ash and death on all sides… 
 
    Gwen stopped laughing, feeling cold in the heat. “I—we need to eat something to keep up our strength,” she said.  
 
    Raven gave her an odd look.  
 
    Whisper said, “We? Our? You are leaving. We”—she gestured to her sister—“are flying to Calypso.” 
 
    Raven said, “No. We made a deal.” 
 
    “What? She is the enemy, sister. She came to kill us.” 
 
    “But she didn’t. And she’s not the enemy—not anymore.” 
 
    Whisper stood up, shaking her head. “This is madness.” 
 
    “The world is changing, sister,” Raven said.  
 
    “No. No, it will never change. You taught me that. People will keep dying. Wars will keep raging. Families will be torn apart. Nothing changes.” 
 
    “This will. You will see.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “We”—Raven gestured to all three of them—“are going back to Calypso. The throne is mine, and we will take it back.” 
 
    Whisper’s eyes closed. Opened. “I’ll catch a few lizards. I trust you eat meat?” 
 
    Gwen nodded, glad it was she and not Roan being asked the question. Roan, where are you? She blinked the question away. He was doing his part to achieve peace, and she needed to do hers. 
 
    Raven was staring at her, as was Siri, one enormous eye trained in her direction. “What?” she asked.  
 
    “Siri wants to know why you don’t want to kill her,” Raven said.  
 
    Gwen shook her head. She was still getting used to the fact that dragons could communicate. “She can read my thoughts?” She remembered that deep, wise voice in her head back in Ferria, and then again in Zune. 
 
    Raven shook her head. “Not like you think. Only if you want her to. There are some dragons that will try to force their way into your head, but not Siri. She’s a lady.” 
 
    Gwen almost laughed, but she was still hung up on the first part of what Raven had said. “What would happen if a dragon forced its way into my head?” she asked. 
 
    Raven tilted her head to the side as if the answer was obvious. “Why, you’d go mad, of course.” 
 
    Gwen suddenly wished she was back in Ironwood with the ore creatures she understood.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-One 
 
    The Southern Empire, Dragon Bay 
 
    Goggin 
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    Goggin’s thick arms felt like rubber. His skin was burned and blistering after days under the harsh sun. The current had been fighting him the entire way as he rowed his small boat from the Dreadnoughts toward the main Calypsian peninsula.  
 
    At first he felt like he was making good progress, the Scarra desert to the distant west passing by quickly, but he soon realized that distance was difficult to judge on the open sea. 
 
    Finally, however, the day had come when he would make landfall. He’d spied the reflection of the sun on the glass-domed archives of Citadel from a long way off, and steered his course further westward. Though landing at the City of Wisdom was tempting—he could borrow a guanik for the remainder of the trip—it was a foolish idea. For all he knew, those who’d usurped the empire were watching all the ports.  
 
    Beneath his oars, the water turned dark blue to green to turquoise, and then he was in the shallows. The urge to leap from the boat and plunge into the water was powerful, but he resisted. He could feel the weight of the small pouch tied to his belt, the one that contained the sand from the Dreadnoughts.  
 
    My army, he thought, a spark of fear igniting in his chest. There was no going back now. He would make his way to Calypso, determine the situation, and then decide what to do. But he wouldn’t hesitate to spill the sand if he needed to. Sometimes monsters were required where men and women failed. 
 
    He didn’t bother dragging the boat ashore, watching it drift away. He wondered whether it would float all the way back to the Dreadnoughts, whether Joaquin would find it.  
 
    He dashed away the thought, taking a moment to untie his pouch and peek in at the sand. The grains shifted slightly under his gaze. Such a small thing, he thought. He’d always believed that size and strength were power. And then he’d met Raven. She was such a slight woman, less than half his size. Less than half his strength. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t powerful.  
 
    He prayed to all the gods he’d ignored most of his life that she was still alive.  
 
    He closed the pouch and tied it off, testing the knots thrice before allowing it to dangle from his waist once more.  
 
    He eyed the position of the sun, using it to determine the correct direction. And then he started walking.  
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    His back was bent, his legs as limp as the body of a dead snake. Goggin’s water had run out a day earlier. He’d found a few plants known to contain moisture, but when he cracked them open they were dried out husks. Like him, it was a wonder they were still standing at all.  
 
    His stomach no longer growled nor ached, too shrunken even for that. 
 
    He knew he had to be close, or at least that was what he told himself. In truth, if he’d missed his aim, he could be wandering a barren desert hundreds of miles wide in each direction.  
 
    He staggered on, each step harder than the last.  
 
    After a time, his legs faltered and then gave out completely. From there, he crawled, first like a child, then like a snake, dragging himself across the rough terrain.  
 
    Eventually, he stopped. The relentless sun did not, baking him alive as he slept.  
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    For the second time in as many months, Goggin awoke staring at a stranger. He was dark-skinned with dark eyes, clearly Calypsian, a thatched roof hovering over his head like a fancy hat.  
 
    “You should be dead,” he said.  
 
    Goggin said, “Urgharghgrug?” by which he meant, “I’m not?” 
 
    “You have no possessions but a bag of sand.”  
 
    Goggin reached for the pouch tied to his waist, but found nothing. He tried to sit up, but couldn’t even lift his head. “Waaah?” he said. It was slightly more coherent than his last attempt at speech, and the man offered a ladle of water, which he lapped at like a cat.  
 
    “Slowly,” the man said. “Or you’ll be ill.” 
 
    The water cooled his parched throat and he closed his eyes. Where am I? There were small villages scattered throughout the desert, but most of them were located close enough to the cities that they could travel there to sell their wares and resupply. He was well away from Citadel and nowhere near Zune, which meant he must be near Calypso.  
 
    “How far…to Calypso?” he rasped. 
 
    “For you? A twelve-day crawl.” The man chuckled slightly at his own joke. He ran a hand over his bald scalp. “For a normal man…half a day. We go there often.” 
 
    He tried to sit up again, but found his own weight as heavy as a mountain. “I must go. Immediately.” 
 
    “You are dehydrated and malnourished and suffering from overexposure to the sun. You must rest and recover. A week at the least.” 
 
    “A day at the most,” Goggin said.  
 
    “I cannot stop you.” 
 
    “No,” Goggin agreed. “You cannot.” 
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    Later, when Goggin managed to sit up and the man brought cold, fruity soup and a small spoon, Goggin said, “Thank you.” 
 
    “My wife made the soup.” 
 
    “I meant for saving my life.” 
 
    “You don’t like the soup?” He chuckled again. “Sorry. I like to laugh. At myself most often.” 
 
    Goggin managed a smile, though it felt as weak as his body. “The soup is good. Give your wife my thanks for that too. My first wife made soup like this.” 
 
    “She died?” 
 
    Goggin snorted out a laugh. “That demon can’t be killed!” 
 
    He spooned more soup while the man watched him curiously. “Why are you so anxious to get to Calypso? The city is in chaos.” 
 
    Goggin froze. “What kind of chaos?” 
 
    “How long have you been wandering the desert?” the man asked, narrowing his eyes.  
 
    “Felt like forever.” 
 
    “That’s a long time.” 
 
    “Calypso…” Goggin said, trying to get the conversation back on track. His heart was pounding too fast, too hard.  
 
    “After the defeat in Ferria—” 
 
    “What defeat?” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened. “It’s all anyone has been talking about.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “The dragons were killed. The defeat was absolute.” Oh gods. I pushed Raven into the attack. She tried to stop it, but Shanolin… 
 
    Oh Raven. I’m sorry. So sorry. 
 
    “What else?” Goggin growled. 
 
    “There is a new empress, but that’s only the start of it.” 
 
    Holy gods…so it’s true. The coup in the east was only the beginning. “What empress?” 
 
    “Viper Sandes.” 
 
    The snake! Goggin wondered if she was behind the dragon attack or if the two events were unrelated. “What of her niece, Whisper?” He kept his voice even, steady. 
 
    “Zune,” he said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The fighting pits. Raven and Whisper are both there. Word is that they’ve been fighting together every night. Beasts. Other criminals. They haven’t been killed yet, or so I’ve been told. But they will. None survive the pits.” 
 
    Though the news was a shock, Goggin focused on only one part of it. They’re alive. She’s alive. It didn’t matter that it made no sense, only that it was true. It was all the motivation he needed. But he was only one man, his guanero murdered in the ocean, drowned with their steeds.  
 
    Yes, one man. A man with an army of monsters. 
 
    “Where is my sand?” he asked.  
 
    “Just here,” the man said, gesturing to a bench with a pouch on it.  
 
    Goggin smiled.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Two 
 
    Teragon 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    Teragon was a strange place, thick with lush, tangled jungles and dry flatlands devoid of life.  
 
    Windy navigated using a detailed map from one of the books she’d brought, saying little, muttering often.  
 
    Yela, accustomed to such behavior, barely seemed to notice her eccentricities. 
 
    Roan, on the other hand, couldn’t hold his tongue. “What was that?” he asked, after she’d been muttering nonstop for several minutes. Windy’s head jerked up from the map, looking at him as if his appearance was as unexpected as a spring beetle in a snowstorm.  
 
    “You want tea?” she asked. “Yes, we should stop for tea.” 
 
    Roan groaned, though he’d brought it on himself. Why can’t I keep my mouth shut? 
 
    They stopped and Yela built a small fire, coaxing it with dry palm fronds. Windy boiled tea. Roan gestured to a soft spot of ground, the mud oozing from a recent rain. “We could just drink that and save you the trouble.” 
 
    “Your humor devolves with each passing day,” Windy said, pouring a cup of boiling sludge. “Have you been ill?” 
 
    The change of pace surprised him. “No.” 
 
    “The tea,” Windy said with a wink, passing him a cup. 
 
    Roan wrinkled his nose at the smell, held his breath, and skulled it, trying not to spew it back up. He thought, perhaps, the mud would taste better. “Satisfied?” he said.  
 
    “Not until we find Blackboots,” Windy said, hurriedly packing up their things. I guess morning tea is over already, Roan thought wryly.  
 
    He stood, and turned to head back down the path, nearly screaming when he came face to face with several bodies nestled before him, blocking the way forward. Their skin was a deep, rich crimson, their hair coppery. The men wore their hair long, almost to their waists, while the women kept it hacked short. They were lean and tall, holding crude weapons—naught but sticks sharpened to points.  
 
    Behind him, Windy said, “We are traveling to Shi, are we going in the right direction?” 
 
    Roan was stunned by her audacity. They knew nothing about these people, and she was asking for directions.  
 
    “Yes,” one of them said, a woman with sparkling blue eyes. “But there is nothing there. The slavers return from time to time, so no one lives in the village anymore.” 
 
    Roan eyed the weapons, and the woman noticed. “For hunting. Wild pigs. They are strong even when caught in our traps.” 
 
    Roan released a sigh of relief, glad that the books were right. Even after all these people had been through, they were still a peaceful nation. “I’m Roan,” he said.  
 
    “Condor,” the woman said. She made the rest of the introductions, though Roan suspected he wouldn’t remember any of the names save hers.  
 
    “This is Windy and Yela,” he said. 
 
    The woman nodded at each of his companions. “Why do you seek to find Shi? There is nothing there but death.” 
 
    “We are looking for a man,” Roan said. “We think he went there.” 
 
    “He is no man,” Condor said. 
 
    Roan remembered Gwen’s tale of Blackboots transforming into a bear to help her fight off the wood nymph queen. “We know. But you’ve seen him?” 
 
    “Sensed him. He passed through here.” 
 
    “Can you lead us? We have some coin for trading.” 
 
    The woman waved his offer away. “We will lead you, but your coin is worthless here. The images of kings and queens, emperors and empresses, hold no value to our people.” 
 
    Roan nodded. “Then we will share our food.” They’d packed more than enough for the return journey.  
 
    The woman nodded, satisfied. “Come with me.” 
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    Condor spoke as she walked, though she didn’t turn back. “These jungles have allowed those of us who remain to survive. The Phanecians have tried to hack them down to find us, but the foliage is thick and stubborn. They cannot burn it either, for rain falls every day, making for poor kindling.” 
 
    Roan hadn’t been certain what to expect, but he’d hoped there were still people here. The thought of the Phanecians stealing away an entire nation… 
 
    They would if they could. And that is why I am here. To learn. To figure out how the fatemarked can fix a broken world. 
 
    They marched on. From time to time, Windy stopped to examine a tree or leaf, dictating while Yela made notes in a book full of blank pages. Roan huffed impatiently, until finally Windy said, “We are still scholars. Shi will be there when we arrive.” 
 
    “But Bear Blackboots might be gone. Or dead, bored of waiting.” 
 
    Windy ignored the retort, already back to studying a purple leaf the size of Roan’s entire body.  
 
    Eventually, they reached a small stream nestled within the bowels of the jungle. It pooled at a high fall of water, splashing down in a sheet, its sound of a quality more ear-pleasing than music, or so Roan thought.  
 
    “Into the water,” Condor said. Her companions were already splashing into the stream, which appeared to be waist-high.  
 
    Roan hesitated for a moment, but then Windy said, “Just like drinking the tea,” and pushed past him. Yela gave him a shove, and in he went, almost falling.  
 
    She laughed, grabbing his hand to hold him steady. Her grip was firm and warm. “Is this something scholars do, too?” he asked, managing a smile. The water was a nice temperature and the current was weak. Smooth stones shifted underfoot as he waded upstream with Yela.  
 
    “No. It’s something Lady Windy does,” Yela said. “She seems willing to try almost anything. Secretly, I think she’s a thrill-seeker.” 
 
    Ahead of them, the Terans had reached the waterfall, standing before it and gazing at the shimmering, crystalline sheet. Roan had seen a few waterfalls while in Ironwood, but none like this one. The fall of the water was so clean and precise that it might’ve been a plate of glass.  
 
    He took a step forward, wanting to get a closer look… 
 
    An image flashed in the falls, there and then gone again.  
 
    It was…or had been…a face. But not just any face—it had been his face.  
 
    Condor chuckled at Roan’s shocked expression. “Art is a part of our culture. And while streaming was discovered in the Four Kingdoms, it made its way to Teragon many years ago.” 
 
    Roan couldn’t hold back the laugh. “Will they do it ag—” 
 
    Another image flashed, cutting off his question. Another face, there and then gone, but clear as day in Roan’s mind. A drawing of Windy, accurate all the way to her bee-hive hair and stern jawline. A third image flashed and this time it was Yela, strong and bright and wearing a smile, which made her smile in real life.  
 
    If they are drawing us…then they must be close. Roan tipped his head back and looked up the face of the falls, where a group of young Terans broke into laughter before ducking away. For them to draw so quickly, they must be talented indeed.  
 
    The image of a dragon appeared just before Condor said, “Step through the falls.” 
 
    Windy didn’t hesitate, moving for the sheet of water. Roan stepped in front of her, determined not to be outdone this time. He plunged through, water cascading around his shoulders, streaming down his face.  
 
    The space inside took his breath away.  
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    Roan blinked several times, certain his eyes deceived him. For though it was a cave he’d stepped into, it was like nothing he’d ever seen before. Sheets of water flowed down the walls, which rose to a high ceiling many times his own height. On every wall, images flashed in and out. Pictures of people, scenery, events. Here a ship sailing on a turbulent ocean. There an animal with a large snout fleeing through the jungle. A circle of huts with a lone man standing between them. Roan’s head swiveled to take it all in.  
 
    Windy shoved in next to him, her mess of hair now saturated and dripping. Yela was a step behind, flanking him on the other side. They, too, stared in awe.  
 
    “It’s…” Windy said, but even she couldn’t find the words. If not for his own amazement, Roan would’ve been amused to witness the greatest scholar in the world speechless.  
 
    Terans moved about the space, glancing at them but apparently unperturbed by their presence. They were preparing food, washing clothes, hanging strips of meat to dry.  
 
    Condor and the other Teran hunters emerged from the backside of the falls, shaking the moisture from their hair and scalps.  
 
    A hidden village deep in the jungle, Roan thought. No wonder they’ve managed to avoid detection by the Phanecian slavers for so long.  
 
    Windy, finally finding her voice, turned and said to Condor, “Inkreeds grow beneath each wall?” She pointed to the reedy stalks at the base of the walls.  
 
    Condor nodded. “Yes. And at the top of the falls. The artists take turns showcasing their art inside the cave.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    Condor shook her head. “Terans aren’t like those from the Four Kingdoms. We do not need an end for every action. It is the doing that is important. These artists paint because they love art. And they share what they love without expectation of reward.” 
 
    Windy nodded. “I have studied Teran culture before and read something similar. This is because of the Seven Virtues, yes?” 
 
    Condor smiled much the way an adult would smile at a child who was trying to understand something well above their experience. “Your books tell but the minutest fraction of our history.” 
 
    Roan held his breath, waiting for the sharp response of a woman who thought she knew everything, who had an intelligent saying ready for any situation. It didn’t come, however. If anything, Windy looked…excited. “I want to learn,” she said. “I want to learn…everything.” 
 
    Condor laughed, but it sounded genuine. “You would require more than the years you have left. But we will teach you some things in the time that we have. If you wish.” 
 
    Time. That word jolted Roan from all the beauty in this cave. It seemed…wrong…him being here while those he cared about were embroiled in war and violence. The fear of returning to a land of strangers shot through him like a poisoned dart. 
 
    He felt a hand on his arm. Yela looked at him. “You are doing the right thing. We will make haste on the morrow. We can do nothing further tonight. Try to enjoy it.” 
 
    His body loosened, his tensed muscles retracting. She was right. He couldn’t help save the kingdoms this very instant. Still…he was haunted by the memory of the anger in Gwen’s eyes last he’d seen her. If someone as good as she desired such vengeance, what hope was there for the rest of the population? 
 
    “I can’t linger,” he said. “I will go alone if I must, travel all night.” He was so close now…to delay further would kill him.  
 
    Windy said, “Don’t be mad. We’ll stay here tonight and leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “No,” Roan said. He was growing tired of being dictated to by Lady Windy like he was another of her acolytes. He had not been given the mark of peace only to waste it. Time was of the essence. “I shall leave immediately. You may come if you wish, but I will not try to force you.” 
 
    “I should say not!” 
 
    Condor frowned, overhearing their conversation. “In the dark, you will be lost in the jungle. You could wander in circles for days.” 
 
    After the Tangle, Roan knew all about being lost, and that was the last thing he wanted. “I know it is much to ask, but please, guide me on this night. The Four Kingdoms is on the brink of destruction. This is the only way I know how to save it.” 
 
    Her face was as sharp as stone as she stared at him, her red skin glistening with moisture from the waterfall. “You would save the Phanecians too?”  
 
    “I would save any who desire peace. The warmongers and slavers must change or fall by the wayside. There is no room for their kind anymore. The Oracle’s prophecy has foretold it.” 
 
    Condor seemed to consider his words, but then said, “I cannot make such a decision on my own. I understand your haste, but please, let me first consult with one of the elders.”  
 
    It was a fair compromise. Roan nodded.  
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    The word elder turned out to be more of a description than a title. The woman looked a century old, at the least. Two centuries, if Roan was being completely honest, but he had not heard of Terans being long-lived like the Orians.  
 
    She sat with her thin, bony legs crossed beneath her. Her hair was the color of storm clouds, though she only had a dusting on her pocked scalp. She was missing more than a few teeth, and those that remained were yellowed and chipped. Her skin was leathery and wrinkled, shriveled like a grape left too long in the sun.  
 
    When she spoke, her voice was as rough as sand scrubbed against parchment. “I have felt the change in the winds,” she said. “And now you are here.” 
 
    Roan didn’t want to stand over her, so he sat, pulling his legs beneath him.  
 
    Windy and Yela remained back, and Roan thought he’d seen a look of respect in the lady’s eyes as they’d walked through the cavern. She wanted me to stand on my own two feet, Roan realized. Her talk of learning all there was of Teran culture might’ve been the truth, but it was also a test. And he’d passed.  
 
    “You know who I am?” 
 
    “The Peacemaker,” she said, her eyes never leaving his.  
 
    His heart thudded. “You know of the Western Oracle and her prophecies?” 
 
    She smiled. “Of course. The Terans are not writers. We are artists and storytellers. Our history is complete, just not in the books read by your scholars.” Her gaze flitted to Windy and Yela, and then back to Roan. “Our history is here.” She tapped her nearly bald scalp.  
 
    “Will you tell me what you know?” 
 
    “The Western Oracle came to us many years ago. She wanted to learn about our god, Absence.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The priests and priestesses thought she was a scholar at first. They were flattered. They invited her into our holy places, answered her questions, but soon it became clear she was after a different kind of knowledge.” 
 
    Roan’s entire body felt weightless. The answers to countless questions seemed to hang on this woman’s lips. “What knowledge?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “You’ll have to ask her. Or Absence.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The woman, who you know as the Western Oracle, communed with our god in his place of nothingness. What she learned there is lost to us, for she would not share it and our beliefs forbade us from asking.” 
 
    “But she wrote it down. She wrote it in her prophecies.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    Roan’s frustration grew. This couldn’t be another dead end, another question mark. “Because something was missing from those prophecies, and all of our questions have led us here.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “To find the man you call Bear Blackboots.” 
 
    Roan nodded quickly. “Yes. We believe he is the son of the Oracle. I don’t know how it is possible that he is still alive, but he is, and he is here.” 
 
    “I know. He came to Teran with his mother all those years ago. He scribed her prophecies.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t they complete?” 
 
    “They are. You are simply looking in the wrong places. Go to Shi. Condor will lead you on this very night. You have my blessing.” 
 
    Roan’s heart soared. Perhaps there was an end in sight. Perhaps this journey hadn’t been a waste. “Thank you.” 
 
    She dipped her chin slightly. “I hope you find what you seek. But I caution you: Do not become disheartened if it isn’t what you expect to find.” 
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    In the complete darkness of night, the jungle was a frightening place, but Roan barely noticed it. His mind replayed his conversation with the elder woman again and again. What did he expect to find?  
 
    The truth, he thought. How could the truth be unexpected? He already knew the Oracle wanted peace. He just didn’t know the path toward it, not when no one wanted to listen to what he had to say, not when fear and hate and years of violence had twisted their perceptions.  
 
    The question nagged at him as they walked. The path, which was lit by torches held by their Teran escort, was narrow and overgrown—barely a path at all. It was on purpose, Roan suspected, so that the slavers wouldn’t be able to tell that people still lived in this place. Long, curling vines hung down from above, and they were forced to push the tendrils aside to pass through. Huge, rotting logs blocked the way forward, but they merely climbed over them, their fingers sinking deep into the soft wood.  
 
    There were sounds, too: the flutter of wings, night birds hunting prey; the high-pitched screech of bats; the rustle of dried leaves crunched by unseen creatures.  
 
    Even in the dark, Windy insisted on collecting samples of the flora and fauna, tucking them gently into a satchel carried by Yela. The bag had swelled considerably since they’d reached Teragon, and Roan wondered whether the scholar girl would be able to carry it by the time their journey was complete.  
 
    The jungle thinned out and then vanished entirely, replaced by green grasslands as far as the eye could see, the plains lit by both moons and an endless sea of stars. 
 
    They walked on.  
 
    “‘Not the winds nor the stars take the distance, but our very feet; for time is but a place where hearts may rest as the world changes with the seas.’” Windy grinned at Roan, her teeth green in the moonlight.  
 
    “A poem?” he asked.  
 
    Yela said, “Yes. A portion of my lady’s favorite. Written by a Calypsian, of course, a man named Japarti. The rest is quite dark. Would you like to hear more? She made me memorize it in my first year under her tutelage.” 
 
    “Please,” Roan said. Anything to escape his own mind.  
 
    “‘The dawn draws near, the night absolved of fear; but light brings blood, first drops, then pools, a flood.’” 
 
    Roan’s stomach churned—he was beginning to regret his decision.  
 
    “‘Good men perish, bad men survive; a place of sorrow, where destruction may thrive. Only one may tell this tale of woe; for the others have passed into the Void, their seeds to sow.’ Shall I go on?” 
 
    Roan nodded. The poet may have a dark side, but his words were more truth than fiction. And the steps did seem to be passing under his feet faster than before.  
 
    The poem carried on across the night, beautiful, sad, truthful. It was a tale of two kingdoms at war, painting a picture of lives lost, lives saved, and love unending.  
 
    When she finally finished, Roan’s vision was blurry with tears. “Thank you,” he said. “You recite it well.” He noticed Windy also trying to surreptitiously dash away tears. 
 
    Yela laughed. “I should say so! I had to recite it to perfection a dozen times before Lady Windy deemed it acceptable. Only then did she accept me into her scholarship program!” 
 
    “You make me sound like a tyrant,” Windy said. “Is it too much to test one’s dedication and loyalty before offering free reign of my house?” 
 
    “I am only teasing,” Yela said. “Though, by the end I hated that poem more than I loved it.” 
 
    “And now?” Roan asked.  
 
    “I suffer it,” Yela said, leaving it at that.  
 
    “It is magnificent,” Windy said defensively. “And appropriate for this journey, I feel.” 
 
    “Because we walk in darkness?” Roan asked.  
 
    “No. Because we seek truth without fear.” 
 
    Roan could tell Condor was listening with interest to their conversation. “Why would anyone fear the truth?” 
 
    Windy waved her arms as if giving a sermon. “Because most people are sheep, at least where we come from. They would rather dine on lies and feel safe than swallow a truth that scares them. The Terans are different?” 
 
    “So it seems. The truth should only be feared if one is on the wrong side of it.” 
 
    A question had been itching at Roan for a while now, but he hadn’t wanted to offend his hosts by asking it. However, hearing such a statement from Condor seemed to open a door, or a window at least. “What of your god? The books say the Terans believe Absence is dead. Is this true?” 
 
    Condor nodded gravely, but didn’t shy away from the line of inquiry. “We have been unable to commune in blessed nothingness for more than a decade now. Some say our god was murdered, but others call it the natural evolution of time. Nothing lives forever, after all, not even the gods.” 
 
    “What do you believe?” 
 
    She seemed taken aback by the question, as if no one had ever asked her. “I—I sometimes think I feel something greater than myself.” She laughed. “But those are only flashes and I am still young and ignorant to the Seven Virtues. I have only mastered two thus far.” 
 
    For some reason, talk of the Virtues surprised Roan. “You still seek the Seven?” 
 
    Her eyebrow lifted. “Of course. Why wouldn’t we?” 
 
    “I thought with the death of your god…” 
 
    “Only Absence’s nothingness is gone, while the truth remains.” 
 
    Roan thought he understood. He’d faced tragedy in his own life. Inevitably, people died, but that didn’t mean the memory of them had to die too.  
 
    Silence fell as the group seemed to consider all that had been said. The moons continued their jaunt across the sky, missing each other by a large space. The green grass started to disappear, replaced by short, burnt stalks. Soon, Condor said, “We are here.” 
 
    Roan frowned, looking around. Shapes appeared through the murk, but nothing at all like he expected. There were no structures, just piles of rubble. No streets, no walls, no buildings. No homes. No people. The thought that this place was once the bustling capital of an entire nation was unfathomable.  
 
    “By the gods,” Windy murmured. 
 
    “Would other Calypsians be disturbed if they saw this?” Condor asked.  
 
    Roan considered the question. Though the Calypsians could appear coldly violent at times—the fighting pits of Zune proved that—he also knew that the idea of slavery repulsed them. No man, woman or child should be forced to serve another. “Yes,” he said. “They would. The easterners as well. I don’t know enough about the northerners to determine their beliefs, but the westerners would be angry too.” 
 
    Condor nodded. “And yet none come to help our people.” 
 
    Roan didn’t know if he should tell her about all that was happening in Phanes—the rumors of rebellion and troops marching on their borders. He didn’t want to raise her hopes.  
 
    Instead, he said only, “I will do what I can for your people when I return home.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She led them on, the remains of a shattered village passing on either side. Roan stopped when a different shape caught his eye. It was rectangular, lying close to the ground. But that wasn’t what made Roan stop.  
 
    The object’s surface seemed to be…moving. Shifting, like individual grains of sand rolling under the force of a strong wind. 
 
    “What…is that?” 
 
    Condor followed his gaze, her expression tightening. “A grave.” 
 
    “But it’s…” 
 
    “Ants,” she said. “When one of our people die, we entomb them in stone, rather than the ground. A plant-based powder is dusted on the grave, which attracts this particular type of ant. It takes them many years, but eventually they will eat their way through the stone and devour the remains. Only then will the soul be released.” 
 
    Roan recoiled slightly. “But why?” 
 
    “So the person can reach all Seven Virtues. Rare are those who die with a claim on all seven. We give them more time.” 
 
    Roan’s eyes roamed past the grave, finally seeing what he couldn’t before. Dozens, maybe hundreds of similar graves, all shifting and moving.  
 
    He turned to the side and threw up. He stood and wiped his mouth. 
 
    “Are all your people so weak-stomached?” Condor asked.  
 
    Roan managed a thin smile. “No. I am one of the few who does not eat meat. The thought of the ants…” He covered his mouth and breathed through his nose, trying to stave off another swell of nausea.  
 
    “Let’s move on,” Condor said. “The night passes as we linger.” 
 
    The land began to rise slightly, and then curved to the right over a rise. Just below was a natural circle, hilled in on all sides. A ring of debris surrounded the space. Without really thinking about it, Roan counted the piles. Seven, he thought, remembering what he’d read about the Terans and their beliefs. One hut for each of the Virtues. 
 
    A temple, he realized. No, the temple. The Temple of Absence. 
 
    His breath hitched when he saw something moving in the center. Something large.  
 
    And it was digging. 
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    When Roan tried to start down the hill, Condor put a hand out to stop him. “This is all wrong,” she whispered. “That animal should not be here. None—not man nor beast—should desecrate Absence’s grave.” 
 
    “Thank you for bringing us this far,” Roan said. His certainty was growing by the second. His entire life, he’d felt lost and alone. When he’d met Gareth and Gwendolyn and started this journey, that feeling had begun to subside. But now…the feeling was gone. For the first time in his life, he knew he was in the exact right place at the exact right time. As if in agreement, his lifemark pulsed in his chest. Slowly, he moved Condor’s arm away. “You need not fear. This is right. Return to your people and look for the day when your cities shall blossom once again.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, but then nodded. “Be safe, Peacemaker,” she said. She turned away and started back down the hill, the other Terans following.  
 
    He could sense Windy’s gaze, though his eyes were glued to the center of the temple. “Are you certain about this?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Then you shall go first.” 
 
    His eyes flicked to hers. She was smiling. It was a joke, or at a least partly.  
 
    Yela gripped his hand. “We shall go together.” 
 
    “I’ll be a half-step behind you,” Windy said.  
 
    Roan didn’t fear this, even if it turned out this beast would rip them all to shreds. If so, it was the fate he was meant for.  
 
    They started down the hill, not slowly, not quickly. Steadily. Yela’s hand was warm against his and he felt lucky to have her on this journey. The ground leveled out and they entered the temple, though he was careful to pass between the rubble of two of the seven huts.  
 
    One step at a time, they approached the animal, which was digging furiously, half of its large black form hidden in an ever-deepening hole.  
 
    A bear, Roan thought, his heart doubling its pace. It could be no coincidence.  
 
    The animal didn’t seem to be aware of their presence, its claws scrabbling at the ground, tossing chunks of dirt behind it. The pile grew as more and more of the beast disappeared into the hole. 
 
    Roan stopped, wondering whether to disturb the bear. Only its hind legs were protruding now, its sharp claws clinging to the ground. 
 
    Something began to change. First it was the paws, which elongated, the dark fur disappearing, the claws retracting into the toes. Becoming feet—human feet. The legs were next, still massive columns of muscle and bone, but less hairy. The rest of the bear-turned-man remained hidden in the hole. 
 
    A voice, however, emerged. “What took you so long? I waited many days on the shore for you. I’d given up. But I couldn’t leave these lands without coming here first. Seeing the truth with my own eyes.” 
 
    Roan started. Was it—he—talking to him? “I—” 
 
    “That is my fault,” Windy said. “I spotted you in the stacks of the Archives. I saw you leave the book. I hid it from Roan.” 
 
    A deep rumble, something between a growl and indigestion. “Why?” There was danger in that tone. Unspent violence.  
 
    “The Peacemaker had something else to do before he came here. It was necessary for the prophecy to come to pass.” 
 
    The legs disappeared into the hole and there was a rustling. A moment later a head appeared, and then a massive body clothed in trousers, a belt, and nothing else. The man’s skin was coated in a thick layer of dark hair, and his cheeks and chin wore a tangled beard that reached to his chest. His hair was long and wavy, as thick on top as on the sides and in back. Roan knew immediately that this man was none other than Bear Blackboots. 
 
    “What do you know about prophecies, Lady Sandes?” Bear asked, his eyes burning brown coals.  
 
    “Only what I’ve read. Which is significant.” The scholar stepped forward, trying to look confident, but Roan could hear the doubt in her tone. She’s remembering what the Teran elder told her, about how their people don’t write much of their history down. 
 
    “Significant? You know nothing, woman.” 
 
    “Then enlighten us.” 
 
    “That note was for the Peacemaker. Not you. Not the other girl with you.” 
 
    Roan had waited so long for this moment, he couldn’t hold back his tongue. “They are with me. I trust them. We don’t have time to waste. Please, tell me why you brought me here.” 
 
    “Time? You speak to me of time? Your time is but a day next to the lifetimes I’ve lived. But I’ve endured. I’ve waited, too. She forced this on me, whether I wanted it or not.” 
 
    “Your mother?” 
 
    Bear nodded, his beard shifting. “She never considered what I wanted. It was always about her, about war and peace and prophecies. But then she died…and she took my spirit with her.” 
 
    Roan could feel the sorrow in this man, clothing him more fully than any shirt or cloak could. “Tell me what I need to know. What your mother wanted me to know.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I cannot.” Roan’s heart sank. “But I can show you.” 
 
    That’s when Roan noticed Bear had been hiding one hand behind his back. He withdrew it now, a knife shining in the moonslight.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, all the large man wanted was a shave. Not just his beard and head, but the hair on his chest, back, and arms as well. He rolled up his trousers too, shaving his feet and legs. He did all of this in silence, not looking at them, the hair falling away in dark clumps.  
 
    Everywhere the knife passed, skin was revealed. Skin covered in words.  
 
    Roan’s eyes met Yela’s, then Windy’s, and he could see that his excitement was only rivalled by theirs. It felt like turning the final page of a book only to discover there were a hundred more pages. No, a thousand.  
 
    He longed to move closer, to read each and every word, but he waited. It tested his patience, but there was something intimate about words inked on one’s flesh, and he would wait for an invitation.  
 
    When Bear finally finished, only an oval of hair remained in the center of his back, where he couldn’t quite reach with the knife. He looked up, meeting Roan’s gaze. “The entirety of my mother’s work,” he said. “These are the true prophecies. Only a few made it into the history books. Most of them were burned or otherwise destroyed by your forefathers. They feared her. They feared her knowledge, the power she’d unlocked when she first discovered this place. This god.” He cast his hand over the hole he’d begun to dig. “Absence.” 
 
    “May I?” Roan finally asked, unable to hold in the question any longer. 
 
    “Have at it. That’s why you’re here.” 
 
    Roan moved forward, Windy and Yela following just as eagerly. “Where do I start?” Roan asked.  
 
    “There is no order, no rhythm. Every word is of equal importance. Start where you will and continue until you finish. I will rest while you read.” With that, he lay back and closed his eyes.  
 
    The others had already started reading, but Roan hesitated, wondering whether he would find truth in what Bane had said, or whether they were lies by omission, as Windy had once suggested.  
 
    There was nothing for it. The truth was all he had left.  
 
    He began to read.  
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    Hours passed in silence, none of them daring to speak, as if their voices were frozen in some spell. Some of the words were large, and others so small they had to practically touch the man’s skin with their eyeballs to make them out. The size, however, seemed to have little to do with each word’s importance.  
 
    The words contained prophecies of each of the fatemarked, what their powers would be, when they would come forth. Some were dead, some were alive. According to the prophecies, all were of equal importance to the fate of the Four Kingdoms. The phrase ‘Each of the fatemarked have a role to play in the game of war and peace’ was repeated several times.  
 
    Roan found his own title, Peacemaker, amongst the prophecies, as well as the Kings’ Bane. To his frustration, they were shown as opposite sides of the same coin, just as Bane had said. There was no additional context to support his hope that perhaps they weren’t as linked as it seemed.  
 
    When Bear sensed they were done with the front, he rolled over onto his stomach so they could read the back. It was more of the same, visions of years of war, of violence, of the bringing forth of those with godlike powers who could change everything… 
 
    Roan sat back in frustration when he’d finished. 
 
    “We know all this,” he said. “There are more details, but it doesn’t tell us what to do next.” 
 
    Slowly, Bear turned over and sat up. “My mother’s legacy is no secret, even if the west tried to cast a shadow over it.” 
 
    “Then why are we here? We should be in the Four Kingdoms doing something.” 
 
    Bear stared at him, his enormous brown eyes unblinking.  
 
    Roan stiffened. “What’s in the center of your back?” he asked, a chill running through him. 
 
    “You already know. Or at least suspect. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    Roan did, but he wanted to see for himself. “Give me the knife.” 
 
    Bear handed it over, handle first. Roan took a deep breath and crawled around the large man. The unshaven hair was so thick it was more animal than human. Slowly, careful not to cut his skin, Roan scraped the hair away, watching as each letter took shape, pounding in his mind in rhythm with the beating of his own heart.  
 
    There were only five letters, larger than all others tattooed on the man’s body, filling the width of his back.  
 
    HORDE. 
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    “Your dream,” Yela whispered, staring over Roan’s shoulder at the letters.  
 
    “You are no soothsayer, Roan Loren,” Windy said. “It was a nightmare, nothing more. Your dreams hold no power. That is not the power of your mark.” 
 
    “No,” Roan agreed. “It is not. But I am connected, somehow, to the other fatemarked. To Bear’s mother. The Western Oracle binds us all.” 
 
    Bear grunted. 
 
    “What are you not telling us?” Roan asked, suddenly angry. He was angry that all the pieces seemed scattered before him, but that it wasn’t that they wouldn’t fit together; they didn’t seem to belong to the same puzzle.  
 
    He stalked around to face Bear once more, not caring that the man was the size of a bear, or that he could transform into one and rip him to shreds. This man had all the information but refused to just tell them, making them earn it like peddlers on the street. To Roan, this wasn’t some game. There were lives at stake. His friends. People he loved. Innocents, caught in the crossfire.  
 
    “Speak,” he demanded. 
 
    Bear said, “You know everything I know. Something is coming, what my mother called The End of All Things. Not from within the Four Kingdoms, but from the outside. Some force; some Horde. You are right. You are all connected, my mother saw to that. Even after the grave claimed her, she spoke to me. Not often, but enough. It has been many years since I have heard her voice, but I don’t believe she’s fully gone. Saving herself, more likely.” 
 
    “Saving herself for what?” 
 
    “To speak the truth, a truth she never even shared with her own son.” 
 
    “How?” As soon as the question started to float away, Roan grabbed it. “The hole. Absence. That’s why you were digging when we found you.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Absence is dead,” Windy said.  
 
    “You think a bit of dirt can kill a god?” Bear asked, his thick eyebrows lifting.  
 
    Windy quirked an eyebrow. “The hole was said to have no bottom. I’d say that’s more than a bit of dirt.” 
 
    Instead of answering, Bear asked another question. “What wins a battle even before it begins?” 
 
    “Loss of faith,” Yela said.  
 
    Bear nodded. 
 
    Roan understood. “The Phanecians,” he said, the pieces finally starting to look the same color.  
 
    “Long have I suspected them of this, but the time wasn’t right until now. This needed to play out a certain way. But now, at long last, is the time.” 
 
    Roan’s eyes met those of his companions, and he saw their resolution meet his. There was only one thing left to do: 
 
    Dig.  
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    The hole was deep enough that Roan could stand and still not see over the edge. What if we dig for days and find nothing? The thought of so much time passing without results made him feel frantic, like, once more, he was on a fool’s errand and he was the fool.  
 
    No, he thought. This must mean something. It feels like we’re so close… 
 
    He dug, the cracks and crevices in his hands caked with dirt. Bear was too large to fit in the hole with them now, so he sat above, watching.  
 
    Windy used a stick to chop at the dirt, softening it so Yela could clear it away with her hands. “If there was anything to find down here, don’t you think the Terans would’ve found it already?” Windy asked, firing a pointed look in Bear’s direction. She’d been grumbling the entire time they’d been digging.  
 
    Bear said, “They were a people of faith. Once that faith was lost, they crumbled like weakened stone. Just like the Phanecians knew they would. Anyway, how do you know none of the Terans did this very thing?” 
 
    “Because then we wouldn’t be digging.” 
 
    “Not if the Phanecians kept filling it in. Then whoever dug it up wouldn’t have been believed by the others.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “The Phanecians came. They enslaved the people without a fight. Even if one of the Terans knew something, there wasn’t time to prove it. The damage was done.” 
 
    Silence fell for a few moments as they all considered the man’s words. It was hard to argue with one who’d lived near on two centuries.  
 
    After a while, Windy said, “Your mother. How much time did she spend down here?” 
 
    Bear grunted. Said, “Too much.” Roan thought that was the extent of his answer, but then he continued. “You know, I saved her life once, in this very spot. She was communing with Absence. She was down there longer than she was supposed to be, refusing to come up. The Teran priest, a man named Corona, lost his senses. He wanted to sacrifice her to Absence. He didn’t know I was watching, and when he tried to cut the rope I…” Roan paused his digging to glance up at the man. One of the moons—the green one—had risen behind him. A shadow seemed to fall over Bear, filling in the gap where words could not.  
 
    When he continued, his tone was even. “Mother was safe, but she was different. She was like a woman who had walked through fire without being burned by the flames. Touched, yes, but not hurt. That was the moment I started losing her, though I didn’t realize it until much later. Much, much later. I was only a boy then. So young. So foolish. And she was as powerful as a god.” 
 
    “She gave you immortality,” Roan said, scooping away more dirt.  
 
    “I am long-lived now, yes,” Bear said, “but I don’t think I’m immortal. I pray I am not. She wanted me alive for this moment, to be her eyes, her ears, her mouth. To show you what I am showing you.” 
 
    “A never-ending hole,” Windy chirped. She stabbed at the dirt with a stick, and instead of the usual sludgy sound she got a hollow thud. Roan stopped and stared at her. “Most likely I hit a rock,” she said.  
 
    “That didn’t sound like a rock,” Yela said. “More like wood.” 
 
    Roan looked up at Bear, who was peering over the edge, his thick head blotting out the moonlight. “Go on,” he said.  
 
    Roan crawled over to the others and began digging. It took them another half-hour to clear away the rest of the dirt, but what they found was worth it.  
 
    Wooden planks. When they scraped away the dirt trapped between them they felt the most remarkable thing. 
 
    Air, cool and damp, rushing between the slats.  
 
    The hole had survived. 
 
    And it was deep. 
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    It took them another hour to carefully break the planks and haul them up, revealing the blackness of a hole so deep they couldn’t see the bottom, if there was one. First, they’d had to find some rope. Roan had tied it around his waist and chest while Bear secured it to himself at the top. The others had caught the wood as Roan had thrown each plank up.  
 
    What he saw now made Bear’s earlier words seem almost prophetic. “There are signs of other planks,” Roan said.  
 
    Windy stared down at him. “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Someone dug this deep once before. Broke the boards. Knew the truth.” 
 
    “They were replaced?” 
 
    “Yes. The hole was filled again. Whoever dug it up the first time was silenced by slavery.” Roan felt ill. An entire nation brought low by some wood and dirt. Enslaved. Broken, their lives stolen.  
 
    The rope creaked back and forth, swayed by the breeze wafting up from the depths.  
 
    “Haul him up,” Windy said.  
 
    Roan said, “No.” 
 
    “We learned the truth,” she called down. “We can reveal that to the world. The Terans are already rebelling. The other kingdoms are rallying against the Phanecians. This information will further their cause. Once the Phanecians are removed from power, there is hope for peace. This is the answer you’ve been seeking.” 
 
    All of that made sense to Roan, but he knew there was still something missing. Bear had already suspected this hole still existed, but he’d alluded to a piece of the puzzle that even he didn’t have. 
 
    “I want to go deeper,” Roan said, remembering Bear’s story of his mother communing with Absence.  
 
    “This is madness,” Windy said. “It’s just a hole.” 
 
    Bear said, “He’s right. That is why I brought him here. This is what my mother wanted.” 
 
    “Because you speak to a dead woman?” 
 
    “No, because I can feel it.” 
 
    Windy huffed out a breath. “We need to go back.” 
 
    “Give me a half-hour,” Roan said. “That is all I ask. Then we can go.” 
 
    “Fine,” Windy said, though she didn’t sound happy. She’s worried about me, Roan thought, feeling a surprising swell of tenderness for the woman.  
 
    Slowly, inch by inch, Roan descended into darkness, the shadows closing around him. Above him, the faces of his companions faded into nothingness.  
 
    Panic gripped him for a moment as he felt around for the walls. His hands grasped only empty air, the rope twisting. Air rushed around him, chilling his sweat-sheened skin. For the first time, he truly appreciated the name of the Teran god.  
 
    Absence. It was the perfect description. Even at night, in that moment just before sleep claimed him, he’d been able to feel his bed, hear the sounds of life, night birds and the fall of rain and the chirp of crickets. His own breaths.  
 
    Gods, I can’t even hear my own breaths. It was true. The wind seemed to steal all sound, while the dark was as blinding as if his eyes had been plucked from his head. Once more, he reached for the walls, but came up empty. He could no longer feel the rope biting at his skin through his clothes. He reached up, anxious to feel something. Again, he felt nothing. It was like he was floating or— 
 
    Falling.  
 
    He tried to scream but if he made a sound it was once more swept away by the wind.  
 
    Seized by panic, he groped around himself, twisting and turning and flipping head over heels… 
 
    Stop. 
 
    The word cut through the silence like a razor-edged blade. The wind ceased to blow. His body stopped contorting, frozen in the black molten air.  
 
    “Absence?” he tried to whisper, but the question appeared only in his own mind.  
 
    No. Absence may not be dead, but the Teran god has gone away, maybe forever.  
 
    Who are you? This time Roan spoke the question in his mind.  
 
    You don’t know? 
 
    Roan’s heart pounded faster. Her. You are Her. 
 
    Yes. I am. 
 
    Roan had desired this moment from the time he’d learned about the Western Oracle, about her prophecies, about the fatemarks. He had planned a million times a million questions, and yet now he could not think of a single one.  
 
    I know all your questions, but they do not matter. What matters is that I gave you the marking on your chest. Your lifemark. I chose you to be the Peacemaker because of what I saw in your soul decades before you were born. 
 
    Her words filled Roan with pride, though he wasn’t certain it was deserved. I haven’t done anything, he argued.  
 
    You have, but the fact that you do not think so is why I chose you. 
 
    Roan considered that. His brain was working again, questions churning like butter. What about Bane? Was he chosen too? 
 
    Of course. He is your brother in spirit, if not in blood. You are two sides— 
 
    Of the same coin. I know. He told me. 
 
    You hate him. 
 
    Do I? Roan wondered. No. But we…disagree on much.  
 
    That is why you are both needed. To keep each other in check.  
 
    I don’t understand. What about the others? Gwendolyn Storm. Fire Sandes. Beorn Stonesledge. The Ice Lord. Vin Hoza. The slavemarked. None of us know what to do. We are dying. Our people are dying. 
 
    I’m sorry for all the death, the Oracle said. But sometimes there are those who must die— 
 
    In order for there to be peace, Roan finished. He was getting tired of this conversation. It was more of the same. I’ve read all your prophecies now. I am here with your son. 
 
    Henry? 
 
    We call him Bear Blackboots, but yes.  
 
    How is he? 
 
    Roan considered the question. Tired. I think he wants all this to be over. 
 
    There was silence for a few moments, and Roan wondered if he’d said the wrong thing. Oracle? 
 
    I am here. 
 
    Why did your son lead me here? I know you wanted to talk to me, but why? What am I missing? I know about the Horde. I know they are coming to destroy the Four Kingdoms, to sweep over us, killing all. I know that is why you created the fatemarks. Not just to bring peace to the Four Kingdoms, but to unite us against a common enemy, one who seeks to exterminate us.  
 
    Silence again, Roan’s heartbeats filling the void. Finally, she spoke. That is only part of it. 
 
    What else is there? 
 
    I fear you will hate me if I tell you. 
 
    Her words took Roan by surprise. Why would he hate her? He was frustrated with her, yes, but she was trying to do the right thing. She was trying to save them. If she hadn’t created the fatemarks, they would have no chance to face the enemy that now threatened the Four Kingdoms. Heck, she’d been burned alive because of what she’d done for them. 
 
    I won’t hate you. I promise. Tell me.  
 
    No. I will show you. 
 
    A moment later, the darkness lifted, replaced by a gray world of fire and blood. 
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    Roan had seen this before. It was a great battle, the forces of evil gathered against kingdoms and empires, humans and Orians and still others, standing together, fighting together 
 
    dying together. 
 
    Blood ran like rivers. Smoke poured from the earth in great columns. Low hanging clouds shrouded all in shadow.  
 
    But that wasn’t the worst of it. No, Roan could feel a lingering power, an aura of dread, of despair, a pall seeming to clutch the entire world in a clawed fist.  
 
    It didn’t feel…natural.  
 
    The Horde poured over them like a crashing wave, killing without mercy, without discretion, a dark tide of death and destruction. 
 
    Roan scanned their number, searching, trying to see past the violence to whatever it was the Oracle wanted him to see, the reason she was showing him this… 
 
    One of the enemy stood out, striding without fear through the bodies, ignoring the chaos around him. He was not of their kind—he was human.  
 
    Their leader, Roan realized with a start. He hadn’t considered that barbarians like these would have a leader, especially not a human. There was something about the man’s gait, like it was too stiff. One leg is bound with metal and yew, Roan realized. An old injury perhaps? 
 
    Regardless, the man strode forward, occasionally lashing out with a hand, grabbing someone. Their screams followed shortly after.  
 
    Despair seemed to follow him like a shadow.  
 
    Roan felt so close to the truth, so close, so close, so— 
 
    Something burned through the man’s shirt, a light emanating from his left breast. Roan stared, the man growing nearer and nearer, the symbol coming into focus through the folds of cloth.  
 
    A marking. A fatemark.  
 
    Oh gods, what have you done? 
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    The scene vanished and Roan was surrounded by nothingness once more.  
 
    He had the urge to scream, but knew his voice would betray him, leaving him with naught but a sore throat.  
 
    You, he said to the darkness.  
 
    No answer.  
 
    You, he said again, biting down hard on the word. Answer me! 
 
    Finally… Yes. Me. With the power I was given in this very place. 
 
    Murderer. 
 
    She didn’t try to deny it, said only, Perhaps. Or Savior. The lines between such things are blurred.  
 
    Not to him. Never to him. You’ve doomed us all. 
 
    I’ve brought you together. Or, at least, I will. The Four Kingdoms would’ve torn itself apart. Destroyed itself. All the hate. All the anger and mistrust. All the struggles for power and territory. Can you deny it? 
 
    Roan couldn’t. But that didn’t mean it was better to send an evil the likes of which their lands had never seen.  
 
    Do you hate me? she asked. 
 
    He wanted to, but it just wasn’t in him. He couldn’t hate her any more than he could hate Bane. They all wanted the same thing—peace—but had wildly different ideas of how to get there.  
 
    You could’ve kept this hidden from me, Roan said. Why did you tell me at all? 
 
    Because you deserve the truth. Because you have a choice. 
 
    What choice? 
 
    To go back, or not. To live or die. To fight or run. You will not be forced. 
 
    You mean like you forced your son to carry on your work after you died? 
 
    I didn’t force him either. Never. He made his own choice, just like you will.  
 
    I want to go back up. I’m done talking. 
 
    What will you choose? 
 
    I don’t know. 
 
    He sensed the moment she departed, her final words echoing between Roan’s ears. Tell Henry I love him. I will always love him. 
 
    When Roan reached up he could once more feel the rope, drawn taut by his weight. He gave it three tugs and it began to rise.  
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    Yela slapped him when he emerged from the hole. “We thought you were dead,” she said.  
 
    Roan blinked, surprised by the blow, her words, and the brightness of the sun shining down. It had been hours away from dawn when he’d first entered the pit.  
 
    Even more surprising was when Yela threw her arms around him, squeezing so hard he had trouble finding his next breath. “I’m not,” he said. “Dead, that is.” 
 
    She released him, and as she stepped back he noticed her cheeks were pink. 
 
    Windy grabbed his shoulders, forcing Roan to look at her. “What happened down there? You were gone for hours. We tried to pull you up but it was like the rope was carrying a boulder rather than a man.” 
 
    “It felt like a short while. Time is different down there, I think. I saw…I saw our future. The future of the Four Kingdoms.” 
 
    “The nightmare? The Horde?” 
 
    “Yes. But not only. I saw their leader. He was a man.” 
 
    “A human? But why would the barbarians follow a human into battle?” 
 
    Roan didn’t have that answer, and he couldn’t bring himself to reveal the truth he’d learned. Not until he decided what to do with it. He shook his head.  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Who showed you this? Absence?” 
 
    “Maybe. It is all a blur now.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you lying?” 
 
    “I’m not.” Why am I such an awful liar? 
 
    “Fine. Have your secrets. What can you tell us about what to do next?” 
 
    Roan remembered the last thing the Oracle had said to him. Tell Henry I love him. Tell him I will always love him. He looked around for Bear—Henry.  
 
    “He left at the break of dawn,” Yela said. “Said something about being hungry.” 
 
    “Will he return?” 
 
    “No,” Windy said. “I don’t think so. Roan, what is the plan?” 
 
    Roan was angry and frightened. Not that long ago he’d have considered himself a coward. But not anymore. No, this decision was the easiest of his life.  
 
    “We go back,” he said.  
 
    “To Calypso.” 
 
    “No. We are going to Phanes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, near Calypso 
 
    Raven Sandes 
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    Raven’s arm was feeling better now, tucked tight against her ribs with a makeshift sling. Still useless, but better. Her vision was still troublesome, one eye sealed shut by the swelling, but that didn’t change anything. 
 
    I have a dragon. And not just any dragon. Her soul. “Siri,” she said, stroking the dragon’s leathery head.  
 
    Siri purred. Up here, after everything that had happened, Raven felt free. Perhaps for the first time in her life, she understood how Fire had felt. Trapped, the weight of responsibility like the bars of a prison, chaining her to a destiny she didn’t know she wanted anymore. She could fly away, anywhere she wanted, never to return. She could become anyone she wanted to, legacies and power struggles be damned.  
 
    If I return, I might die. Whisper might die. Siri might die. Just like Fire. Mother. Goggin. The other dragons… 
 
    And for what? 
 
    Siri’s wings stopped beating as she curled into a glide, the sudden silence so abrupt it was as if all sound had been sucked from the world.  
 
    For Calyp, Siri said. For the land of my ancestors. For what I feel in the heart of the Orian. 
 
    Raven closed her eyes, the air rushing over her like the petals from a thousand flowers. What do you feel? 
 
    Peace, the dragon said. And then she roared, diving for the ground, where the first of the pyramids had just come into view, the early dawn’s light dousing the City of the Rising Sun with color. 
 
    One-armed, one-eyed, Raven knew she would kill her aunt on this day. Or her aunt would kill her. There could be no other ending. 
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    Goggin 
 
      
 
    The pyramids appeared in the distance, backlit by the rising sun, behemoth shadows that might’ve been monstrous teeth.  
 
    “This is as far as I go,” the man said.  
 
    As Goggin turned to the one who’d saved his life, he realized he never learned his name. “Thank you. One day, I hope to return and repay your kindness.” 
 
    The man waved it away with a sheepish grin. “We are all Calypsians,” he said. “There are no debts among us.” 
 
    If only that were true, Goggin thought. “All the same, I will.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Be kind to your next wife. Be a man worthy of her love.” 
 
    Goggin grinned and turned toward the pyramids.  
 
    His legs still felt as heavy as stone columns, his arms like battering rams. The bag of sand dangling from his waist was heavier still.  
 
    A last resort, he thought, trying to justify his own madness.  
 
    He stomped on, the dry earth cracking beneath his heavy trod. The first order of business was to find a scimitar. The second, to find the usurper, Lady Viper. The third…well, the third depended on how the first two went.  
 
    Something caught his attention. He squinted, shielding his eyes with his palm.  
 
    A bird flew in tightening circles, descending toward Calypso. Except it was too large to be a bird. Far too large.  
 
    Despite his weariness, Goggin began to run.  
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    Raven 
 
      
 
    Hundreds of people stopped what they were doing, craning their heads toward the sky to watch. It was like they’d been frozen in place.  
 
    Not everyone, Raven thought, watching as leather-clad soldiers surrounded the palace, weapons glinting in the early light. She expected Viper to be prepared; by now, the streams would be full of news of their escape from the fighting pits. 
 
    “They have archers,” Gwendolyn warned.  
 
    “And we have a dragon,” Raven said.  
 
    “But no plan.” 
 
    “The plan is simple. We kill my aunt and retake the empire. Any questions?” 
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    Whisper only shook her head.  
 
    The ground got closer. Siri shrieked, a plume of flames bursting from her nostrils. Raven gripped the spike with one hand harder.  
 
    “Whisper,” Raven said.  
 
    Her sister twisted her head around.  
 
    “I’m sorry for what I did to you in the pits.” 
 
    “You mean hitting me in the head with a hammer?” There was venom in her tone.  
 
    “And trying to protect you. It wasn’t…fair.” 
 
    Surprise crossed Whisper’s face. “I don’t care that you wanted to protect me. I cared that you didn’t trust me to protect myself.” 
 
    Raven felt like a fool. Fire had had many faults, but she’d never questioned Raven’s ability. And Whisper had shown her prowess in combat numerous times in the pits. And yet still Raven had thought she knew what was best for her. “You’re right. And I’m sorry. I won’t make that mistake again. I am proud of you. Not because you’ve become a warrior, but because you’ve become a woman.” 
 
    The barest of smiles flickered across Whisper’s face. “It’ll do. Not the best apology I’ve heard, but…” 
 
    Raven shook her head. Gwen said, “Get ready…” 
 
    Arrows flew, a flock of deadly birds approaching. The three women made themselves as small as possible, while Siri hovered in midair, protecting them with her body. The arrows glanced off her thick hide, falling back harmlessly to the earth.  
 
    Raven could feel the moment the battlefire ignited inside Siri, the dragon’s blood heating to boiling in an instant.  
 
    She dove, fire pouring from her maw.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Goggin 
 
      
 
    He entered the city at a sprint, his lungs aching. Thankfully, adrenaline now rushed through his veins, staving off exhaustion. Somewhere, the dragon roared.  
 
    Not the dragon, he thought. Siri. He could recognize her grace and speed from miles away. And if Siri was alive, and Raven… 
 
    He rushed on, weaving through the crowds, most of whom were unmoving, staring up at the sky, where the dragon flew past, dodging and blocking arrows. He tried to see who was on her back, but the sun was in his eyes. He collided with a man, throwing him aside, uncaring about anything but getting to the palace.  
 
    He passed a weapons seller and snatched a broad scimitar from the rack, ignoring the man’s protests as on he flew. Out of the main marketplace, the streets narrowed and he began screaming, “Make way! Make way!” He suspected it was his size more than the warning that caused people to throw themselves against the walls as he barreled through.  
 
    The palace gates were closed, the guards in disarray, like they didn’t know up from down. They weren’t the usual guards, who Goggin would’ve recognized immediately. No, these men were rougher looking, scarred and dark-eyed.  
 
    “Open the gate!” he shouted, shoving the tip of his blade under one’s chin. Another guard jumped on his back, but he threw an elbow behind and dislodged him. 
 
    The first guard looked at him wide-eyed. “I can’t order that.” 
 
    “I am a great dragonslayer, and if you don’t open that gate your empress is going to die.” 
 
    The most effective lie is told with great confidence, Goggin thought, watching as the man offered a hand signal. A moment later the gate began to open.  
 
    “Thank you,” Goggin said, shoving the man aside, squeezing through the center of the doors before they were fully open. Archers kneeled, firing toward the sky. Parts of the palace were already in flames, although Goggin knew most was constructed of stone and would not burn.  
 
    He threaded his way through the archers, glancing at the sky just as the dragon’s shadow passed by once more. The ground shuddered as Siri landed somewhere within the grounds.  
 
    His weapon in one hand, his pouch of sand in the other, Goggin charged inside.  
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    Raven 
 
    Convincing a dragon not to spew flames in every direction was as difficult as wrangling an eight-legged guanik.  
 
    Finally, however, Siri landed in the private courtyard behind the throne room, dipping her head so they could slip from her back. None of them were worse off from the harried flight, though several arrows had come close enough to snip the hair from their heads. Gwen wobbled slightly, which would’ve amused Raven if not for the gravity of the situation.  
 
    Men and women poured in from all sides, surrounding them. Though they bore the Calypsian sigil on their armor, Raven recognized none of them as her palace guards. She tried not to think about what might’ve happened to them.  
 
    A voice carried across the grounds. “I am most impressed, nieces,” Viper said, striding between her line of guards as they opened a path. She was a strong-looking woman, not unlike Raven’s mother had been, but taller and wirier. There was a man at her side, a Phanecian by the look of his narrow eyes and tan skin. He was tall and muscular—a great warrior, presumably. “Though the appearance of an Orian and a dragon to help you escape was most unexpected.” 
 
    “Aunt,” Raven said. “I am here to relieve you of the throne. Your temporary service is appreciated but no longer required.” Nearby, Siri growled her agreement, flames sizzling around her lips.  
 
    “Will that really work?” Gwen whispered. The mark on her cheek was hidden, though Raven expected that to change in short order.  
 
    Viper said, “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen. You see, my time in Zune, though regrettable, taught me many things. First and foremost was that being castaway and forgotten allowed one certain…advantages.” 
 
    “Like planning a coup?” 
 
    “Let me fight her,” Whisper said.  
 
    Viper laughed. “I thought you were supposed to be the gentle one,” she said. “Alas, the pits make killers of us all.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you,” Raven said.  
 
    “Truly? Then you are softer than your mother. She was always looking for a reason to kill me.” 
 
    “You lie.” 
 
    “If you believe that, then you don’t know your mother, gods rest her conniving soul.” 
 
    Whisper tried to push forward, but Raven managed to hold her back with her good arm. “Wait, sister. You shall have your chance.” She turned back toward her aunt. “Last chance to end this without bloodshed. Submit, or I will be forced to destroy your entire force.” She waved her hand across the men and women. 
 
    Once more, Viper laughed, and something about the confidence in the sound sent a shock of fear through Raven. She knew we were coming, and that we would have a dragon. She must’ve suspected where we would land as well, this being the most logical place within the palace grounds. Something about the ground was off, like it was too soft.  
 
    Sand, she realized, too late. Far too late. 
 
    Viper raised her hand and chains burst from the sand at their feet, tightening rapidly, snapping their legs together. Siri screamed. 
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    Goggin 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” the guard said, but Goggin didn’t, lowering his shoulder and slamming into him. The man’s teeth clacked together and he flew back into the wall. His head made a nasty cracking sound and when he landed he was no longer moving. Blood pooled beneath his skull.  
 
    Goggin turned the familiar corner and moved into the familiar room with the dais and the throne, which was— 
 
    Empty.  
 
    He swiveled from side to side, seeing no one. A sound at the rear caught his attention—an animal scream.  
 
    Siri! He raced onwards, hacking at the curtain with his sword, watching it fall away, revealing the exit to the private courtyard.  
 
    He skidded to a stop, shocked by the scene before him. Bursts of fire scorched the air. Each blast came up just short, as if the distance had been measured out. It has, he realized, seeing the stones laid out. Each guard stood just behind the stones, ensuring they wouldn’t be roasted. There were at least a hundred of them. Enough for a dragon to handle, but Siri wasn’t free, her legs held tight by thick chains.  
 
    Goggin’s breath caught. Her. 
 
    Raven stood near her dragon, struggling to keep her balance as chains forced her own legs together. Whisper was on the ground, her teeth bared. Another was there too, and if Goggin didn’t know better he’d say it was an Orian given her silver hair, catlike eyes and pristine armor.  
 
    A woman’s back was to him, but Goggin would know her anywhere—he’d been no stranger to the fighting pits of Zune. “Viper,” he said, his voice loud enough to carry over the jeers of the guards and roar of the dragon. 
 
    Slowly, she turned, one of her eyebrows quirking slightly. “By the grace of the gods, the commander of the guanero. Goggin, correct? You’re supposed to be at the bottom of the ocean.” 
 
    “It turns out I float,” he said.  
 
    “Pity. But I fear you’ve come a long way only to meet your demise in another way. Gat. Kill him.” 
 
    The man standing beside her, who Goggin hadn’t noticed until now, glanced at her, looking uncertain. “You said we would capture our foes, not kill them.” 
 
    Viper said, “I will spare my nieces and the dragon if I can. But not this man. He worked for my sister. He must die.” 
 
    The man, Gat, seemed to consider her words, and then nodded. He strode toward Goggin, who raised his scimitar at his side. “You don’t want to do this,” he said. He reached down for the pouch tied to his belt. He had no choice now. This was the time for last resorts. 
 
    Gone.  
 
    Fear rushed through him. Where is it? His mind raced backwards in time. He remembered touching the pouch as he entered the palace, but what had happened next? 
 
    He sucked in a breath.  
 
    Oh gods. 
 
    The man he killed, the one whose skull he smashed against the wall. 
 
    The pouch must’ve come free during the impact. 
 
    He remembered all the blood. 
 
    Goggin whirled around and took off running. 
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    Raven 
 
      
 
    Goggin’s appearance had been so unexpected that Raven had lost her words. He’s alive, she’d thought, feeling a swell of joy. She could only watch as Viper’s man had stalked toward him. Even more surprising was Goggin’s reaction: he’d run away.  
 
    Raven had known Goggin long enough to know he never ran from a fight. 
 
    She wasn’t certain what to think of that, plus she had more pressing problems to worry about. Namely, the hundred guards brandishing a variety of deadly weapons, and the fact that she and her allies were held by chains. 
 
    There was one saving grace, however: Thus far, none of their enemies could get close because of the constant wall of flames provided by Siri.  
 
    “It seems we are at an impasse, aunt,” Raven said.  
 
    “Not at all. The first arrow will go through your dragon’s eye. The second through the weak spot on her left breast. The third will kill you. The fourth your sister. The Orian, well, I want to speak with her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The question came not from Raven, nor from any of her allies, but from the man Viper had called Gat. Instead of chasing Goggin, he’d stopped and returned to the circle of guards, standing just behind Viper.  
 
    “Silence. You will do as I command. Now go after Goggin!” 
 
    Gat took a step forward, but toward her, not away. “You think you freed me from Zune only to make me a prisoner in Calypso?” 
 
    “Watch your tone. I am your empress. And you would be dead if not for me.” 
 
    The Phanecian shook his head. “We are supposed to be marching into Phanes. The streams are alive with news of the rebellion. We could help.” 
 
    “We will, I promise.” Viper’s tone had softened, and Raven sensed something in it, a tenderness she’d never known her aunt to have. He is more than her personal guard, she realized. He’s her lover. “But first we must secure the empire. There can be no doubt as to the chain of command.” 
 
    Gat’s lips pressed together, and Raven could see the anger and frustration. “No more lies, Viper. I helped you win the empire. But you have no intention of helping the slaves, do you?” 
 
    “This isn’t the time or the place. Kill Goggin. I’ll handle my nieces.” 
 
    He bit down hard on the next word. “No.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    He opened his mouth, presumably to repeat the same word, but before he could, the ground began to shake.  
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    Goggin 
 
      
 
    He’d found the man right where he’d left him, only the pool of blood was larger, a crimson lake, rivulets forming in the cracks between the tiles, spreading… 
 
    There! Goggin spotted the pouch of sand resting on its side, the rope worn and frayed where it had broken from his belt.  
 
    It was directly in the path of one of the bloody rivers.  
 
    He threw himself at it, landing hard on his shoulder as he snatched the pouch from the floor, rolling away just as the blood filled the space where it had been. He stood panting, his mouth and eyes wide with relief, when he realized: 
 
    The pouch’s opening was gapped, having sprung wide at some point along the way. Sand trickled from the lip, spilling to the floor, bouncing, tumbling, rolling. Several grains sprinkled into the blood, disappearing, replaced by tiny bubbles.  
 
    Goggin held his breath, watching in horror.  
 
    Nothing happened. He let out the breath, laughter spilling from his lips. The Dreadnought earth held no power off the island, something he suspected might be true. No, it was the islands themselves that were cursed, something in the air perhaps… 
 
    Goggin froze as the ground began to shake.  
 
    A thick hand burst from the tiles, shattering them, the blood covering a mottled black fist swirling with fire.  
 
    The rest of the monster followed the hand, but Goggin wasn’t there to see it, already racing back toward the courtyard, careful not to spill any more sand.  
 
    It wasn’t the only monster that emerged. 
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    Raven 
 
      
 
    Raven tumbled to the ground as the earth itself became the enemy, bucking and writhing. She tried to protect her broken arm, but the impact was still jarring, sending spikes shooting from shoulder to hand. Siri screamed, thumping her heavy, spiked tail against the ground, as if to ward off whatever was shaking it. 
 
    Whisper pushed in beside Raven, trying to help her up. “What is that? Have the gods come to destroy us?” 
 
    “I…don’t think so,” Raven said. I think it’s something worse. 
 
    The Orian was the only one still standing, her eyes darting about as one of her hands gripped the chains around her feet. 
 
    Her cheek blazed with light. 
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    Gwendolyn 
 
      
 
    The chains opened, their teeth no longer biting as she slipped free. 
 
    Next, Gwen pulled Raven’s and Whisper’s chains away. The tension released and the iron links snapped back toward their source. She outstretched her arms to maintain her balance while the ground continued to shake. Cautiously, Gwen turned toward the dragon.  
 
    Siri was stomping and bucking, trying to break free. The movements only made the manacles pull tighter. They needed to be pulled from the inside out. She tried to move closer, but the dragon was livid, flicking her tail and slamming it down. Fire streaked from her mouth.  
 
    It’s the fear, Gwen thought. Of being imprisoned, like in Ferria. We made her this way.  
 
    Listen to me, Siri, Gwen said, in her own head. If the dragon heard her, she didn’t respond, continuing to stamp and pull against her tethers. Forget the noise, the anger. Forget everything but that calm place in your heart, the one you showed me when we first met. Your— 
 
    Soul, the dragon replied. Her tail stopped moving, her feet going still. Her head swiveled around, her gaze landing on Gwen. She could feel the Sandes sisters watching, but they didn’t intervene as she walked carefully up to the dragon, slipped her hands between the chains… 
 
    Her concentration was complete. She felt the thrum of the iron as the ground shook, felt the beat of Siri’s mighty heart in her head, heard the cries of Viper’s guardsmen as they realized the dragon was no longer spewing fire. Their enemies prepared to charge. 
 
    Her fatemark’s light blinded her as she pulled. 
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    Goggin 
 
      
 
    When he reached the courtyard, it was chaos. Viper was shouting orders, her guards hurrying to position themselves in some sort of pincer formation as they closed in on the dragon, who was now free, her wings beginning to beat the air into a frenzy.  
 
    Raven, Whisper, and the Orian, stood back to back to back, ready to fight.  
 
    Goggin charged forward, throwing bodies to either side as he fought to get to them. Behind him, the wall shattered, stone shrapnel flying. Screams followed but he didn’t turn, didn’t even consider it until he— 
 
    His scimitar split the back of a guard trying to stab Raven with a long spear. The man fell, and Goggin danced aside to ensure none of the blood spray splattered on the bag of death he clutched to his chest.  
 
    Raven said, “You’re alive.” Her dark eyes sparked with something he hadn’t seen in them in a long time. Purpose.  
 
    “I am damn glad to see you.” 
 
    “The feeling is entirely mutual.”  
 
    The sound of screams brought him back to reality. He whirled around just as Raven said, “What is that thing?” 
 
    Goggin gaped, though he wasn’t surprised. The creature was born of darkness and flame, its powerful frame covered in gray rock crumbles from the wall it had destroyed. Behind it lurked two others, their eyes ringed with fire. “Nothing to worry about. A few souvenirs I brought back from my travels.” 
 
    Raven gave him a look he couldn’t quite decipher. 
 
    The guards’ heads were now swiveling between the monsters and the dragon, unsure of which threat to focus on. “We should go,” Goggin said.  
 
    “I’m not leaving until I secure the throne,” Raven said. It was a tone he knew all too well—as stubborn as the day was long. 
 
    “We’ll come back,” Goggin promised.  
 
    Whisper joined them, standing on one side. She’d obtained a blade from somewhere. It was covered in blood. The Orian appeared on her other side, her cheek bright with light. The dragon sprayed fire in all directions.  
 
    “We’re not leaving,” Raven said.  
 
    Goggin didn’t try to argue with her this time. He raised his scimitar, ready to fight another monster or two.  
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    Raven 
 
      
 
    The three creatures stalked forward, swinging chiseled arms and boulder-like fists. A few of the guards tried to stop them, but the monsters knocked them aside like toys. The rest of the guards turned tail and ran.  
 
    Raven spotted Viper retreating toward one of the side walls, her eyes wary. This, at least, was a situation she couldn’t have possibly planned for.  
 
    “Goggin, tell us what you know about these things,” Raven said.  
 
    “They’re strong as hell and hard to kill,” he said, clutching his scimitar.  
 
    That’s comforting. “Then our only chance is to take them on one at a time.” Viper had managed to sneak past the monsters in the chaos, and was racing toward the entrance to the throne room. Raven fought off the urge to give chase. First, the monsters. Then, her aunt.  
 
    “I’ll distract it,” Gwen said, and then she was gone, a streak of silver flashing past and toward the first of the monsters, which had lifted a surprised guardsman in one hand, squeezing the life out of him as his legs wind-milled beneath him.  
 
    Suddenly, the man fell, gasping and clutching his throat as he landed. An arrow protruded from the monster’s hand. “Over here, you worthless piece of flaming dung,” Gwen shouted. She stood atop one of the walls. She’d procured a bow from somewhere, likely dropped by one of Viper’s archers in their haste to flee. She fitted another arrow and released. Ziiiip-thwock! It hit the creature in the head and he roared, swatting at his ear like it was a pesky fly. The shaft of the arrow cracked in half and fell away.  
 
    An arrow to the head would normally result in death, but this monster was apparently hard-headed, because he released a sound not dissimilar to the roar of a lion, and charged the wall.  
 
    What are we doing? Raven thought, realizing that all three of them—Whisper, Goggin, and her—were staring at the Orian fighting the monster on her own.  
 
    “Goggin, flank it.” Raven said. “Try to land a slash or two to its stomach and chest.” She looked at Whisper. Every instinct told her to get her sister to safety before doing anything else. But this was no helpless child standing before her. This was a warrior tried and tested in the fighting pits of Zune. It would take all of them to defeat these monsters. “Whisper, attack from behind.” 
 
    Whisper nodded. “What about you?” 
 
    “I’m going to find a weapon.” 
 
    They broke apart just as the monster slammed into the wall, which crumbled in the center, entire stones crashing over its back. Gwen didn’t even try to dodge, extending her arms to either side as she rode one of the larger stones down over its back to the ground. She landed on her feet, pirouetting and firing off another shot. The arrow slapped into the back of the monster’s shoulder, drawing another angry roar.  
 
    Raven ran on, trying not to think about the fact that she’d just sent her sister to fight a giant fire-beast. She’s capable. She’s proven herself. You must let go… 
 
    Dozens of Viper’s guards were down already, either injured or dead. As Raven leapt over one, she reached down and snagged her weapon—a barbed whip. It felt slightly heavier than the type she preferred, but it would have to do. She paused to survey the situation. Two of the monsters were corralling guards, which had managed to mount something of a counterattack, harrying their legs with blades and spears.  
 
    The third had managed to break free of the rubble to take a swing at Gwen—it’s going to crush her into a thousand piec— 
 
    The blow swung through empty air, the Orian gone when Raven blinked.  
 
    Where is Whisper? she wondered. There! She spotted her sister slinking along the edge of the crumbling wall. Goggin, on the other hand, took a less subtle approach—he was barreling in from the side, brandishing his scimitar over his head.  
 
    He stabbed. The blade sunk deep into the creature’s ribs. Its entire body jerked at the impact and it twisted around, bringing its massive elbow to bear. Hard bone struck Goggin’s jaw and he flew back. He was no small man, and yet he left his feet, crashing to the ground a stone’s throw away, skidding to a stop. Not moving.  
 
    With another bellow, the monster stomped toward Goggin to finish him off.  
 
    Raven had just been reunited with her guanero commander; she couldn’t lose him again so quickly, not when he came here to help her. 
 
    Her injured arm slapped painfully against her ribs as she ran, jumping felled guards, screaming at the monster to draw his attention away.  
 
    The distance was too great.  
 
    The creature lifted its leg slowly, teetering like a boulder on the edge of a great precipice. Slam! It brought it down, the earth shuddering at the impact.  
 
    A cry choked out from Raven’s throat, but still she ran. She snapped her whip, which spun around the monster’s neck, the barbs sinking deep. She didn’t think, just acted, leaping forward, clinging to the whip with one hand, letting the momentum carry her forward.  
 
    She whirled around the beast’s massive frame, her whip wrapping itself tightly against its throat. It swung at her as she passed and she was forced to let go to avoid the blow, landing hard on her injured arm, bone gritting against bone, a cry dragging itself from her throat… 
 
    And crashing into Goggin, who was pulling himself to his feet.  
 
    The pain was so intense that she could barely begin to consider how he was alive and not smashed into Goggin paste.  
 
    The world spun as Goggin scooped her up and dove to the side, another monster-sized fist thundering past, brought down like a sledge hammer. 
 
    As they landed, her world coalesced into pain, the flash of stars, and, finally, the relief of darkness. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Goggin 
 
      
 
    The monster was going to kill her. It was too fast, too strong, and Goggin’s legs were sapped of strength, his jaw aching from the blow he’d taken.  
 
    For the first time in all his years, he cared nothing for his own life. She was all that mattered.  
 
    Because she believed in you. Because she valued you. 
 
    The monster was upon him, its eyes lit up with fire, its long black tongue snaking out in anticipation of the kill.  
 
    Siri came out of nowhere, screeching, clawing at the beast’s head. It swatted at her, knocking her aside. The dragon spun around again, slapping her tail against its side, so close Goggin could hear the scrape of spikes against dark flesh.  
 
    Goggin had never seen any creature—man nor beast—take such a blow from a dragon and survive. But this was no ordinary creature. It grabbed Siri’s tail and spun her around, releasing after a half-turn. The dragon flew across the yard awkwardly, crashing into the wall, smashing through it and out of sight. 
 
    The monster turned back to Goggin.  
 
    Summoning the last of his reserves, he pushed to his feet, blocking the path to Raven with his body. His scimitar was out of reach, lost when he’d picked up Raven.  
 
    I brought this upon myself. I brought this upon her. 
 
    The responsibility, more than anything, weighed upon him. He remembered the fear in Joaquin’s eyes as Goggin rowed away, the pouch of stolen sand in his lap.  
 
    He knew. He knew what would happen. 
 
    “Do it!” he screamed at the monster. “Kill me!” His only hope was that it would forget about Raven, or believe she was already dead. He could be a distraction for her, his final act one of goodness rather than foolishness.  
 
    The monster roared and swung.  
 
    Something changed midway through the swing. The blow still landed, bludgeoning Goggin’s shoulder, knocking him aside as a shockwave ran through his body. But even as he fell, he knew it hadn’t been a killing stroke, like the beast surely intended. And, just before he’d fallen, he’d seen the glint of silver in the center of its eye, ringed by fire.  
 
    The tip of a blade. The monster crashed down beside him, one of its giant hands scraping at its eye. It looked confused, fiery blood dripping from its face and lips, painting flaming rivers on the ground.  
 
    The sand! Goggin remembered, frantically untying the pouch from his belt, holding it as far away from the pooling blood as possible.  
 
    He looked back to find Whisper sitting atop the monster’s back, her face a mask of rage, her hand still gripping the hilt of the blade she’d stabbed through its head.  
 
    The monster jerked twice more and then went still.  
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    Gwen 
 
      
 
    Damn, she’s no princess, Gwen thought, watching Whisper take down the beast.  
 
    Nearby, the dragon dragged herself from the rubble of the wall she’d destroyed, shaking her head. She sprung back through the gap, landing overtop of Raven, where she remained, daring anyone else to attack her.  
 
    My soul, Gwen remembered her saying.  
 
    She didn’t have time to dwell on that thought, however, nor check on the condition of Raven, who’d gone down hard. Because the other two monsters were still at large, massacring a dwindling group of defenders.  
 
    One of the guards stood out from the rest, the man who’d been beside Viper Sandes earlier, the same man who’d challenged her. Gat, Gwen remembered.  
 
    He fought like a lion, spinning his blade with skill, dancing away from the monster’s strikes while landing slash after slash along his foe’s arms and legs. Fiery blood dripped out, sizzling as it hit the earth.  
 
    Still, he couldn’t last forever, not without help. I don’t know this man, Gwen thought. I owe him nothing.  
 
    But she did owe Raven her side of the bargain. And these monsters were a problem. Slowly, she fitted three arrows to her bowstring, calculating distance and wind and watching the beast’s movements as it strode forward, launching another blow. 
 
    She fired. A line of arrows appeared across its chest. Based on previous attempts, she knew it was too well-protected by thick skin and bulging muscle to die from such an attack, but that wasn’t her intention.  
 
    Gat ducked and the monster jerked, sucking in a breath, its head dipping lower than usual, like a punch in the gut might bend a person at the waist.  
 
    Gat, as Gwen had expected, didn’t waste the opportunity, ratcheting his blade up, cutting deep into the open maw of the howling beast.  
 
    He dove away as it fell, rolling to his feet, glancing back at Gwen and offering a single nod of recognition in her direction.  
 
    Then he raced off toward the final monster, which was surrounded by guards, finally outnumbered. Gwen was tired, and they seemed to have it well in hand, hacking and slicing and bringing the monster to its knees. A dozen more strikes, half by Gat, and the demonic creature’s head fell from its shoulders, the rest of its body following shortly after.  
 
    Silence, save for the groans and cries of the injured, fell across the courtyard. And then: clapping, slow and loud. Gwen scanned the area to find Viper standing just outside the door she’d fled through earlier.  
 
    The coward, Gwen thought.  
 
    “Well done,” she said. “All of you.” 
 
    Siri glared at her, growling.  
 
    Whisper said, “It’s over, Aunt.” 
 
    “Over? Yes, it is, I suppose. Or at least your part in it. If you think this changes anything, it doesn’t. I am still empress. And you are still my prisoners. As for the dragon, she can be retrained. If we fail, she will be put down.” 
 
    “No.” The voice that spoke was weak, and yet full of command.  
 
    Raven crawled from beneath the dragon.  
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    Raven 
 
      
 
    Her entire body ached, and her injured arm was in such agony she thought it might break away from her body.  
 
    But she was no stranger to pain. She bit back a cry as she stood.  
 
    “I challenge you for the empire. Do you refuse?” 
 
    “I do,” Viper said. “Only Windy can challenge me. You are a different generation.” 
 
    “I am the First Daughter, and you have no claim on what is rightfully mine, usurper.” 
 
    Viper laughed. “I care not for the traditions invented by our ancestors. I care only for the power I have earned. I did not build an army of the dregs of the empire only to be thwarted by a child.” 
 
    Whisper stood beside Raven. “I challenge you, too.” 
 
    Viper smirked. “Same response. You are younger than your sister still. And your oaf protector”—she gestured to Goggin—“can join you in Zune. Your success in the pits will fund the empire for many years to come. Or at least until you all die.” 
 
    Raven was sick and tired of talking to this woman. She stepped forward, bending only to snatch her whip from the ground. She snapped it forward, the barbs slipping free and uncoiling from the dead monster’s flesh.  
 
    Viper didn’t move. “Guards,” she said. “Take them. The Orian too.” 
 
    Siri growled, but Raven waved her off with a hand signal.  
 
    Something had changed in the atmosphere. The guards didn’t move. Those who were still alive were staring darkly at Viper. And at their front was the man called Gat. His leather armor was ripped and hanging, revealing a chiseled chest and abdomen laced with burn marks and dark blood spatter.  
 
    Viper said, “Now!” 
 
    Gat said, “No. This ends now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The question was weakness. The question was doubt.  
 
    “We no longer serve you. You promised us a better world.” Gat waved his hand at the carnage surrounding him. “Does this look better?” 
 
    “This wasn’t my fault. I had nothing to do with—”  
 
    “You might not have brought the monsters, but they were here for you all the same,” Gat said, spitting the words. He stepped forward, clutching his blade. “I’m sorry. It didn’t have to end like this.” 
 
    Viper’s countenance changed. Gone was the sneer. Gone was the bravado. She stepped back, almost stumbling. She knew what this man was capable of. She feared him. 
 
    Raven knew she could stop it with a word, but she didn’t want to. This woman—her mother’s sister—had imprisoned them, forced them to fight deadly animals, not caring whether they lived or died in the pits so long as they brought in coin to fill her own coffers… 
 
    “Raven,” Gwen said. Raven flinched, surprised to hear the Orian speak. This was what they’d set out to do, to retake the empire, and they were on the verge of it. “There doesn’t have to be any more bloodshed.” 
 
    Raven shook her head. Gritted her teeth. “She deserves it.” She was surprised at the tears that blurred her vision. Why was she emotional now? She cared not for Viper, who cared nothing for her.  
 
    “Her death will haunt you. She made mistakes, yes, grave mistakes, but perhaps she had reason.” 
 
    “No reason would be good enough.” A tear trickled down her cheek and she batted it away. 
 
    “Maybe not. But were my reasons good enough to want to kill you?” The Orian’s brows were furrowed, her yellow eyes shining. There was truth in that gaze. Truth and regret. And forgiveness and something else. Hope. Purpose.  
 
    Raven didn’t know why his face came back to her then, but it did. Roan. Perhaps because she knew this woman, this great warrior, shared a bond with him too.  
 
    The Peacemaker…that is what he is called in the prophecies. 
 
    What would he do? 
 
    Gat said, “Raven? Her head is yours if you desire it.” 
 
    Raven looked at her aunt, who no longer seemed evil, stripped of everything at the betrayal of a man she likely cared about greatly. Bent many times over the course of her lifetime but still standing here. 
 
    I must be better than those who came before me. If there is truly hope for peace, it must start somewhere. Here. It will start here. 
 
    “Bind her. Take her to the prison. Spare her life.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifth Interlude 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Blackstone 
 
    THE HORDE 
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    Blackstone was theirs—or at least what was left of it.  
 
    This place stinks, Kklar-Ggra thought.  
 
    It wasn’t just because of the dead, he knew. No, he’d grown used to the smell of blood and decay long ago. This was a different odor—as familiar as if he’d never left the northern kingdom. Stone. Hard ground only half-unfrozen after the end of winter. Stale sweat and piss.  
 
    He preferred the coppery tang of blood to this; he preferred the putrid reek of rotting corpses.  
 
    Though he knew he needed to linger another day or two, so his Horde could strengthen themselves after their long voyage, he was anxious to leave. Castle Hill was so close now, the place that tore him down. 
 
    So I could be forged anew with fire and steel, he thought. 
 
    He knew the northerners would be ready for him. They’d managed to kill the man only after he’d streamed an unfinished warning to the northern capital. It didn’t matter. His enemies could prepare for a thousand years and never truly be ready for what was coming.  
 
    I am the storm. I am the End of All Things. 
 
    And I shall devour. 
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    When the curtain falls on a day long-fought, 
 
    By frozen lakes and desert droughts, 
 
    They close their eyes, knowing they cannot win, 
 
    And dark descends…the nightmare begins. 
 
    Japarti, famous Calypsian poet  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Bloody Canyons 
 
    Jai Jiroux 
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    Discussing things such as war and battle and explosions was one thing; seeing it in front of your very eyes was a whole other beast.  
 
    Jai cringed as another blast erupted from the ground, crippling a horse and tearing its rider in half. Blood fell like rain. Body parts scattered across the canyon. All this death and destruction and the two armies hadn’t even met on the frontlines.  
 
    Shanti and her team scurried back and forth lighting fuses in what, to Jai’s eyes, appeared a random selection. But he knew it was all choreographed to perfection, a dance of fire and death planned to end the lives of as many of the enemy as possible.  
 
    Their foes were not idle, however, nor did they falter in their charge. The cavalry rushed forth along the edges of the canyon, while the infantry pushed through the center. They were learning, testing the defenses for weaknesses, spreading out to lessen the impact of each explosion. And some were now dropping to their knees, taking aim with their hollow metal rods… 
 
    A series of blasts bounced off the canyon walls, less powerful than Shanti’s explosions, but still fearsome in their quantity.  
 
    Something whistled past Jai’s ear and he instinctively ducked, though the evasion would’ve been far too slow had the aim been true. Death was invisible now, his soldiers falling around him at the hands of a foe they could not see, could not defend against. Exposed like this, their training did not matter, nor their level of skill. Luck and fate were their only allies.  
 
    And I led them here. Using my mark of power, I chose for them.  
 
    I am no better than their former masters, even if my intent is pure. 
 
    Though he’d had these same thoughts many times before, in the midst of battle, they hit Jai harder, like a series of punches to the gut. He didn’t know if there was any right decision, but there was definitely a wrong one. He’d already made it, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be undone.  
 
    He turned to face his ten-thousand as another volley of steel death sliced through them, felling twenty, maybe thirty more soldiers. His justicemark felt warm on his heel, its influence touching the hearts and minds of his men. They never had a choice. Not at birth, and not since they met me. 
 
    But now they do. 
 
    “I am not your commander,” Jai shouted as loudly as he could, forcing his voice to be heard over the echoes of explosions and cries of pain. “I am your leader, but only if you choose me. I release you of any responsibility to Phanes, to the rebellion. From this point forward, you make your own choices, but know that I will die for you whether you retreat or fight. You owe me nothing, but I owe you everything.” 
 
    With that, his mark cooled in an instant, like a fire being snuffed out, deprived of air. All before and around him his soldiers flinched. Some of them shook their heads. Others touched their foreheads, cringing slightly. They looked at each other in wonder, as if awakening from a long slumber only to find themselves in the throes of a nightmare.  
 
    More blasts echoed. More soldiers fell.  
 
    Not me, Jai thought. I am always spared. Why? It should be me. I should be the one— 
 
    Fear in their eyes, his thousands of soldiers turned tail and ran, leaving Jai alone to face an army.  
 
    And he felt at peace, perhaps for the first time in his life. 
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    Bane couldn’t believe his eyes.  
 
    They’re retreating. Though his foes outnumbered his army two-to-one at the least, they were turning and running away, spilling out of the canyon and into the desert.  
 
    Save for one, a tall man standing as still and erect as a statue. Bane extended his power, trying to discern whether this man was of royal lineage. He felt a flicker of something, but it wasn’t what he’d expected. He’s fatemarked, he thought, frowning. It didn’t make sense. If he held a mark of power and was leading this army, why would they flee so easily?  
 
    The question disturbed him. “Halt!” he shouted. “Hold your fire.” His soldiers, sensing victory, took a long time to obey, his command flowing across them like a slow-moving ripple.  
 
    Beside him, Rhea asked, “Why are you stopping them?” 
 
    “I want to meet this man,” Bane said simply, striding forward past his men, many of whom were muttering and complaining. They aren’t used to being stopped during their bloodlust. 
 
    As Bane marched on, he felt the plague squirming inside him. His entire body ached, his blood on fire. He didn’t know how much longer he would last. Where is Roan? he wondered. Will he truly not come to save me? Can I blame him? 
 
    He shook the thought away as he separated from his men. “Stay here,” he said to Rhea, leaving her to watch him from a distance. 
 
    The man standing before him grew nearer. He was clearly of mixed descent, though he was more Phanecian than anything else. A rebel, Bane thought. He stopped a stone’s throw away. “Who are you?” he asked, his curiosity growing by the second. 
 
    “Jai Jiroux,” the man answered without hesitation. “And you?” 
 
    “They call me the Kings’ Bane.” 
 
    “By the gods,” Jai said.  
 
    “No, by the Oracle,” Bane said. “You bear a mark of power, yes? Then we are tied to the same fate. We are here for the same purpose.” 
 
    The man’s frown was deep, his head shaking slowly from side to side like he was trying to puzzle out something. “It can’t be true. You command an army of slavers. You are a murderer.” 
 
    “We are all murderers in war,” Bane said. “This land is thick with them, from east to west, north to south.” 
 
    “I’m trying to free an oppressed people,” Jai said.  
 
    “So am I.” There is only freedom in death. 
 
    Another shake of his head. “I will fight you, on my own if I have to.” 
 
    Bane laughed, but stopped when a disturbance caught his attention. 
 
    There was a flurry of activity behind the man named Jai Jiroux now. The slave army had stopped their retreat, turning back to watch the exchange. They parted in the center, allowing a small group to march through. They were all women of various backgrounds—Phanecian, Teran, Dreadnoughter—and wore leather armor. They carried various blades, and bore the dark expressions and haughty confidence of seasoned warriors.  
 
    Their cheeks were tattooed with black tears.  
 
    These are the real rebels, Bane thought. No matter. Without their army, they will die with the rest of them. There will be no place for rebels or soldiers in my new kingdom.  
 
    Jai turned to them and Bane could see the relief in his eyes. “Your timing is impeccable,” he said.  
 
    “You think we’d miss this?” one of them said. Bane knew her. The woman who defeated me in Phanea only hours ago. Sonika Vaid. Her dark eyes cut across him like the slash of a weapon. “We meet again.” 
 
    “Yes,” Bane said, a trickle of fear trembling through him.  
 
    Jai looked back and forth between them, his confusion evident.  
 
    “And we brought friends,” Sonika said, gesturing behind them. 
 
    Bane followed her aim back to the slave army, which had parted further to allow hundreds upon hundreds of people through. They were mostly Teran, but unlike the trained soldiers around them, didn’t carry the appearance of warriors. They looked like ordinary people, without armor, carrying a variety of weapons. But still, they marched forward, their expressions laced with determination.  
 
    Wait… Behind the Terans were hundreds of Phanecians, who looked nothing like rebels.  
 
    There was a man at their helm, another Phanecian. Bane could feel the man’s heritage in the burning circle on his scalp. So we meet again, emperor, he thought. This time I will kill you, Falcon Hoza. 
 
    Jai staggered back a step. He didn’t expect reinforcements, Bane thought. Interesting. There were more forces at play here than he’d expected. “You did it,” Jai said. “You united our people.” 
 
    “Not without help,” Falcon said, glancing at Sonika. “And I can’t promise it will last.” 
 
    “Enough,” Bane said, and Jai turned back to him. “This ends now.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jai said. “It does.” The man raised his weapon and charged.  
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    Grey was being cautious, much to his sister’s frustration.  
 
    “Hurry,” Shae insisted. “The fatemarked draw near. I can…feel them.” She was by King Erric’s side in his cart. Grey was wheeling them along himself. He didn’t trust anyone else to protect his sister, except perhaps Erric. 
 
    All around him, his pirates gripped their weapons, many looking almost eager for battle.  
 
    But Grey wasn’t going to rush into a deathtrap, not if it could be avoided. He’d seen and heard a lot of strange things already. Echoing explosions, some small, some large, like the earth itself was trying to break open. Shouts, cries. A charging army disappearing between the cliffs, only to remerge in full retreat. Silence had fallen. They’d stopped. A smaller army had come from the south, passing the larger army, led by a small group of women warriors. Stranger still was that it was a combination of Terans and Phanecians in equal measure, though there was an invisible line between them that neither group seemed willing to cross. All this in a matter of a few minutes. 
 
    So Grey was being cautious. They crept forward toward the canyon. He raised his hand and stopped suddenly when the sounds of battle recommenced, explosions shattering the eerie silence.  
 
    “Grey!” Shae said.  
 
    “Wait here,” he said.  
 
    “No, Grey—” 
 
    He marched forward, blocking out her further complaints. Several of the soldiers who’d retreated from the canyon were milling about. Grey went right up to one of them. “What is happening? Why aren’t you fighting?” 
 
    The man stared at Grey like he had grown a third eye. “There is too much to see, too much to feel. How does one choose when the options are endless?” 
 
    “What?” He wasn’t making sense, so Grey chose another soldier and asked the same questions.  
 
    “They fight, but should we? It’s all we’ve known. Do we choose together? Do I choose myself? I am aimless.” 
 
    Grey was getting nowhere, and the sounds of battle were intensifying. There was something strange about these soldiers, but he couldn’t pinpoint what exactly.  
 
    The rattle of cart wheels announced his sister’s arrival. Shae was pulling the cart, Erric gritting his teeth in pain as they hit each bump and ridge. Kyla was helping them. She said, “What’s the situation?” 
 
    Grey shook his head. If only he knew. He didn’t know what to do now that they were here. Clearly, these soldiers were Terans, ex-slaves most likely. These were the people they wanted to help.  
 
    Kyla lowered the cart and approached him. She touched his chin with her hand. “We fight,” she said. “That’s what we’ve always done.” 
 
    He knew she was right, but these men and women had already been through so much. How could he command them into a battle they had no responsibility for? 
 
    One by one at first, and then in larger groups, his men and women stepped forward. They raised their weapons in the air, battle cries on their lips.  
 
    They want to fight, Grey thought. As do I, he realized. He was done letting creatures like Wrathos attack him. No, it was time for him to do the attacking.  
 
    “How close do you need to get to…do your thing?” he asked his sister. 
 
    Shae and Erric exchanged a look. Erric said, “As close as possible. We can sense them, but not touch them yet.” 
 
    The fatemarked, Grey thought. They are here. But which ones? Bane? He hoped not, but nodded firmly. “Fine. Men! Women! Protect my sister and your king at all costs. Treat their lives like your very own.” He paused for a moment. “Be fierce!” 
 
    And then they charged, passing through the lines of confused soldiers.  
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    Rhea had only one priority as the battle resumed: 
 
    Protect my child. 
 
    With that in mind, she dodged the charging Phanecians, ducking under the blasts from their metal weapons, fire spouting from their tips. She was almost trampled by a horse, but managed to grab a dropped spear and use it to cause the beast to rear, toppling its rider from its back.  
 
    The man rolled over and found his feet, glaring at her. “You,” he said.  
 
    A rush rolled through her as Rhea saw who it was. Her original capturer, the general of Sousa, who had killed Nod and nearly killed she and Gaia. She remembered when he had knocked her unconscious. She remembered his threats.  
 
    And she remembered her own: 
 
    I will kill this man. 
 
    But that threat had been empty, and she was a woman with child on a battlefield full of seasoned warriors, including this man. “Please,” she said, dropping the spear. 
 
    He stalked toward her, fingering the edge of the blade strapped to his wrist. “I don’t care who you are. Bane is a fool. But do not fear, I am no monster. I will make it quick.” 
 
    As he leapt into the air, Rhea thought, So shall I, dropping to a crouch and snatching up the spear, which she thrust into the air, bracing for the impact. The man’s eyes widened and he tried to change his trajectory, but it was already too late, the tip piercing his breast, just over his heart. The spear snapped from the impact and Rhea toppled over backwards.  
 
    The man’s body thudded beside her, his eyes trained on hers. Staring without sight.  
 
    She didn’t wait around, shoving to her feet, racing onwards. She tripped over a fallen soldier—or what was left of him; he’d been the victim of one of the many explosions. A blade was strapped to his wrist, which lay in a pool of blood. Rhea scrambled over and worked at the knots while soldiers stampeded past her.  
 
    The blade tore free, and Rhea grasped it as she stood.  
 
    A wave of dizziness crashed over her and she almost fell. It was all too much. The heat, the battle, the nausea… 
 
    “No,” she growled out loud. I am Rhea Loren, First of My Name. I have conquered the north. I have summoned a monster of the deep. I have survived too much to give in now.  
 
    She gritted her teeth and waited for the vertigo to subside, taking one cautious step forward, then another. Well, not forward, but back, swimming upstream against the tide of Phanecians. They ignored her, intent on meeting the army to the south. 
 
    Soon, she was alone, the last of the rearguard passing her. The shouts faded. The echoes of explosions became distant thunder. My child is safe. There is still hope. 
 
    The sound of marching footsteps arose from the desert beyond the mouth of the canyon. And she knew.  
 
    She knew.  
 
    The west-east alliance had arrived.  
 
    Rhea could’ve run, but she did not. She stood, facing their perfect, unbroken lines without fear. She’d been the one to bring them here, after all.  
 
    The two armies shared the frontlines in equal measure. On the left was the western infantry, their flagbearers holding the rearing stallion high with pride. The red-clad furia were among them, many of the women with scarred faces that matched Rhea’s own. On the right marched the easterners, a mix of Orian and human legionnaires, their armor pristine and gleaming.  
 
    Rhea searched the crowd for familiar faces. Sai. Gareth. Ennis, are you here? Do you still hate me? 
 
    She hoped he did. It was what she deserved.  
 
    But the soldiers were a nondescript blur of gray and steel, one face blending into the next. A command was issued and they stopped, their chins held high, their stances identical.  
 
    They stared at her.  
 
    There was a commotion and the lines broke as a man burst through the lines, running toward her.  
 
    Ennis! she wanted to scream, but she held her tongue when she saw the expression he wore. Anger. Vengeance.  
 
    She didn’t move, waiting.  
 
    Another gave chase behind him, and Rhea’s breath caught. He wasn’t her defender, but still, she’d longed to meet the king of the east under different circumstances. Gareth Ironclad shouted something at Ennis, but her cousin ignored him, closing the distance with long strides, his sword churning at his side.  
 
    She didn’t move, though she could feel tears pricking her eyes. I should let him kill me. 
 
    If it was only her, then she would let him, allow poetic justice to take its course. But it wasn’t just her. Her love for her unborn child trumped justice and revenge and the myriad other emotions spiraling from her cousin’s sprinting form.  
 
    She raised the dagger stolen from a corpse.  
 
    And then Ennis was upon her, slashing down hard, not pulling the blow. She barely managed to block it, but the dagger flew from her fingers as she fell back. A swatch of her dirty clothes fluttered to the ground beside her.  
 
    She had determination and a fierce protectiveness for her babe, but he was a career soldier, and there was no element of surprise. He knew all her tricks, what she was capable of. The fight was over before it had begun.  
 
    His jaw was tensed, his mouth a line of indifference. The tip of his sword pressed to her neck. “I loved you,” he said, and she could see the unshed tears in his eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, and for the first time in her life, she thought she meant those two words. Not just on their face, but in the core of her soul. They needed to be said a thousand more times to a thousand more people for them to count.  
 
    Her biggest regret was that she wouldn’t have the chance.  
 
    “It’s too late for sorry,” Ennis said, his lips quivering.  
 
    “I know,” Rhea said, her eyes never leaving his, even as the corner of her vision saw Gareth skid to a stop.  
 
    “Ennis, don’t,” he said. “You don’t want her blood on your hands.” 
 
    Ennis’s head half-turned toward the eastern king, once Rhea’s captor. “You’re defending her? She imprisoned you. She murdered her own cousin. Her sister. So much blood on her hands… And the lies. It has all been a lie.” 
 
    Gareth said, “I know. But I saw her do something different. I saw a different side of her. I know you’ve seen it too. And the child is innocent. Don’t punish the child for the sins of its mother.” 
 
    Every word was like a slap, even the good ones, for she didn’t deserve them.  
 
    Ennis’s grip tightened on his sword. “I won’t fault you,” she said, staring into his eyes. “I could never fault you. Not anymore.” It wasn’t an attempt to save her own life, nor her child’s. Finally, she felt stripped of everything, as naked as the day she was born. 
 
    She felt nothing. She felt everything.  
 
    She saw the moment of decision flash before his eyes and she closed her own. Steel slashed down. The sound was louder than she expected, blade cutting through hard bone.  
 
    She gasped, her eyes flashing open. She felt nothing, but couldn’t breathe, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t— 
 
    “Go,” Ennis said. “Sai would imprison you, but even that is too good for you. If you survive this battle, you can choose your own path. Don’t waste it as you have before.” 
 
    Rhea stared at him, not understanding a single word.  
 
    “Go!” Ennis screamed, grabbing his sword and wrenching it from the earth into which he’d stabbed it.  
 
    I’m alive. Rhea fought the size of her belly and gravity and shoved to her feet. She turned and ran back toward the battle, leaving the dagger behind.  
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    Jai wasn’t a violent person by nature, but something had snapped in him. 
 
    His father’s murder. His mother’s disappearance. Years of watching the oppression of the Teran people. His failed alliance with the Black Tears. His own time as a slave. His escape. His second chance.  
 
    The Kings’ Bane using the Phanecians in a bid to rule the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    He fought like a dragon, countering the aerial assaults of the phen ru masters with his own mastery of phen lu. After each defensive maneuver, he’d go on the offensive, wounding or killing his foes. From time to time, he’d spot one of the Black Tears fighting, but with the grace of phen sur, the womanly dance transformed into something deadly. Sonika. Shanti. Others, their black tears appearing to drip from their cheeks as they moved.  
 
    The Terans fought hard too, relying on strength of will where their training fell short.  
 
    But it wasn’t enough. Jai fought back revulsion as the bodies piled up on both sides. He was forced to step over them, around them, or on top of them. The latter path turned his stomach.  
 
    This was necessary. This evil. Rebellions were bloody in their nature. Those who died would save the rest. He had to believe that.  
 
    A Phanecian soldier leapt from the side, twisting in midair, the blades strapped to his ankles flashing silver. Jai raised his blade and warded off one blow, two, falling into perfect stance naturally.  
 
    The man died too easily.  
 
    Still, they were losing, badly, outnumbered and outfought.  
 
    But then Jai saw him, the man at the core of it all. Everything else seemed to disappear as he stalked toward Bane, who was slowly drawing his dagger out of a Teran man’s chest. There was something strange about his movements. He looked…out of breath. He’s tired, exhausted even.  
 
    I can end this. 
 
    He didn’t care that Bane’s back was to him, or that it was a craven way to kill; this murderer deserved nothing less. Yes, he’d killed the Slave Master, Vin Hoza, but he was now killing Jai’s people. His friends.  
 
    He closed in, raising his sword, aiming his strike for the center of Bane’s dark cloak, to sever his spine.  
 
    As if sensing the attack, Bane spun at the last moment, moving unnaturally fast, blocking the strike with the edge of his dagger, raking it across Jai’s hand, cutting deep.  
 
    Jai dropped his weapon but managed to snatch it from midair with the other hand, taking two quick steps back as Bane tried to strike again. He moves like the wind, he thought, parrying another two slashes. He should be winning, his weapon superior, but the power of Bane’s mark—burning like a torch on his scalp—more than evened the odds.  
 
    Jai danced back again and Bane stopped suddenly, his chest heaving. “It’s Hoza I want,” he said. “Leave now and I’ll spare you.” 
 
    Jai had his disagreements with the emperor, but he didn’t have to think before answering. “No.” His justicemark pulsed in agreement, but Jai refused to focus on it, fearing it would call to the slave soldiers again. I won’t force them to fight. Not anymore. 
 
    “Yes.” The word wasn’t spoken by Bane, but from behind Jai. His heart sank when he turned and saw Falcon approaching. His leather armor was splattered with blood, his sword stained crimson. All around him the battle raged on, but it felt like they were in a bubble apart from the others. “I will fight Bane. It is my duty.” 
 
    “No,” Jai said again. “Phanes will need you to rebuild. You united the people. No one else could’ve done that.” 
 
    “Touching,” Bane said, stepping forward. “Why don’t I just kill you both?” With that, he leapt forward.  
 
    Jai caught the blow on the leather armor protecting his forearm, sweeping his leg around Bane’s knee. He was already gone, leaving Jai to catch nothing but air.  
 
    Falcon cried out and Jai whirled. The emperor’s blade was flush with Bane’s, each pressing hard. Bane was winning, finally thrusting him back and advancing as Falcon stumbled over a body lying behind him.  
 
    Jai launched himself forward, sprinting, leaping another body, diving hard, bringing his sword to bear… 
 
    Bane’s dagger clanked against his weapon, his shoulder crashing into his jaw. They went down in a heap, Jai landing on Falcon, Bane on Jai. Their faces were pressed tightly together, and this close Jai could clearly see the weariness in his foe’s eyes. His face was so pale he might’ve been a ghost, save for the dark bruise-like spots on his cheek. His eyes were bloodshot, like he hadn’t slept a night in his life. 
 
    Jai barely felt the blade, so clean was the cut. All he felt was a liquid warmth beneath his armor, spilling down his body. “Falcon,” he croaked. “Go to the army. Tell them what you have seen. You have to persuade them to make the right choice.” 
 
    Jai felt the emperor scramble out from underneath him, hesitating. Jai craned his head back to look at him upside down. “Go. My life is forfeit.” 
 
    The emperor hesitated, his lips knitting together. But then he nodded, turned, and raced away. 
 
    Bane shoved the blade in further and Jai screamed, his eyes falling back on his foe. Bane didn’t look satisfied, or victorious, or full of bloodlust. No, the one who was deathmarked looked only sad.  
 
    This man is misunderstood. Perhaps even he doesn’t know why he does what he does. The realization changed everything.  
 
    If Jai had understood earlier, perhaps he could’ve done things differently... 
 
    But it was too late for that. “Find your peace,” Jai said. 
 
    Bane cocked his head to the side. “You don’t hate me?” 
 
    Jai shook his head, feeling a trickle of blood spill from the corner of his mouth. Warmth flowed from his heel, seeming to pool beneath him.  
 
    Confusion spread across Bane’s face, even as Jai felt his body weakening. A sound came from a faraway place, a scream. He let his head flop to the side and he saw her, running toward him.  
 
    Shanti Parthena Laude. His Peaceful Maiden of Highest Honor. His love. His soul. Leaving her behind would be his greatest sadness.  
 
    With the last of the strength he had left, he turned to look at Bane once more. “Don’t hurt her. Please. Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    Bane nodded once, and then was gone. 
 
    Shanti dropped to his side, on her knees, tears already spilling from her eyes. “Jai, we have to get you to a healer. Can you walk?” 
 
    Jai couldn’t even shake his head. Everything was fuzzy around the edges, fading. But not her. Never her. Shanti was as clear and bright as the sun on a cloudless day, her beauty not of this world. “I…” The words stuck in his throat, drowning in blood. He spat to the side. 
 
    “Shh. Don’t speak.” Her hand caressed his cheek, a breath of wind on a sweltering day. 
 
    None could stay his tongue, not even her. “I love you.” 
 
    That warmth… He knew the power of his mark was flowing back toward the army, not to force them to fight again, but to bring them the news of his death.  
 
    I die for them, he thought. I die for all of them. 
 
    Before Jai Jiroux died, he heard a cry rise up. It wasn’t the cry of an army of mindless slaves. No, it was the cry of those who chose to march to war.  
 
    And it felt like justice, at long last. 
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    Falcon hadn’t needed to do anything. It was like a bowstring had been released, the slave army releasing a roar that sent shivers down his spine. And he knew: 
 
    Jai Jiroux was dead. 
 
    Somehow his death had snapped the soldiers out of their confusion, sending them back into action.  
 
    The sadness he felt was dwarfed only by the thrill of watching ten thousand soldiers trained from birth marching into battle. There were others amidst them, too, rugged-looking men and women wearing not leathers but salt-stained linens, as if they’d just walked out of the sea. He would’ve thought they were pirates, if he didn’t know better. There were no pirates in Phanes.  
 
    One of them had a blade for a hand, the weapon glinting at his side as he ran into battle.  
 
    This is it, Falcon thought. The end of an era. And the beginning of a new one. Slaves were fighting alongside former masters and generals. Rebels were allied with oppressors. Masters of phen sur joined masters of phen ru and phen lu. Even a group resembling pirates were somehow involved.  
 
    We cannot waste Jai’s sacrifice, Falcon thought as he swiveled around and sprinted amongst them. The Phanecians were falling on all sides, cut down like stalks of tall grass, trampled underfoot.  
 
    Falcon met a stalwart leather-clad soldier who stood in his path. The man was quick, flashing a bladed kick that would’ve opened Falcon’s neck had he been a hair slower. Instead, he threw his head back and the razor whistled past his chin. He followed through, springing backwards on his hands and then ducking a slash, bringing his own blade up into his foe’s sternum. The breath left the man’s lungs and he doubled over, clutching his chest.  
 
    One of the pirates came out of nowhere and removed the man’s head from his shoulders.  
 
    Falcon nodded to him and she nodded back, a dark look in her eyes. They turned away from each other and ran onwards.  
 
    Falcon didn’t meet another enemy, the Phanecians having retreated further into the canyons, pursued by the rebels.  
 
    The day is won, Falcon thought, feeling a swell of jubilation rolling around the melancholy that had set in. We have won. 
 
    It was like something out of one of his books, something impossible. Remarkable. In his world, there were no happy endings. The villains won. The villains thrived. 
 
    Not anymore, he thought. This is a brave, new world. 
 
    He saw the slender but strong form of a Teran woman kneeling on the ground, weeping, and every thought of victory or change or new beginnings were shattered.  
 
    It was Shanti. Jai’s unmoving body lay before her, catching her tears.  
 
    Falcon started toward her, but stopped when a sound arose.  
 
    Trumpets blared from somewhere deep beyond the canyons.  
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    The addictive mix of fear and excitement that battle brought was something Grey knew he might never get sick of. And thus far, he hadn’t lost a single man or woman, the enemy routed. Slavers, he thought with disgust as he ran on.  
 
    He drew even more comfort in the knowledge that his sister and Erric were well behind them, safe at the rear of the rebel army. He even spotted Kyla separating one of the Phanecian’s heads from his neck. He felt a slash of gruesome pride watching her fight.  
 
    Grey had killed his share of the enemy too, ignoring the flair of their flips and spins, waiting for his opportunity to stab them somewhere fatal. Eventually, however, there was no one left to fight, the enemy in full retreat.  
 
    Still, he gave chase, determined to help end as many of the Phanecians as possible so they would be unable to mount a counterattack.  
 
    When he heard the horns, he slowed to a jog, then a walk, then stopped completely. All around him, the soldiers and pirates did the same, staring at the retreating enemy, wondering what had caused the sound.  
 
    The Phanecians stopped, too, whirling around, running back toward them. What the hell? They saw the rebels and stopped again. Their eyes darted from one end of the canyon to the other, and Grey could see the fear in their eyes.  
 
    A cry arose and Grey could see them now, banners flapping in the hot breeze. Westerners! he thought, seeing the rearing stallion sigil. Wait. There were other flags too, bearing the crossed iron swords. Easterners. A chill ran though him. An east-west alliance? Impossible. But he could not deny his eyes, could not deny the gleaming armor and razor-edged lines of the raised swords as they marched, blocking the Phanecians’ retreat.  
 
    Their enemy was caught between the fire and the flame.  
 
    Kyla appeared beside him. “What do we do?” she asked.  
 
    Grey said, “Kill any Phanecians who try to escape this way.” 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “We wait and see, I guess. They are not the enemy. Not yet.” 
 
    She nodded, gripping her sword tightly.  
 
    Grey spotted movement along the canyon wall, something that was out of place amongst the soldiers. He squinted, watching as a form skirted the edge, taking shelter in the shadows. There was a flash of gold, there and gone. There was something awkward about the way the person moved. Wobbly.  
 
    The woman—because it was clear she was a woman now—emerged from the shadows and was struck by a ray of sunlight sneaking past the canyon walls.  
 
    There was something about her face… 
 
    Grey’s breath caught in his lungs; his mouth went dry. His eyes widened. It cannot be. It cannot. 
 
    It was. Though now marred by glistening scars, there was no mistaking her soft porcelain features. Nor her golden hair, though it had been partially hacked off, unevenly. Even without her beautiful, pristine dress, which was replaced by filthy, tattered rags, she was unmistakable, as undeniable as a shard of glass poking from a bed of moss.  
 
    Rhea Loren.  
 
    He didn’t think, just acted, taking off at a sprint toward her, the way blocked by what was left of the Phanecian army.  
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    Rhea 
 
      
 
    She had nothing left, her legs like lead, her swollen belly an immense weight, dragging her down like an anchor. 
 
    The only solace she could take was that the Phanecians had been defeated. Bane had lost.  
 
    Yet even that thought felt empty. Ennis had not killed her, but he might as well have, his contempt for her a dagger to the heart. 
 
    Stop it. Focus on what matters. You must beg for your child’s life if it comes to it. You cannot fail. 
 
    Clutching the side of the rock wall for support, Rhea watched the Phanecians. They were standing back to back, awaiting the enemies on both sides—their final stand. Something else caught her gaze: a man running, breaking away from the rest of the rebel army, who were also giving chase. He had dark, unkempt hair and a handsome, boyish face. He was strong, that much was clear in the taut lines of his arms, shoulders, chest… 
 
    He was missing a hand. Something glinted in its place—a blade.  
 
    Rhea leaned forward, her palms sweating, a sob choking from the back of her throat.  
 
    Grey Arris plunged into the midst of the Phanecians, shoving, slashing, fighting his way toward her.  
 
    Their eyes met, and it was like he’d never left.  
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    Grey 
 
      
 
    These men were nothing but pathetic obstacles in Grey’s path. He thought he took a slash across his shoulder, perhaps one along his abdomen too, but he felt nothing but a brief flash of pain, his adrenaline drowning out all else.  
 
    He saw the recognition in her eyes as she spotted him, felt it reflected in his own gaze. She knows who I am. Only one soldier remained between him and her. Grey parried a strike on his blade hand, shoving the man away as he streaked past.  
 
    The space between them was insurmountable, a chasm too great to cross. 
 
    Or is it? What am I doing?  
 
    He knew, but couldn’t think it—didn’t want to think it—because the implications were too much for him to swallow, like trying to choke down an entire apple without chewing.  
 
    Somewhere along the lines, his subconscious had unlocked what was the most different about her—not the scars nor the short hair—even if the rest of his brain pretended not to notice.  
 
    Rhea is pregnant, he thought. Not just with child, but very with child, her belly protruding in such a way that Grey thought it could not possibly grow any bigger.  
 
    Though it was possible she’d been with another man since that fateful night in the cryptlands, something told him she hadn’t. 
 
    Which meant the unborn child was his.  
 
    “Rhea,” he said, stopping at the edge of that chasm. The warmth of blood flowed down his arm, his stomach.  
 
    “You’re hurt, Grey,” Rhea said.  
 
    “I always have been.” 
 
    This wasn’t real. Couldn’t be real.  
 
    Was real.  
 
    “Your face,” he said, reaching out to touch her, his hands stopping short of her cheeks. 
 
    “They cut me. The furia.” 
 
    The realization felt like a fresh wound. He’d never considered what harm their relationship could have for her. They cut her because of me. Because of what we had, what we did. “Oh Rhea.” 
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry. I saw what Wrathos did to you. I never intended that. I summoned the monster to protect my people. But I lost control…I was a fool for thinking I could control it.” There was something broken in her expression, something he’d only seen once before, on the night her father died and Shae was abducted by the furia. He’d been that way once, long ago. Not ever again.  
 
    “I understand. I’m sorry too.” 
 
    “I saw you too. You were so brave.” 
 
    Somewhere a battle continued to rage. It might’ve been a thousand miles away. A million. He knew he should’ve felt a level of subconscious fear at seeing the furia again, the ones who took his hand, but they were insubstantial next to the woman before him. 
 
    “Are you…are you hurt?” Grey asked.  
 
    She shook her head, her hands absently rubbing her belly.  
 
    “How are you here?” 
 
    A breathy laugh stretched its wings from her lips. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. I’m guessing you could say the same.” 
 
    He couldn’t hold back the smile. It was true. She probably wouldn’t.  
 
    “Your child,” he said, gesturing to her stomach. 
 
    Her eyes never left his. “What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “The truth. Just tell me the truth.” 
 
    “Grey?” a voice said from behind before she could answer.  
 
    Grey turned to find Kyla standing, sword in hand, fresh blood dripping from the blade. Beyond her the last of the Phanecians were being corralled, their weapons dropped as they surrendered. Pirates, rebels, easterners, and westerners, both soldiers and furia, Orians and humans, swarmed them. 
 
    Grey felt a pit form in his stomach. Kyla had been so much to him—everything to him. She still was, in a lot of ways. She’d saved him when he was lost. And he knew he had saved her too.  
 
    But he couldn’t deny what he felt for Rhea, especially because of the unspoken truth he’d seen in her eyes. 
 
    The child is yours. 
 
    Kyla’s eyes had darkened, and he remembered her threat from before. If I meet her, I will kill her. 
 
    Grey said nothing, could not fathom what to say. Which was exactly the wrong thing. 
 
    Kyla spun on her heel and strode away.  
 
    Grey knew he should go after her, but his legs wouldn’t move.  
 
    He turned back to Rhea to find tears streaking down her cheeks. “You should go. I’m not worthy of any of this. I’m not worthy of you. Whoever that woman is, she is.” 
 
    “That’s for me to decide,” Grey said. He took a step forward, but then stopped.  
 
    He shook his head, scanning the canyon from one wall to the other. He frowned, trying to puzzle out something in his mind. Something was strange. For one, the blare of trumpets had seemed to come from too far away. And it hadn’t echoed the way sound seemed to travel through the canyons. Plus, amongst the eastern-western army he couldn’t seem to locate a single trumpet.  
 
    Another army is coming, he thought, though he wasn’t certain how that was possible.  
 
    “Grey,” another voice said, and his heart sank as he turned toward his sister. Shae sat in the cart with Erric, their hands clasped.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Her eyes darted between Grey and Rhea, then back to Grey. “She is here.” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Our purpose. The keeper of souls. And she brings death to us all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-One 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Bloody Canyons 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    The Knights didn’t run. They didn’t need to. None could escape their fury.  
 
    Instead, they stalked forward, into the canyons. Lisbeth and Sir Dietrich walked amongst them, unspeaking. Lisbeth sensed she had a role to play in what would transpire, but not yet.  
 
    The trumpets no longer blared. As the Knights had swarmed through the Phanecian war city, one brave boy with a dead woman at his feet had lifted the instrument to his lips and blown with all his might. Three long blasts. A warning to those who marched into the canyons before them. Death ended the sound.  
 
    Hemptown was now a city of corpses.  
 
    Shadows grew before them as the canyon walls rose on all sides.  
 
    Far in the distance, between stone and sand, Lisbeth could make out an army of souls of many colors: greens, reds, blues, oranges, a kaleidoscope of life, like a twisting, writhing flame the moment before it is snuffed out.  
 
    I must fight them. It scared her, for she knew she would lose. But she also knew that it wasn’t about victory. It was about showing up, standing tall, trying. 
 
    I will try. 
 
    “You should go,” Lisbeth said to Sir Dietrich. “Once I am gone, I can no longer protect you.” 
 
    His blue soul darkened slightly. “Who said I need protecting? Anyway, you are going nowhere.” 
 
    She wanted to stop him, but could see the steely determination swirling through his soul like a dust storm. “Thank you for not abandoning me.” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    They walked on, the rainbow of souls growing ever closer. They were turning now, confusion flashing. Others piled behind them, different. Another army. And another. There were disparate groups of souls, too, each with their own features, some rugged, some polished. Armies amongst armies, a ragtag assortment of peoples united in battle.  
 
    They outnumbered the ancient Knights a hundred to one.  
 
    It will not be enough, Lisbeth knew.  
 
    The Knights roared as one, a battle cry that would torment their enemies’ minds, infiltrate their souls. They lifted their weapons, swords stained crimson from their bloody march south. 
 
    Lisbeth gripped Sir Dietrich’s hand and said, “It is time.” 
 
    His blue soul never wavered. “I will do what I can,” and then he fell amongst the Knights from behind, his sword flashing.  
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    Gareth 
 
      
 
    What is this new evil? Gareth thought, watching the massive Knights approach. Their armor and swords were splattered with blood, still oozing from the edges, painting a bloody path behind them. 
 
    It took his mind off Rhea, who he’d seen conferring with a rugged-looking man near the edge of the canyon wall. 
 
    He exchanged a look with Ennis, who only shook his head.  
 
    Gareth recalled the tale of the easterners defeat in Darrin, how a large company of powerful knights had marched in and decimated their forces, plucking victory from the hands of defeat for the northerners.  
 
    And the crisis in Bethany he’d heard rumors of…were these knights the cause? 
 
    Something about them was otherworldly, though he couldn’t discern what.  
 
    We have the numbers, Gareth thought, even as Sai Loren gave the command to attack.  
 
    The two forces—the easterners and westerners running, the knights striding—met in a frightening clang of steel. Dozens of men and women fell. Gareth watched an Orian he knew to be a formidable warrior get cut down like he was made of wind. Two furia fell at the hands of one foe. The Knights moved through them like reapers harvesting crops, hacking and slashing. Their armor repelled all attacks, their swords separating skin and bone and muscle like rolled sheaves of parchment.  
 
    Gareth raised his sword, and Ennis did the same.  
 
    One knight slashed down three soldiers in front of him, moving toward them with a confidence beyond that of the fiercest warriors Gareth had ever seen. Steel flashed and Gareth narrowly danced away, not even attempting to parry the powerful blow. Ennis wasn’t so lucky, slamming his sword hard against the knight’s shoulder to no avail, then taking a heavy boot to the chest that rocked him back, leaving him gasping.  
 
    Gareth took advantage of the distraction to attack from behind, but the knight spun faster than he thought possible, catching him with an elbow to the jaw, snapping his head around. He barely managed to hang onto his sword, which he brought up as he came out of the spin, blocking a strike so strong his own blade smashed against his chest plate.  
 
    We are all dead, he thought. It wouldn’t matter if they had twenty thousand—a hundred thousand. These knights were unbeatable.  
 
    Still, he tried to roll away, only to feel the breath punched out of him when the knight’s boot came crashing down on his chest. A drop of blood fell from the sword as the knight raised it in a final killing stroke. 
 
    It splashed on Gareth’s face, followed by a shadow. 
 
    Holy Orion, he thought.  
 
    The dragon shrieked as it flew overhead, its red scales shimmering under the sun, its spiked tail sweeping back and forth as its leathery wings beat the air.  
 
    The knight’s sword stopped as he craned his neck skyward, making a slight grunting noise.  
 
    That’s when something dropped from the dragon’s back, something metallic, like a suit of armor. It spun once, twice, and Gareth could see the legs now, wind-milling, preparing to catch the side of the steep cliff as she fell—for Gareth now knew it was a person and a she, because he knew exactly who this was even if her presence was impossible, because she hated dragons—she hates dragons—but then she ran down the face of the cliff and leapt at the last moment, landing just before where he lay pinned on the ground.  
 
    She grinned, her cat-like eyes gleaming.  
 
    “Miss me?” Gwendolyn Storm said.  
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    Gwen 
 
      
 
    The flight from Calypso had been less harrowing than she’d expected. Maybe I’m getting used to riding dragonback, Gwen had thought as they’d soared over the fiery waters of the Burning Sea. Then had come the crimson-painted peaks of the Red Rocks and, finally, the Bloody Canyons.  
 
    Viper Sandes had admitted to everything in exchange for her own life. How she’d plotted against the empire from the moment her sister won the throne. How she’d ignored the Phanecian rebels’ request for help. How, even now, there was a war being fought between the slavers and the rebels. To Gwen’s surprise, Raven hadn’t hesitated to agree when she’d suggested they fly to Phanes to help. The reinstated empress had put Whisper in charge while they were gone. Goggin would reorganize the palace guard. 
 
    But none of that knowledge had prepared Gwen for what they’d found between the shoulders of the cliffs.  
 
    Her heromark had pulsed, magnifying her vision like twin spyglasses. She’d seen multiple armies, from all different races and nations. Though she knew of Gareth’s alliance with Rhea Loren, she’d never truly believed that easterners would fight alongside westerners.  
 
    Thousands had lost their lives already, and thousands more lives were at stake. 
 
    The company of knights was the most surprising of all, because they seemed to kill without discretion, falling amongst all the others and slaughtering at will.  
 
    And then she’d spotted Gareth in a fight for his life.  
 
    She hadn’t thought about whether her heromark could protect her from a fall from this height. Hadn’t thought at all, really. She’d just acted, hearing Raven’s protest vanish behind her as she’d dropped toward the ground, which suddenly seemed a great distance below her.  
 
    When she landed—her muscles and bones aching slightly, but none the worse for wear—Gwen couldn’t help but to offer a cocky line before throwing herself into action.  
 
    The knight, despite his prowess in battle, clearly didn’t expect his enemies to drop from the sky, because she managed to duck under his sword with ease, smashing her shoulder into his midsection and knocking Gareth free from his boot.  
 
    “Please don’t pick me up and throw me anywhere,” Gareth said.  
 
    “I can’t make any promises,” Gwen said, helping him up as the knight snarled, brandishing his heavy greatsword with ease.  
 
    Another man appeared on Gareth’s opposite side. He was wheezing between clenched teeth, but still managed to grip his own blade.  
 
    “Ennis,” Gwen said, and she couldn’t hide the surprise in her voice. She was glad to see him alive. Yet another surprise from Rhea Loren, she thought. “Now the party can really begin.” 
 
    Before Ennis could wheeze out a response, the knight attacked, sweeping his blade low and forcing all three of them to duck. At least that was the natural evasive maneuver one would expect. Gwen, however, liked to surprise her foes. She jumped instead, so high the sword cut the air well beneath her. At the same time, she slung her bow from her back and nocked three arrows to the string, firing them together, aiming for where she suspected the weak spots were in the knight’s armor.  
 
    One slipped through his eye slit, another stuck in the narrow ridge between helmet and breastplate, and the third glanced harmlessly off his chest. I’m losing my touch, Gwen thought as the knight died.  
 
    She landed in a crouch next to the still-ducking Gareth and Ennis. 
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    Raven 
 
      
 
    That mad, mad woman, Raven thought, feeling a shred of awe at the same time. Gwendolyn Storm was already on the canyon floor, fighting the knights swarming over the gathered armies. The jump should’ve killed her—should’ve killed anyone—but it hadn’t.  
 
    But we can be mad, too.  
 
    She wheeled Siri around, sending her into a dive, flames already jetting from her maw.  
 
    The fire swarmed over a knight who had just killed one of the eastern soldiers. He froze in place as the flames washed over him, and then collapsed, his armor already melting, revealing scorched skin and portions of bone.  
 
    As Siri soared over the fray, careful that her wings didn’t clip the canyon walls, Raven snapped her whip, catching another knight around the neck, jerking him back. He stumbled over a corpse and several soldiers managed to land blows across his body, staggering him.  
 
    He should’ve been overwhelmed by the attack.  
 
    He wasn’t. 
 
    As Raven looked back, he regained his feet and cut down his foes one at a time, leaving a circle of death around him. 
 
    Siri shrieked and Raven swiveled to face forward, only to find one of the knight’s arms wrapped around the dragon’s neck. Somehow, he still managed to grip his blade, which he was using to slowly carve through scale and sinew, muscle and tendon, seeking to sever the beast’s head from her body. Such an act should’ve required the strength of a hundred men, and yet this single knight was making progress as Siri bucked and writhed, trying to dislodge him.  
 
    “No,” Raven breathed, clambering to her feet. She took two big steps and then threw herself on his back, using her momentum to drag him away. She hit the hard ground on her side, a shockwave shuddering through her injured arm. More bones cracked and snapped. Spots danced before her eyes as she rolled. Images flashed too:  
 
    Siri’s body twisting, one of her wings slashed open, air pouring through; another of the knights clinging to the sheet of severed skin, hacking away; the dragon’s eyes full of fear as she came down, crash-landing, her powerful body ending the lives of friends and foes alike.  
 
    As her dragon, her soul, her friend, came to a stop, several knights stalked toward her. 
 
    Blinded by pain, rage, and fear, Raven dragged her broken body to its feet. Though she’d only just regained her empire, that didn’t matter now. She would die for her soul, just as she knew Siri would die for her. 
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    Lisbeth was falling again, the chasm of black souls opening wide to swallow her. Join us! they screamed, excited in their bloodlust, in their work of death. 
 
    Never, she growled back, pressing against the wall of steel, searching for weaknesses.  
 
    This is your last chance. We have spared you because you set us free. But you are fast becoming our enemy. Join us now or die. 
 
    She ignored them, sending her soul out again, probing, finding several tiny cracks in the wall. Her soul filled them, trying to widen them.  
 
    Pain streaked through her and she screamed. Abruptly, she was aware of blue flames dancing across her vision. “Lisbeth? Lisbeth?” Sir Dietrich’s arms encircled her, and she relished their warmth, their strength, adding to her own.  
 
    She could feel the answer to all her failures in the marrow of her bones, deep in her soul, a knowledge so true it was more faith than wisdom.  
 
    She spoke to him in the place between whispers. 
 
    “My life is forfeit,” she said. “This is what I was born for. To stop them. But it will cost me my life.” There was no sadness in her tone, only certainty.  
 
    Dietrich’s lips were soft against her cheek, a contrast to the rough stubble on his face. She could feel her own soul reaching for his, wanting nothing more than to melt into it. Concentrating, she reined it in. “No one is born to die,” he said. 
 
    “I was. I am. This is my purpose. Otherwise, I am a husk.” 
 
    “No. Please. We can fight them together. We can do this.” His voice was tight, but the fight had left him. He knew, too. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir. I might’ve—I might’ve loved you if we had more time.” The truth on her lips hurt more than anything else.  
 
    His blue soul was streaked with red now. “I do love you, Lisbeth. I’ve known it from the moment I met you.” 
 
    The truth in his words was torture. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “I can hold back the truth no longer.” 
 
    She gasped as the dark souls clutched her once more, ripping her away from the blue soul. She shouted from the depths. “Promise me you won’t let me go! Promise me!” 
 
    His words were spoken through the wall of souls. “I promise.” 
 
    Agony tearing through her once more, she shoved back against the wall with everything she had left.  
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    Grey 
 
      
 
    Grey didn’t know what was happening, not exactly. There were knights and soldiers and furia, and then a dragon had crashed into the canyon. Thankfully, he had his sister with him to navigate this new world, to focus his energy.  
 
    “You must protect us,” she said. He didn’t need further urging. He would die for her. Erric, too, he realized. And Rhea. He scanned the fray for Kyla, but couldn’t find her. He feared for her, hating himself for not having the words she needed before.  
 
    One of the knights broke through the lines and strode toward them. Grey raised his blade hand, immediately knowing it wouldn’t be enough, not nearly enough. But then Rhea was at his side, raising a blade he didn’t even know she had. Even still, the blow knocked them back toward Shae and Erric. I must buy them time, Grey thought, straining against the strength of his foe. Rhea was grunting. He glanced back to find Shae’s and Erric’s eyes rolled back, their bodies convulsing as light streamed from their clasped hands.  
 
    The knight’s eyes widened as he looked over Grey’s head, seeming to realize something. He drew his blade back and struck again, more frantically now, but Grey and Rhea managed to repel the attack once more. But he was certain the next blow would break them. 
 
    And then there were more people with them. An eastern soldier with striking good looks and a slight curl to his lip. “Gareth?” Rhea said. Another: a westerner with Rhea’s chin and eyes but taller. “Ennis?” Finally, an armor-clad Orian, her hair as silver as a longsword. “Gwendolyn?” 
 
    Together, they blocked the knight’s strikes, holding him at bay. The furia joined in, and Grey felt an icicle of fear trickle down his spine. They can’t hurt you anymore, he reminded himself and the feeling dissipated.  
 
    Pirates joined in, forming a circle around the cart. To Grey’s relief, Kyla was there, though her eyes refused to meet his as she fought. Teran soldiers followed, and then Phanecians and the warrior women with the black tears tattooed on their faces.  
 
    Knights threw themselves against them, still killing. But fresh defenders continued to replace those that fell, holding the knights at bay, creating a human wall of protection in front of the two halfmarked.  
 
    Light poured from Shae’s and Erric’s hands now, a column that rose all the way to the sky.  
 
    Something is happening, Grey thought as blades of light began to streak down like falling stars.  
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    Her strength wasn’t enough. As had happened each time she’d faced the Knights’ souls before, they were too strong. Instead of allowing them to dispel her, however, this time she continued to strain, refusing to back down. Blue flames flickered on the edge of her vision, the knowledge that Dietrich was still with her sustaining her even as pain roared through her.  
 
    She felt the warmth of blood sheeting over her skin. It sprung from every pour like sweat. Her veins could not contain the stress on her body, which felt like it was stretching, beginning to tear apart.  
 
    It is done, Lisbeth thought, throwing herself at the wall one final time, prepared to dash her soul against them in an explosion of whatever strength she had left. 
 
    Wait. We are here. Take our strength for your own. 
 
    Lisbeth’s entire body jerked at the voice. No, she thought. Voices. For there were two, one male and one female. She could feel their light shining nearby, and then it was falling across her, bright stars feeding her soul, replenishing it. 
 
    Strengthening it.  
 
    Her pain fell away. The black souls flickered slightly, wavering. They are scared, she thought. They fear the two who bear the light.  
 
    Let them fear. 
 
    With a scream, she launched her soul at the wall once more.  
 
    And this time—finally—she broke through. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Bloody Canyons 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Everyone was dying, but still Rhea battled on.  
 
    She felt nauseous and exhausted, sweat sheeting from her face. Grey had managed to usher her toward the back, but every once and a while one of the knights would break through and chop at her. She protected her unborn child with every breath.  
 
    Their numbers were dwindling, but still they fought, protecting the girl—who she recognized as Grey’s fatemarked sister—and the one-legged man. The bright light continued to pour from their clasped hands, shooting into the sky.  
 
    Rhea didn’t understand the purpose, exactly, but it felt like everything. Their one last chance.  
 
    Another soldier fell before her, his throat opened. Grey blocked the knight’s next strike, but was then shoved away, leaving her exposed.  
 
    Rhea brought her dagger up but she felt so weak, utterly spent. The knight slapped her weapon away with his sword and she lost her grip. She turned to try to run, but tripped on a body. There was no slow build up like she expected, where the knight’s sword would hover over her, preparing to be brought down, to end two lives with one stroke… 
 
    The slash was quick and true, scraping across her stomach before she could attempt to dodge it.  
 
    Shocked, she stared down at her round belly, which was now bare, protruding like a pale hill where her tattered clothes had been shredded by the blade. He missed, she thought in disbelief. How could he have sliced her clothes without breaching her skin?  
 
    And then he was screaming, his large gauntleted fists dropped his sword and scraping at his helmet, pulling it off, revealing a face as old as time, his eyes sunken craters, his mouth open. Abruptly, his scream cut off, though his mouth remained open, his gray teeth clacking together.  
 
    What is happening? 
 
    He dropped to his knees, his armor rattling. His skin was cracking now, peeling away; crumbling.  
 
    One of his arms fell from its socket, shattering into a thousand pieces when it landed. Then another. His eyes popped out—his nose broke off. His head fell from his shoulders.  
 
    He was like a stone statue, devastated by time and weather, falling into ruin. 
 
    He was dead.  
 
    Rhea looked about her, seeing the truth. All the other knights had met the same demise, crumbling to pieces while the defenders watched, dumbfounded.  
 
    It is over. Oh Wrath, it is over. My child… 
 
    Her eyes found Grey, who was equally wide-eyed, fighting back to his feet, using his blade-hand like a cane. He met her gaze and his mouth opened. He shook his head, horrified by something he saw. Something he saw in her.  
 
    Wait. Wait. He wasn’t looking at her face—not anymore.  
 
    She felt something warm down below.  
 
    Rhea looked down to find her belly slashed open, blood pouring from the wound, pooling in her lap. 
 
    Then came the pain. 
 
    She threw her head back and screamed, seeing nothing but the edge of the cliffs and the form that was silhouetted against the light.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Bloody Canyons 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    The entire journey north had felt right, purposeful. Yes, he’d been shocked to learn that the Western Oracle had created a great evil, the very same that was now threatening the Four Kingdoms, but he couldn’t change that now. All he could decide was what he did next.  
 
    They’d found Condor and the other Terans waiting for them on the plains. Roan had told them nothing, only that they needed to return to their ship as soon as possible. The jaunt through the jungle had been swifter this time; even Windy managed to suppress her intellectual curiosity for the sake of haste. Condor had bid them farewell and safe travels, asking only that Roan would keep the location of their hidden village a secret. He’d promised her.  
 
    Sailing across the Burning Sea had also been quick, both the tailwinds and currents lending them speed where, according to Windy, there should’ve been none. “These are strange winds and currents for this time of year,” she’d commented.  
 
    Roan could feel the Oracle’s hand in all things now. The good. The bad. He wanted to hate her. Maybe he did, a little. But he could not deny that the things she’d set in motion were an unstoppable force. All he could do now was use the power he’d been given to help.  
 
    So when they’d finally made landfall beside a group of ships—what looked to be pirate ships based on their dark, ominous flags—Roan had disembarked quickly, racing along the edge of the red cliffs, his lifemark drawn by something, almost magnetically. Windy and Yela yelled after him, but he didn’t wait—couldn’t wait—because something was happening now, he could feel it in his marrow, his blood, his chest. 
 
    As he’d approached the red-armored canyons, he’d known something horrible had happened. Vulzures circled overhead. The enormous carnivorous birds filled the air. Not just a few, or a dozen, but hundreds. 
 
    They were drawn to death. Oh gods, I’m too late, Roan had thought. He knew he needed a better vantage point, to see if there was anything left for him to do, any purpose, no matter how small, for him to serve.  
 
    So he’d climbed. The way had grown steeper and steeper, but still he toiled, fighting for every foot up, until he’d mounted the cliff and raced along the edge, scanning the carnage below.  
 
    Now he felt sick as he stood above it all. Bodies piled upon bodies. Thousands dead. But thousands still moved, some injured but others whole, or whole enough. The battle was over, one side having claimed victory.  
 
    He spotted a familiar large red-scaled form lying still. Siri. Is she… 
 
    The dragon rolled over and shrieked, her pain laid bare in that sound. Others cried out, too, asking for help. His lifemark beat in his chest. He could feel its desire to heal, to save, but there were too many.  
 
    I will die, he knew. I will die if I try to save them all. 
 
    He wanted to; oh, how he wanted to.  
 
    But he could not.  
 
    The Oracle had started painting this picture, and, for whatever reason, she’d chosen him to finish it.  
 
    “Peacemaker,” a voice said. It was familiar, but different somehow. Sapped of strength. Quivering like a dewdrop in the face of a stiff morning wind.  
 
    Roan didn’t turn his head as Bane approached. He couldn’t look at him, because he knew. 
 
    “You did this.” 
 
    Bane stood beside him. “You give me too much credit. I am no god. There were many commanders here today.” 
 
    Roan knew he was right. He also knew Bane had been right about many things Roan had been blind to before. “Why?” was the only question he had next. Even if he hated them, he understood the Western Oracle’s motivations. But Bane remained an enigma. 
 
    Bane touched Roan’s arm and he finally turned to meet his stare. His hand was shaking. His eyes darting back and forth. There was something wrong with him, as he’d thought before. “You’re dying,” Roan said.  
 
    Instead of answering, Bane looked away and said, “Killing warmongering rulers was only making things worse. I thought if I ruled the kingdoms myself…” 
 
    A gear of truth clicked into place. “You could force the people into peace.” 
 
    Bane nodded absently. There was something sad in his expression.  
 
    Roan said, “Before…when you tried to convince me to work with you, why didn’t you ask me to heal you?” 
 
    Bane shook his head. “I was going to. But then…I don’t know. You hated me.” 
 
    “You’re a murderer.” 
 
    Roan expected excuses, about how he’d been created to be a killer by the Oracle. Instead, however, Bane just sat down, defeated. “I thought it would all be worth it if only we reached the glorious end the Oracle promised. Instead, it all ends in pain.” Roan tried to say something, but Bane continued. “You know, I killed one of the fatemarked today. He was a good man, I could feel it, and yet he was killing too, forced into this by”—he waved his arms around—“this place. If I could take it back, I would.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works.” 
 
    “Not even you can bring back the dead.” 
 
    “No. There must be a spark of life for me to catch hold of.” 
 
    Bane cocked his head toward Roan. “Why aren’t you down there healing?” 
 
    A shred of fatigue cut through him, laced with helplessness. “There are too many. I cannot save them all. How do I choose?” 
 
    Bane said, “Sounds like the opposite to my problem. I always struggle with who to kill.” 
 
    There was someone screaming now, a woman by the sounds of it, her howls carrying above all other sounds. The dragon’s cries had gone quiet. Roan didn’t want to think about what that meant.  
 
    “You should go to her,” Bane said. “You should help her.” 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    Bane looked at him, his eyes dark. “Your sister.” 
 
    Roan snapped out of his fugue. “What? Rhea is here?” 
 
    “Of course she is. She is a ruler of the Four Kingdoms. They go where the violence is.” 
 
    Roan grabbed his arm. “Please. Take me to her.” 
 
    Bane started to shake his head. “I am too weak, I cann—” 
 
    “I’ll heal you if you do this. I swear it.” 
 
    Bane blinked. The world went dark for a moment and then reappeared.  
 
    It was darker now, the canyons cast in shadow. A group of people were hovering around a fallen form. Bane was gone.  
 
    Roan said, “Rhea?” 
 
    The form turned her head toward him. His sister’s eyes were half-lidded, but when she saw him a small smile creased her lips. “Brother? You came back to me. I always knew you would.” Her voice was warm but hollow; he could feel the life slipping out of her.  
 
    A strong young man with a blade attached to one wrist where his hand should’ve been said, “You are her…brother?” Roan could see the confusion in the man’s eyes. 
 
    He nodded, moving toward them. “Not Leo. Roan. I was gone for a long time, but now I have returned.” 
 
    With a start, Roan saw the wound, a deep cut into Rhea’s belly. A belly that was round and pregnant. Her eyes found his. “I don’t expect you to save me, brother. I don’t deserve that. But, please, save my baby.” 
 
    The man with the blade-hand grabbed his shoulder with his real hand. “Please listen to her. Please save our child.” 
 
    “Do it,” another voice said. By the gods… 
 
    It was Gareth, his soft features mired with dirt and blood. Beside him stood Gwendolyn, her silvery hair knotted and limp. She refused to meet his gaze. They’re alive… Gwen nodded her agreement, still not looking at him. “Save the child.” 
 
    None spoke for Rhea. None at all, not even herself.  
 
    “If you are weary, we can help you,” someone else said. A young girl, sitting on a cart, her hand knitted with that of another man, one of his legs severed above the knee.  
 
    Roan didn’t know them, but he felt a kinship with them immediately. “How?” 
 
    They didn’t speak, but a glow appeared in their hands, the light drifting toward him. They are fatemarked. The light shifted its aim, reaching for a specific spot, where Roan’s chest was already beginning to brighten through his shirt. He laid his hands on Rhea’s wound, closed his eyes, and let the power flow forth.  
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    Raven 
 
      
 
    She cradled Siri’s huge chin in her hands, feeling the dragon’s warm exhalations on her cheek. They were weakening. The beast’s neck was a quarter severed, its head too heavy for it to hold up now.  
 
    Blood flowed freely from the wound.  
 
    My soul, Raven thought, the tears starting. My sweet, sweet soul. 
 
    The dragon purred. I shall miss you, Raven. 
 
    And I, you. You have given me a lifetime of joy. 
 
    Tears dripped from her chin, landing on the dragon’s foreclaws. To see one so mighty in such pain was like a lance through Raven’s heart. She didn’t know if she would ever recover from the loss. She didn’t know if she even wanted to. 
 
    Life has no meaning. Not anymore. 
 
    You are the meaning, the dragon said. And Whisper. Protect Calyp. Make the peace your heart so desires. Give a better life to your children than you have had.  
 
    Newfound strength seemed to flow from the dragon to her. It was the last of the dragon’s might, given freely, she realized. A final gift. I will, she promised. I will do it all for you. 
 
    The dragon moaned, her breath shuddering, her body shaking.  
 
    Light poured across her, and Raven flinched. What is that? Are her flames burning through her? 
 
    But no, the light was coming from the outside, washing across the landscape like morning sunlight cresting the western horizon, painting the world with its warmth.  
 
    Siri was still, her chest unmoving. She looked at peace.  
 
    Her eyes flashed open as she sucked in a gasping breath. The wound in her neck was sealed, the blood already fading away. 
 
    All around Raven, the wounded stood, shaking themselves off, staring at each other in wonderment.  
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    Rhea 
 
      
 
    The pain was gone and she felt like she was floating. She was glad she got to see her brother once more. Grey too. And her child would be safe with them. 
 
    I saved you for something great, she thought, hoping the child would hear her. Would understand.  
 
    She listened, expecting to hear a cry, a wail, something to tell her the baby was alive. Something to give her peace before she drifted away.  
 
    Her eyes opened slowly and she found a ring of familiar faces looking down at her. Grey, his eyes tender and worried. Gwen, her yellow eyes sharp but with a hint of amusement. Gareth, a single eyebrow raised. And Roan, his entire body encased in light, which was flowing from him, expanding outward, so bright she had to squint to look upon it.  
 
    “What is this place?” she asked.  
 
    “Phanes,” Gareth said with a wink. “You walked here, remember?” 
 
    She did remember, and that was the problem. She was supposed to be dead. But that was the least of her concerns. “My baby?” 
 
    “Still inside you,” Grey said, touching a hand to her stomach. She looked down to find her skin repaired, smooth and bulging once more. Even the blood was gone. And that hand on her skin…shivers ran down her spine.  
 
    This couldn’t be happening. Had to be a dream. 
 
    It wasn’t. After everything, this was the truest moment of her life.  
 
    She vowed not to waste it. Not ever again.  
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    Her legs gave out and she collapsed.  
 
    This time, the exhaustion felt so…good. There was no wall of dark souls left to battle. Every brick and stone was gone, shattered into a billion ancient pieces. The black chasm was filled in. 
 
    She had won. 
 
    No, not me. We. We have won.  
 
    She still felt the lingering buzz of the added strength afforded her by two people she’d never even met, though she felt their souls in every passing second. And she still felt the blue flames crackling about her, the warmth of the most genuine soul she’d ever touched.  
 
    “Sir Dietrich?” she said, unable to open her eyes.  
 
    “Mmm,” he murmured. She felt his arms wrapped around her chest, her head cradled in the hollow of his throat.  
 
    “You stayed.” 
 
    “Yes. I felt…everything.” 
 
    “Everything?” No wonder he sounded so tired. He’d been fighting right with her the whole time, helping to smash down the wall. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Welcome. I’m going to sleep now. You should too.” 
 
    Oh, how she wanted to, but at that moment she felt another soul on the edge of her periphery, shining as bright as the sun. She felt as if she’d been waiting forever to meet him. 
 
    The Peacemaker was here, and she had one more thing to do before she rested.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    I should be dead, Roan thought.  
 
    He could still feel the hundreds, perhaps even thousands, that he’d healed, including a very large dragon and a very small unborn child. Some were on the verge of death, but he’d dragged them back one by one.  
 
    I should be dead.  
 
    But he wasn’t, because of the two fatemarked with the glowing hands. Somehow, they’d strengthened him, given him the power to do something he thought impossible. Thank you, he tried to say to them. If they heard, they did not reply.  
 
    But another did, her voice like a soothing wind rushing through his mind. Peacemaker. 
 
    Who are you? 
 
    I am the soulmarked, but you can call me Lisbeth. Lisbeth Lorne. I have come a long way. A very, very long way.  
 
    Why are you here? 
 
    I have had visions.  
 
    Of what? 
 
    A great Horde. They call themselves The Fall of All Things. 
 
    Roan shuddered slightly, his heart beating slightly faster. He still could not open his eyes, though he heard distant voices encouraging him to do just that. Soon, he thought. 
 
    I know of whom—what—you speak. I, too, have seen the visions. She showed them to me. The Oracle. 
 
    Our Mother, the voice said. I thought the Horde were coming here. I thought this place would be the end. That is why I am here. But I was wrong. The enemy has only just arrived on these shores. 
 
    Oh gods, Roan thought. He was hoping they had more time. More time to convince the others, to unite the kingdoms for a final battle. A battle for their very survival.  
 
    Are you there? 
 
    Yes, Roan said. I was thinking. We don’t have much time. We need to warn the others. 
 
    They are gathered here. 
 
    I will stand atop the cliffs. I will tell them everything. 
 
    No, Lisbeth said. I will show them whatever you want.  
 
    How? 
 
    Just show me. 
 
    Roan focused, breathing deeply. He brought the images from that deep pit of darkness in Teragon to the forefront of his mind. The Oracle’s final truth wasn’t his secret to keep. No, it was for all of them, for all the peoples of the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    The images came together, and he knew they could see them too, for all fell silent: 
 
    Sunlight breaking over the western horizon, the coming dawn.  
 
    Beneath it, the sea, its churning whitecaps highlighted with orange and silver.  
 
    Shadows roaming, backlit by the rising sun. 
 
    Hundreds. 
 
    No, thousands. 
 
    Ships.  
 
    The true enemy is coming, Roan thought. Stand with me. Fight with me. I am the Peacemaker. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Falcon Hoza 
 
    Three days later 
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    Phanea was a very different place these days. There was still a distinct line between the Phanecians and those who used to be their slaves, mostly the Terans and Dreadnoughters, but there had not been additional violence so far. Everyone seemed to have had enough of violence. They lived separate but equal, burying their dead, grieving, trying to find some semblance of normality. It wasn’t perfect, not by a longshot, but it was a start. 
 
    But not the end, Falcon thought. A worse enemy is coming.  
 
    While they were doing battle in the Bloody Canyons, a stream had arrived from the north, from Queen Gäric. It was a warning about a deadly foe arriving from across the Crimean Sea. If anything, it only made the threat seem more real. 
 
    A council was being planned, but the exact day and time had not been set. Everyone seemed to be waiting for the one known as Roan Loren, the Peacemaker, to awaken. It was him, after all, who had prevented so much more death than there might’ve been.  
 
    He is fatemarked, Falcon thought. Like Father had been. 
 
    Yet the two men seemed as different as sand and snow.  
 
    He shook away thoughts of the future because of what he saw now, in the present.  
 
    Shanti. 
 
    She wore her pain like a drab cloak, always there but hardly catching the eye. Because of her strength, he thought.  
 
    He watched her from the doorway, feeling like an intruder as she sat on the bed Jai had slept in before… 
 
    Before he marched to war.  
 
    She was beautiful, but not because of her strength, which was a constant, unmoving force, but because of the vulnerable way she looked now. If anything, her loss had made her even more beautiful, though Falcon wished he could take the pain away. She clutched one of Jai’s shirts in her hands, just breathing, staring at the folds of cloth.  
 
    She’s remembering. She can smell him.  
 
    Falcon knew he couldn’t be what—who—she needed, but he could be something else.  
 
    A friend. 
 
    He cleared his throat, but she didn’t respond. She knew I was here the whole time. The realization brought a flush to his cheeks.  
 
    He entered, wondering whether Shanti would’ve grieved for him if he’d been the one to die.  
 
    It was a selfish thought, and he blinked it away.  
 
    As he approached, Shanti’s eyes finally snapped to his. They were sad, but dry. She opened her mouth, but she didn’t say it wasn’t fair or curse the gods for taking Jai from her, and he loved her for it. All she said was, “I miss him.” 
 
    And all Falcon could reply was a surprising truth as he sat down beside her. “I miss him too.” 
 
    They sat there for a long time, saying nothing else, watching the shadows play along the floor as daylight faded to dusk. 
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    Eventually, Shanti curled up into a ball on the bed, still clutching Jai’s shirt. Falcon felt like an intruder, slipping away the moment her exhalations deepened into sleep. 
 
    The familiar halls of the palace felt empty. Not just because they were, but because of how full he felt in comparison.  
 
    It is wrong to feel this way, he thought. Especially when so many others were feeling lost and alone. But he couldn’t help himself, because for the first time in his life he’d done something worthy of being sung about. Something good. He’d united a people. Yes, it would take years, maybe decades, before the animosity and hate faded, but they’d taken the first step.  
 
    Phanes was ready to heal, become something new and stronger. Better. First they had to survive the enemy that was coming, but even that seemed insignificant next to what they’d overcome so far.  
 
    We can do this. I can do this. 
 
    He heard a sound behind him and his instincts snapped him from his thoughts quickly as he spun, prepared to face a foe.  
 
    Sonika Vaid offered a rare smile. “Thought I was going to hit you? I still could.” 
 
    His body untightened and he released a breath. “I’m not used to a world where my life isn’t always in peril,” he said. 
 
    “You think I am?” 
 
    It was a fair point. “I guess maybe our lives weren’t all that different,” he said. “Whether rebel or emperor.” 
 
    “I guess maybe I was more wrong about you than I was right about you.” 
 
    “Are you apologizing?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far. But if it wasn’t for you persuading both the Phanecians and Terans to march to war…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have been able to do that if you hadn’t saved my skin from Bane,” he pointed out. 
 
    Sonika nodded. “Let’s call it even then. How is Shanti? She and Jai were…close.” 
 
    “They were in love,” Falcon said. 
 
    “Yes. They were. If there is such a thing.” 
 
    The thought that maybe there wasn’t made Falcon sad, though he wasn’t sure why. “She is sleeping. She is grieving, but too strong a woman to let it break her. Nothing could break Shanti Parthena Laude.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” Sonika said, and Falcon sensed dozens of stories behind the simple statement. Stories that would keep him reading for hours if they ever found their way into a book.  
 
    Falcon started to turn away, but Sonika stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “There’s a woman. Four doors down. She asked me to find you. She wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “What woman?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know,” she said, walking away. He frowned after her, certain she was lying.  
 
    Falcon was tired. He was ready to fall into bed. But his curiosity pricked at him. Why would some random woman request a clandestine midnight meeting with the emperor of Phanes? He had to know or he’d never be able to sleep. As he paced down the corridor, he counted off the doors. When he reached the fourth, he found it open. 
 
    He froze. A woman stood before him, halfway across the space. She was tall, as wispy as a dragonfly’s wings. Her skin bore a dark reddish hue, her eyes a pale blue, as wide as full moons.  
 
    A Teran, he thought. Once a slave, then. He wondered when he would stop having thoughts like that. Maybe never. She looked familiar, though he could not place her amongst the hundreds of prior slaves that had served the palace.  
 
    “Can I help you?” Falcon asked. 
 
    “My son,” the woman said. “I—I knew he saw me.” 
 
    It is her eyes that are familiar, Falcon realized. Not the color, but the shape, the intensity.  
 
    “Your son was Jai Jiroux.” It wasn’t a question.  
 
    She nodded anyway. “He saw me dancing one day. Phen sur. Like I used to when he was a little boy. Before…everything.” 
 
    “He said he was looking for you.” 
 
    She nodded again. “He paced the halls at night. Sometimes I watched him.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you…” Falcon cut off. It wasn’t his place to ask, especially not now. 
 
    She answered anyway. “Because I was scared it would make things worse for him. I understood what he was doing, the change he was trying to enact in Phanes. I always knew he was born to do something great. I couldn’t distract him. I needed to be the ghost he thought I was.” Unshed tears sparkled in her eyes. “I thought there would be more time, later. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but I was scared.” 
 
    Falcon nodded. He understood fear. “I am not your judge. And I know he loved you to the end.” 
 
    The tears slipped free, tracing her jawline.  
 
    “You have visited his grave?” Falcon asked. Jai’s ashes had been sprinkled on the edge of Garadia Mine. Not inside, but just without. Shanti said he would’ve wanted that. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I will take you there, if you wish.” 
 
    “I would like that,” she said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    After seeing the truth in the vision Roan offered her, Lisbeth wondered whether she’d made a grave mistake in destroying the Sleeping Knights.  
 
    I could’ve regained control of them. They could’ve helped us in the battle to come. As an enemy, they were perilous, but as allies… 
 
    “Stop,” Sir Dietrich said. She looked at his breathtaking blue-flamed form, surprised he had spoken. “I know what you are thinking, and you need to stop. You saved us. You saved us all.” 
 
    She breathed deeply. He was right, not about her saving them, but about putting a stop to her thoughts of the Knights. They were going to kill everyone. She made the only choice she had. “I had help,” she said. “The halfmarked, Shae and Erric…and you.” 
 
    “Me?” The knight chuckled. “All I did was hang on for dear life. I could feel the energy pouring through you. It almost shook me to pieces.” 
 
    He hadn’t told her that. “Truly?” 
 
    His soul nodded.  
 
    “Why didn’t you let go?” 
 
    “Because I promised you I wouldn’t.” 
 
    Stars. This man. She remembered the words he’d spoken before the final battle, back when they both thought their lives were forfeit. Did he mean them? Did he really love her? 
 
    “Touch me,” he said now.  
 
    She knew he didn’t mean to hold his hand, or hug him, or anything else physical.  
 
    He meant her soul.  
 
    “Sir, I—” 
 
    “To you, I am David.” 
 
    “David, I—” 
 
    “Touch me. I am unafraid. You shall not hurt me.” 
 
    She bit her lip, and before she could consider what to do, his lips were on hers, hungry, greedy.  
 
    His blue flames washed over her, and she felt her Eye stir. The urge to pull away arose, but she didn’t want to, had never really wanted to. It was the fear that held her back every time. The fear of herself, of what she was capable of.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” his lips said, still tasting her, painting her with his soul, a fiery blue trail from her mouth to her jaw to the nape of her neck.  
 
    She grasped her soul with her mind, unleashing it slowly, bit by bit. It hung a hairsbreadth from the blue flames, probing. And then touching.  
 
    The reins slipped from her grasp and her soul poured over him, wild and unchained, tearing at everything it found, seeking the darkest and brightest spots in his memory, the images flailing about in chaotic spirals.  
 
    He grunted, his lips slipping away from her skin as he arched his back. She could sense his pain, the emotions of reliving the highs and lows. She’d seen strong men brought to their knees by her soul. Once, the same had happened to him. She wanted to pull away, but he said, “Don’t stop. I am…fine,” and then his lips were back on hers, his soul strengthening, wrapping itself around hers like a warm blanket, no longer fighting the hidden truths it had denied for so long, but embracing them. The sensation was like…nothing she had ever experienced and her back arched, her toes curled under her feet, and she gave herself over to his soul, relishing every beat of his heart against hers.  
 
    David, she said when their souls finally parted. She spoke it directly into his soul.  
 
    “Lisbeth,” he said aloud. “That was…” He trailed off, and she knew there were no words to describe what they’d just experienced, that dance of their souls. It was like they were wrapped in moonslight and painted with starlight. Like the rest of the world had ceased to exist and it was… 
 
    “Just us,” he said, finishing her thought, though she hadn’t spoken it into his soul. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Just us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    “Are you going to kiss him when he wakes up?” Gareth asked as they watched Roan sleep, his chest rising and falling under the lanternlight.  
 
    Gwen looked at him, an amused grin on her lips. “Are you?” 
 
    “Why not?” he said. “We all almost died. Seems a shame to waste such nice lips.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself. I was nowhere close to death. Anyway, I’m fairly certain Roan hates me.” 
 
    Gwen had only spoken to him vaguely about what had transpired in Calyp, though he knew she’d run into Roan somewhere along the way. “Roan doesn’t hate anyone. That’s why they call him the Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Fine. He strongly dislikes me.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Gareth joked, earning himself a dagger-filled glare. “Great Forest of Orion,” he said. “You’ve lost your sense of humor! Oh right, you never had one to begin with.” 
 
    He had hoped for another smile, but she only looked away. “Gwen, I’m sorry, I was only—” 
 
    “I know,” she said, placing a hand on his arm. “I just feel a fool for some of the things I said to him. I worry he’ll never wake up.” 
 
    “He will. I promise. Otherwise the Four Kingdoms will be overrun by cannibalistic barbarians, and we can’t have that, can we?” 
 
    Finally, a smile, though a thin one. “You did well, king,” she said.  
 
    It almost felt like the sun was shining on Gareth’s face, though it had set hours earlier. A compliment from the heromarked Orian was as rare as spotting an oremonkey in Ironwood. “Is that a jape?” 
 
    She laughed. “Should it be?” 
 
    “I guess not. I didn’t die, so that’s good, right?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I might have to retract my compliment.” 
 
    “Retract away!” He stood. “I’m going to go visit someone else. Someone more…awake.” 
 
    Gwen narrowed her eyes. “Who?” 
 
    “A certain vicious queen who is big with child.” 
 
    “You want to visit that conniving bitch?” Once, there would’ve been venom in such a statement from Gwen, but Gareth could hear none now. She doesn’t know what to make of Rhea Loren any more than I do, he thought smugly. 
 
    “Yes. I want to visit her. I need to clear the air.” 
 
    “True, it is thick with the fog of treachery and imprisonment. Bring a large fan.” 
 
    “Want to come?” 
 
    Gwen looked at him like he was mad, which meant she looked at him the way she always did. “I think I’ll stay with Roan a little longer.” 
 
    “Creepy,” Gareth thought. “I’ll be certain to inform him of how you watched him as he slept as soon as he awakens.” 
 
    Gwen opened her mouth to respond, but he was already gone, slipping through the door and closing it softly behind him. It felt good to get in the last word, something he wasn’t accustomed to with the quick-tongued Orian.  
 
    The palace halls were mostly deserted, though he spotted Falcon Hoza talking to a woman he didn’t recognize down one corridor. He turned the opposite way, trying not to think about how odd it was to have leaders from every kingdom housed under one roof. It would be even stranger when the council was finally held.  
 
    Father would never believe it, he thought. Hell, I can scarcely believe it. 
 
    And yet it felt good, even if the reason was an enemy trying to exterminate them like so many cockroaches.  
 
    He approached an open door on the left, one he’d been avoiding for the last couple days as he tried to gather his thoughts. Gareth stopped when he heard voices.  
 
    “Nothing has changed,” a stern voice said. Gareth recognized it immediately. Sai Loren, he thought. Self-proclaimed king regent to the western throne. 
 
    “Sai,” another voice said, female this time. Gaia. 
 
    “Cousin, I do not need you to defend me. Nor Roan.” This was clearly Rhea, though her voice was more breathy than usual. Late-stage pregnancy continued to take its toll on her. Why are they talking about Roan? Gareth wondered. 
 
    He heard a huffing sound and then footfalls. It was far too late for Gareth to retreat, so he just stood there as Gaia exited the room, muttering under her breath. She gave him a look as she passed, but didn’t stop.  
 
    Sai said, “Leo will be king, when he is of age.” 
 
    “Roan is the heir,” Rhea retorted. 
 
    Sai’s voice darkened. “Roan is a stranger to the west, to our customs. He is hardly fit to be king. I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “And what’s that, cousin?” 
 
    “Scheming. If you sit Roan on the throne, you will find a way to reclaim it.” 
 
    “Think what you want, but Western Law supports his claim.” 
 
    “What claim? He has made none that I am aware of.” 
 
    “He will.” 
 
    Gareth found it important for him to walk through the door at that moment, before things got more heated. Rhea was pregnant, after all. She needed to be resting. What are you—her nursemaid? he thought.  
 
    He cleared his throat and Sai turned. His face was livid, his nose wrinkled in disgust. “May I speak to Rhea?” Gareth asked.  
 
    Behind Sai, Rhea’s eyebrows arched.  
 
    Sai muttered, “I was just leaving,” and stalked past, nudging Gareth’s shoulder with his own. 
 
    “Nice fellow,” Gareth said.  
 
    One of Rhea’s eyebrows fell. The other did not.  
 
    “Surprised to see me?” Gareth asked. “You shouldn’t be. We’re allies, remember?” 
 
    She sighed and rested her hands on her belly, which was covered by thick blankets as she lay in bed. A half-dozen wall sconces lit the room with warm light and the hearth was smoldering. To Gareth, the room felt too hot by half. “Have you come only to make jokes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gareth said with a grin. “You look like you could use some cheering up.” 
 
    “I want this baby out of me, is what I want. She kicks mercilessly and steals my sleep.”  
 
    It was strange—seeing Rhea like this. So…human. So…normal. Was this just another side to her, or was it all an act? 
 
    “Is Sai right about your motives?” he asked, cutting right to the quick. 
 
    Shadows fell over her eyes. “I know what you must think of me, and I deserve every ounce of it. I did horrible things to you. I’ve done many horrible things.” 
 
    Gareth felt like she was trying to judge herself, more than convince him. He decided to take a chance. “You were broken. Scared. Alone.” 
 
    He was prepared for a Rhea-like outburst, or at least a sneer and a stare of defiance. He was not prepared for her eyes to fall to her lap. “True on all three accounts. But none of it justifies my actions.” 
 
    “Even the good ones?” 
 
    “What good ones?” 
 
    “I am not blind, Rhea, even if your cousins are. Beneath all the treachery and deceit, you are good, or at least you have the potential to be.” 
 
    Her eyes lifted, her expression changing to something he couldn’t quite read. “Thank you. I do not deserve such faith. All I ask is that you convince Roan to be king. Leo is too young and Sai too arrogant and self-righteous.” 
 
    “I will try,” Gareth promised. “Now get some rest.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Seven 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Gwen didn’t want to be there when Roan woke up, didn’t want to see the same look he’d given her in Citadel, like she was some stranger, so she left.  
 
    She almost bumped into Raven as she strode down the hall, staring at her feet. 
 
    “I was looking for you,” Raven said. Her face was no longer bruised, her shattered arm fully healed thanks to Roan’s power. It was as if Gwen had never harmed her.  
 
    If only our sins could be erased so easily, Gwen thought. “Why? Is it about Siri?” She was somewhat surprised her first concern was for the dragon, but then again, she’d felt a strange kinship for the beast since the moment she spoke in her head.  
 
    Raven shook her head. “I want you to come with me to Calyp. After the council. Don’t answer now, just think about it.” 
 
    The idea left Gwen’s head spinning. Now that she’d been reunited with Gareth and the easterners, with Roan, it made sense for her to stay with them, right? They were her people, and she’d been apart from them for too long.  
 
    But the thought of Roan’s dark stare continued to haunt her. “I will think about it. Why?” 
 
    Raven considered the question. Gwen had come to appreciate the way the Calypsian’s mind worked. She was more than just a capable warrior. She was smart. Look at me, complimenting a Calypsian, and a Sandes dragonmaster at that. How things change… “We need to show my people that alliances can be made and kept, even with our former enemies. They won’t have the benefit of firsthand knowledge of the attack by the Horde. The presence of an Orian will help…grease the wheels, if you will.” 
 
    Gwen nodded. It made sense, even if it felt like an excuse for her to avoid facing Roan. “After the council, I will decide.” 
 
    “Thank you. And thank you for…” Raven shook her head, a small smile creasing her lips. “For everything. I consider you a friend, I hope you know that.” 
 
    She departed so quickly it made Gwen’s head spin even faster. As she watched her go, she suddenly felt very much alone.  
 
    Unexpectedly, her heromark pulsed. It seemed to say, You are never alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Eight 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Raven Sandes 
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    Siri slept like a baby, her enormous scaled chest rising and falling beneath Raven’s cheek. I thought I lost you, Raven thought. She’d heard the stories, how people with a strong connection had gone mad after their dragon had died. Would I have gone mad? she wondered. Conversely, it was said the opposite was true, which was why aging dragons that outlived their masters would grow additional heads and lose their minds.  
 
    She is safe, she thought, driving away her dark thoughts.  
 
    Raven wished the council would convene soon. She longed to be back on Calypsian soil, to see Whisper again—they’d been through so much together. She just wanted to share a laugh, a hug, reminisce for two minutes before they were forced into battle against a foe more dangerous than the lions and other beasts they’d faced in the pits together.  
 
    She wanted to speak to Goggin, too. He’d wanted to come with her to Phanes, but she’d asked him to stay with Whisper, not only to ensure she didn’t murder their Aunt Viper, but also to help her manage things while Raven and Gwen learned of the situation in the southwest. What he went through for me… She knew only the briefest of summaries of Goggin’s adventures, and she lived through the conclusion, but she felt like there was more to it. Though Goggin had long been a loyal servant of the Sandes, something about what he’d done felt more…personal this time.  
 
    Also, she wanted to speak to her aunt. She wanted answers. She deserved them.  
 
    And I will get them, she thought. 
 
    Siri’s chest rose and fell, her warm breath filling the large area of the canyons she’d been afforded. All above them, the stars painted the sky in blues, golds, and greens.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Nine 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    Once again, he was the monster and Roan the savior. Men and women had died because of him. On the opposite side of the coin, men and women had been saved because of Roan. 
 
    Those are our roles, he thought now, watching from the shadows as Roan slept.  
 
    He felt bone-weary too, and wished he could prop his eyelids open with sticks to stay awake. He feared he would never wake up if he drifted away.  
 
    He knew he’d made a grave mistake allying with the Phanecians. He knew his life was forfeit. But he didn’t want to die until he spoke to Roan one last time, to tell him he was sorry. Not for those he’d killed, but for failing to bring peace to these war-shattered lands. That was his biggest regret.  
 
    To his surprise, Roan’s eyes flickered open as he watched him. His head turned directly toward him and said, “Bane.” There was no anger in his tone, but there was sadness. 
 
    “Roan. I’ve come to say—” 
 
    “Step closer,” Roan said. “Into the light.” 
 
    The lanterns had burned low, but Bane obeyed, padding forward into the orange arc of light.  
 
    But that wasn’t what Roan had meant, because bright white light burst from his chest and surrounded him, an aura so blinding he was forced to cover his eyes with his hands.  
 
    No, he thought frantically. What is he doing? Why is he doing this? I’ve destroyed so many, snuffing out lives, and not all who deserved it. Jai Jiroux didn’t deserve it. My fate is my own. My failures, my own. 
 
    And then the light was gone, vanishing in the blink of an eye, leaving him seeing golden spots, flashing like stars. He felt the truth in the strength of his bones, his muscles, his heart. 
 
    The plague was gone.  
 
    “Why?” Bane asked. “I didn’t come here to hold you to our agreement.” 
 
    “I know,” Roan said. “I did it because we need you. Your time is not yet come. I don’t know everything, but I know that. And because your last act should be your best one, not your worst.” 
 
    Bane didn’t know what to say, and he couldn’t speak anyway, his throat tight, his eyes filled with…what in the world? Tears fell like raindrops. 
 
    They fell and fell and fell until his deathmark flared and he disappeared, alone again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    It had felt right, healing Bane, and yet Roan couldn’t be certain it was smart. Bane was unpredictable and at times felt like one of the Oracle’s most grievous mistakes, but he couldn’t deny the results. The Four Kingdoms were united for the first time in over a century. Though Roan had been resting, his body recovering after healing so many, he’d heard much around him. He heard whisperings about a council and a plan and an alliance.  
 
    All good things. 
 
    He’d heard Gwen and Gareth talk about him, too. He could’ve awoken then, but he didn’t know what to say to either of them. Not yet. So he waited.  
 
    And when Bane had appeared, he knew that was the right moment.  
 
    But now Bane was gone and he was alone again. He longed to get out of bed and stretch his legs and talk to the people he loved. He needed to find Windy and Yela, who had also visited him at some point. He needed to thank them.  
 
    He needed to tell Gwen he forgave her, that he was proud of her. He needed to tell Gareth he was the best king the east had ever seen.  
 
    He needed to formally meet those who had helped him in the Bloody Canyons, the three fatemarked. Their combined knowledge and power could save thousands of lives. Tens of thousands even. 
 
    He needed to speak to Rhea, too, to make sure she was all right. She was a monster, once, but he knew those days were long past her.  
 
    He gritted his teeth and came to a decision, swinging his feet over the bed just as his door opened.  
 
    To his surprise, it was none of the people he needed to see who stepped into his room.  
 
    He recognized the young man immediately, from the canyons. He’d begged Roan to help heal the child inside Rhea. Our baby, he’d said. By all outward appearances, he looked like a seaman, but even more rugged. Like a pirate. He even had a blade for a hand, something that didn’t even strike Roan as strange, the weapon feeling like such a part of the man it was no different than a hand or a foot. Nothing in his expression, however, appeared dangerous. 
 
    “I am Grey Arris,” the man said. He ran his hand through his hair. He looked nervous. Flustered even. “I didn’t expect you to be awake. I was just wandering the halls and thought I’d check on you. Couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    “I recognize you.” 
 
    Grey nodded. “Thank you. For saving my child. Rhea, too.” 
 
    Roan chose his next words carefully. “No one stood for Rhea. Only for the child.” 
 
    “I should have,” Grey said. “I was just surprised.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    “We’ve been apart for a long time. From before…” 
 
    Roan finally understood. This was the lover Rhea had taken. The mistake that had led to the scars she now bore. Perhaps not a mistake, he thought. Not if it brings a child into the world. “You still care about her?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know. But I think I might.” 
 
    Roan had grown so accustomed to deceit that the naked honesty felt like a breath of fresh air. “She needs someone. For what it’s worth, I hope it’s you.” 
 
    The corner of Grey’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t smile. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    Roan laughed. “Life always is, isn’t it?” 
 
    Grey smiled now. “I suppose so. But does it have to be?” 
 
    Roan had no doubt as to the answer. “Yes. Yes, it does. But that doesn’t mean things won’t get better. I should rest a little more before morning.”  
 
    Grey said, “Thank you. For listening.” He departed the way he’d come.  
 
    Peace should be simple, Roan thought. And then: But would it be worth as much if it was? 
 
    He closed his eyes, dreaming of the tomorrow he wanted—hoped—knew—would come.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-One 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Grey Arris 
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    Grey hadn’t had a full night’s sleep since they arrived in Phanea. He hadn’t had a meaningful conversation with anyone either. Not his sister. Not Erric. Not Kyla. He hadn’t even spoken to Rhea.  
 
    His talk with Roan was the closest thing, but even that had felt empty, like he was living in a hollowed-out log.  
 
    So he paced the halls at night. He would have to make a choice soon; the pirates were getting antsy spending so much time on land. Kyla was getting antsy.  
 
    After he left Roan’s room, he wandered for a while, his feet subconsciously steering him toward where he knew Shae would be. Outside, in the open air, staring at the stars in the most beautiful of a dozen exquisite courtyards contained within the palace grounds, each separated by flowing white marble staircases. 
 
    For some reason, neither of the halfmarked seemed able to sleep inside anymore.  
 
    Erric was lying in the grass beside Shae, asleep, a buzzing snore rising from his nostrils. Shae was not asleep, her eyes staring at Grey rather than the stars.  
 
    “You sleep less than I do, brother,” she said, sitting up, drawing her legs beneath her dress.  
 
    “These are restless times,” he said, flopping down beside her.  
 
    “The child is yours,” Shae said, and he flinched. He shouldn’t have been surprised; these days she had an unparalleled knack for cutting to the quick. More than that, her age felt twice what it really was, at least in terms of maturity.  
 
    “I believe so,” Grey said.  
 
    “You haven’t asked?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I haven’t even spoken to her.” 
 
    “And Kyla?” 
 
    He shook his head. “In passing only. She is anxious to leave.” 
 
    “Speak with her. She deserves nothing less.” 
 
    It felt strange getting advice from his younger sister, but he’d come to trust her wisdom. And, of course, she was right. “I know, I just don’t have the words.” 
 
    “Because you don’t know your own heart or because you’re afraid?” 
 
    “Both?” No. That was a lie, he knew. He did know his own heart. And it yearned for Rhea. It had always yearned for Rhea.  
 
    “Talk to them,” Shae said. “Talk to them both.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “We will attend the council and help decide the fate of the Four Kingdoms,” she said, motioning to the man slumbering beside her. Gods, Grey thought. She sounds like a queen herself. I am surrounded by them. 
 
    “I will see you there then,” Grey said.  
 
    She nodded and laid back down, her gaze returning to the night sky.  
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    Grey found Kyla asleep.  
 
    It would’ve been so easy to close the door, to turn away, to save the conversation for another time. A time that would never come.  
 
    He steeled his nerve and stepped into the dark room, easing the door closed behind him. 
 
    Standing there, he felt a fool. He should’ve knocked—he didn’t want to startle her. 
 
    “I heard your footsteps as you approached,” she said, startling him instead. 
 
    His heart pounded and he clutched his chest with one hand. “Does no one sleep in this city?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s hard to sleep when the world is crumbling around us.” She sat up, scrabbling for a stone and flint, using it to generate enough of a spark to light the oil lantern on the table beside her. “Sit down,” she said. It sounded more like a command than a suggestion.  
 
    He sat.  
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “I promised your father I would keep you safe.” 
 
    “I don’t need protecting. Maybe once I did, but not anymore.” Her hand gripped the pillow tightly. 
 
    “That’s what I told him.” 
 
    She pulled the pillow in front of her, hugging it. “Continue.” 
 
    “I—” As usual, his mouth dried up on the first word.  
 
    “You don’t want to hurt me—I get that. But our…relationship…was no casual thing. At least not to me.” 
 
    Even the suggestion that it had meant less to him unblocked his lips. “Nor to me. Gods, Kyla, it was the best, most meaningful relationship I’ve ever had.” 
 
    It begged the obvious question. Then why? She didn’t ask it, just nodded. He was grateful for that, because sometimes there were no reasons for why the heart wanted what the heart wanted. It just was. She said, “I will miss you, Grey Arris. The high seas won’t be the same without ol’ Grease Jolly.” 
 
    I was a fool to think she would be bitter. She is a better woman than I am a man. Always will be. “I will miss you. I will always miss you. Be safe. And if this world survives what is to come, you should go to Talis. Find the man who will love you the way you deserve to be loved.” 
 
    “I will. Now get out so I can cry in peace.” 
 
    Again, he obeyed, the tears spilling down his own cheeks before the door was fully closed.  
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    Grey wiped away the last of the tears. He feared speaking to Rhea would be the hardest conversation of all. He’d abandoned her, twice. The first time had caused her to do a terrible thing, a decision that had cost him his hand and almost his sister, but he’d forgiven her for that. Too much had come to pass since then for it to matter.  
 
    No, he would be the one apologizing again.  
 
    He started down the corridor leading to the room he knew she was in, but stopped suddenly when a scream shattered the silence.  
 
    The scream had almost certainly been Rhea.


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Rhea Loren 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Rhea awoke to a gush of water soaking through her dress and bedlinens.  
 
    She called for help, and the narrow-eyed Phanecian midwives were there in an instant, bringing towels and a pail of water, stoking the coals in the hearth. Grey Arris arrived in a rush next, his hair ruffled and achingly beautiful. “I heard you scream,” he said. They hadn’t spoken in three days, but knowing he had been so close brought comfort. 
 
    “The baby is coming,” Rhea said.  
 
    He stood there, frozen like a statue, his mouth gaping open. “What do I do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Rhea said. “It will take time.” She felt a swell of pressure in her nether region and breathed out with a hiss. “Go!” 
 
    He didn’t need further urging, scampering away and shutting the door behind him.  
 
    The labor took hours, the pain immense. Rhea breathed and cursed and threatened the midwives with all manner of vile things, but then, with a final scream and push, she was free of the burden she’d carried for the better part of a year.  
 
    As she struggled to get her breath, she said, “Is it…” 
 
    “A girl,” one of the women said, holding up a tiny blob of pink flesh covered in blood and afterbirth. One of the other midwives expertly snipped the cord connecting the baby to Rhea, while the third cleaned it up, pinching its cheek.  
 
    The baby had yet to cry, even when pinched.  
 
    “Please. Why is she silent?” Rhea asked. She could hear the desperation in her own voice. The baby’s eyes were open, but it was so still and quiet she couldn’t be certain of anything.  
 
    “I don’t know, mum, but her heart beats with thunder.” 
 
    Rhea released her breath in a gasp and reached for the child. The woman handed the baby to her in a blanket. Her scalp was covered in a thick nest of dark hair. Like Grey’s, she thought.  
 
    Just then, the child’s eyes, as blue and clear as a summer sky, looked up at her. There was so much awareness in those eyes. More than felt entirely natural. 
 
    Some sixth sense rang in her mind, like a warning bell. Rhea breathed in and out. In and out. “Bring me a torch,” she said.  
 
    “What?” Confusion laced the woman’s expression. 
 
    “A torch.” Now. “Please.” 
 
    The woman stared at her for a moment longer and then turned away, plucking an unlit torch from a rack on the wall.  
 
    “Light it.” 
 
    She stuck one end in the hearth and it blazed to life. 
 
    “Bring it to me.” 
 
    “Mum, you should be rest—” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    She approached, holding the torch in front of her, until the dancing flames cast light across Rhea’s face, across the baby… 
 
    Light bloomed from the babe’s skin, symbols forming in flashes of color that seemed to move and shift. Images of people of all races and backgrounds appeared, along with animals. They were connected by white cords of light, forming a spider-web across the baby’s skin. 
 
    The child did not fuss, only staring at the light, watching it.  
 
    The midwife backed away, her eyes wide, almost dropping the torch.  
 
    The light drifted away and the markings vanished.  
 
    The peacemarked… a great voice said from an indeterminable place. At long last, she has come. 
 
    Finally, the baby opened her mouth and released a wail.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-Three 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Gearhärt 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
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    “You should speak to Annise,” Fay said, squinting at him.  
 
    “No,” Tarin said. The trip down the river to Gearhärt had given him plenty of time to think, and he’d come to two conclusions. First, that he wanted the monster out of him, if such a thing was even possible. And second, that it could not be Annise who helped him.  
 
    Fay sighed, muttering something about always being caught in the middle of things.  
 
    “You’ll help me?” Tarin asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said with a huff. “But I warn you: I will take pleasure in it, if only because you’re a big lug.” 
 
    Tarin laughed. “Do your worst.” 
 
    “Do you really think this will work? That the monster will be chased away by a bit of pain?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But it won’t be a bit of pain. It needs to be the most excruciating pain I have ever felt.” 
 
    “Ugh. Am I going to have to hear you scream like a child?” 
 
    “I shall bite on a stick.” 
 
    “Big lug,” she said again. She started sorting through her tools. Tarin had coaxed her here on the false pretense of discussing his new set of armor. Annise was off tending to…well, whatever sorts of things a queen attended to in a time of crisis.  
 
    He took a deep breath. The monster was screaming at him again, its hissing whispers rising into a crescendo. It had been doing this ever since he made the decision to remove it. Which was exactly why he thought it might work. He’d fought two battles without the help of the monster now, and he’d emerged victorious on both counts. The years had forged him into a great warrior, even without the thing inside him. 
 
    “I still think you should talk to Annise,” Fay said, choosing a sharp-looking instrument that he’d seen her use in the finer aspects of metal work. “Secrets have no place in relationships.” 
 
    “And you’re an expert?” 
 
    “More than you,” she fired back. “You’re the one who ran away from her in the first place.” 
 
    “You came with me! And I was trying to protect her!” 
 
    “Good. Be angry. It will make it easier to take when I—” 
 
    She shoved the spike into his knee, simultaneously jamming a wooden rod into his mouth. He bit down hard, cutting off a scream. The agony was complete, shooting up his leg, into his torso, his back, his neck… 
 
    She twisted. 
 
    “Arrrrr!” he thought he felt a tooth crack as he bit down harder, surprised the rod didn’t snap in half between his jaws.  
 
    He felt something else, like a part of him drifting away. A part of him he’d never wanted.  
 
    “Should I stop?” Fay said, raising her voice so she could be heard. He was growling now, a deep-throated groan.  
 
    “No,” he managed. “It’s working.” 
 
    Another twist and his vision started to blur, tears bullying their way from his eyes.  
 
    The monster spoke to him, its voice as clear as he’d ever heard it. If you do this, Annise will die. 
 
    He felt nothing, the pain obliterated by the statement. If you hurt her… 
 
    Not by me. By the Horde. They are too strong, too many.  
 
    I can fight on my own now. I don’t need you. 
 
    You are lying to yourself, Tarin. I am your only hope to protect her against what is to come. 
 
    Tarin’s teeth shaved splinters of wood from the rod clamped between them. Annise is a great warrior. She can protect herself. And so can I. 
 
    It is your choice. The monster sounded resigned to its fate now.  
 
    He didn’t know if it was right or not. But when it came to Annise, he wasn’t willing to take any chances. “Stop,” he said, his eyes shooting open and locking on Fay. 
 
    She withdrew the spike from his knee and he limped out, off to admit everything to Annise.  
 
    Before he’d gone five steps, the city warning bells began clanging.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-Four 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Gearhärt 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Annise was studying a detailed map of the north when the bells began to chime.  
 
    She frowned, trying to remember the day. On certain days and times the bells chimed, but never this long or loud. No, this was a warning.  
 
    She stood quickly. Perhaps the easterners had taken her request for assistance as a sign of weakness, and were now pouring through Raider’s Pass, hell-bent on conquering the north at long last. She refused to consider the alternative, because the Horde couldn’t have possibly crossed the Frozen Tundra so quickly, not even during this warmer part of the year. They still had a few days, maybe more. 
 
    She crossed the room, poking her head into the corridor, which was full of a stampede of people. She grabbed one by the arm and held tight. The woman looked at her with wide eyes. “Your Highness, I’m sorry, the bells mean we should go to a safe place. There is a walled in building. The soldiers will surround it. We are prepared for this, because of our proximity to the frontlines.” 
 
    Annise knew all that, but these were not normal times. Half the city had been evacuated already. The rest of them were preparing to leave, one group at a time to prevent flooding the roads to the east.  
 
    The woman tried to pull away, but Annise refused to release her. “Go to the safe place. Tell everyone there that they must leave the city immediately.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “That is an order from your queen. Now go!” She shoved her away and the woman scampered off amongst the throng.  
 
    I have to find Tarin, she thought. Thankfully, he was twice the size and a head taller than anyone else in the city. She spotted him striding up a staircase toward her. His gait was strange—kind of herky-jerky—and blood ran freely down his leg, seeming to originate from his knee.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked.  
 
    “Nothing to concern yourself with,” he said. “What are the bells about?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. The people are reacting like it’s an impending attack through Raider’s Pass.” 
 
    “But you don’t think that’s it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not certain. That doesn’t feel right. All news pointed to an eastern-western alliance against Phanes. Attacking us at the same time would be a major risk.” 
 
    They stared at each other, both thinking the same thing, because there was only one other option.  
 
    “We have to find whomever sounded the alarm,” Tarin said.  
 
    Annise nodded, spinning and leading the way down a corridor, spilling out the front of the castle. The grounds were also in chaos, with horses being saddled and all manner of people—soldiers, lords and ladies, and commoners—flowing into the exodus toward the so-called safe place. Annise felt the urge to head them off, but she needed information first.  
 
    “This way,” she said, grabbing Tarin’s hand and pulling him against the flow of traffic. It took far too long, but she wanted to get to a specific tower—the one that faced west, toward Blackstone.  
 
    They climbed the steps quickly, and by the time Annise reached the summit she was out of breath and Tarin seemed ready to collapse, clutching his knee. A man stood at the top, his arm moving back and forth wildly, gripping the rope that was clanging the bell.  
 
    “Stop!” Annise commanded, and he whirled around, so surprised by their appearance that the rope slipped from his hand and slapped against his face. The bell continued to ring above him, but then the peal gradually drifted away.  
 
    “Your Highness?” the man said. 
 
    She strode forward and grabbed him by the collar. She knew she was developing a bad habit—brutalizing her people into obedience—but these were far from ordinary times. “What did you see?” 
 
    The man’s eyes told the story. The fear was there, wide and white and impossible to hide.  
 
    “They’re coming,” he said, pointing west. The spyglass rested on its stand at a disjointed angle, like it had been thrust aside in a hurry.  
 
    Annise stepped up to it, closed one eye, repositioned it, and looked through the glass.  
 
    At first, she saw nothing, just spring-green hills and snowy mountains and— 
 
    She rocked it back to where something different—something other—had caught her eye.  
 
    They were only specks in the distance, small, dark, and of no concern to a queen. Frozen hell, they could be rocks revealed by the melting snow.  
 
    Except they weren’t, Annise knew. 
 
    And they were moving, the loping, menacing stride evident even from this distance.  
 
    The Horde had arrived with her uncle at their helm.  
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 POSTLUDES 
 
      
 
    Mortis   [image: ]   Fay 
 
    Helmuth 
 
      
 
    The following are three FREE short stories from the Four Kingdoms that form an integral part of The Fatemarked Epic, highlighting the origins of three of the most pivotal characters in the story, particularly Helmuth Gäric, the Lost Son and leader of the Horde. They will give you, the reader, a greater understanding of the history of the world, thus preparing you to read the fifth and FINAL book in the series, Lifemarked.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Postlude 1: Mortis Ironclad 
 
    The New World, Knight’s End- Circa 110 
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    Mortis Ironclad was a simple, but proud, man. A Crimean by birthright, he hailed from the haunted hills of West Grieve, a country of forests and plains in equal measure, where farmers and woodsmen roamed without a care for the wars of kings and queens in faraway lands. 
 
    How am I here? he wondered, tears dripping from the woodcutter’s chin. He stared at his hands but didn’t recognize them. He couldn’t make out the rough patchwork of callouses, nor the long, ragged scar he’d earned when he’d almost chopped off his thumb when he was sixteen.  
 
    They are the hands of a stranger.  
 
    His fingers dripped blood in a greater quantity than the tears. 
 
    Her blood. 
 
    It was everywhere. On his skin, puddling on the floor, splashed on the walls and her bedcovers… 
 
    Who would do such a thing? 
 
    That question was but distant thunder next to his grief. The grief of a man from Grieve.  
 
    She might’ve been a doll, her turquoise eyes devoid of the luster they once held, locked in a sightless stare. Her sun-browned skin was a sharp contrast to her sun-streaked hair that told of long treks from the well to the castle and back again, filling the tubs of the lords and ladies for their daily baths. Already, her skin looked grayer, her lips white, her hair limp and dull.  
 
    Mortis bit his lip, drawing blood. Slowly, delicately, he offered his arms, wrapping them around her shoulders. He drew her to him, resting her head on his chest. It was why he was here, after all. A clandestine meeting in the dark, their first after a long courtship that had started at a slow simmer but had seemed ready to boil over on this very night. 
 
    Now, the pot was empty. 
 
    Now, covered in the blood of the only woman Mortis had ever loved, he held her broken, lifeless form and wept.  
 
    When the castle guards found him, he refused to release her body from his grasp, forcing them to pry his fingers from her one by one by one.  
 
    “What have you done?” one of the guards said. The burly man gripped his arm hard enough to bruise, but Mortis barely felt it.  
 
    “I—I—” 
 
    He had no words—would never have words. How did one speak of a loss so deep it cut him to the core of a place he’d never known existed until he met her? 
 
    How did one speak the name of the woman he’d loved for too short a time to quench his thirst, quell his hunger?  
 
    How did one go on living? 
 
    Who did this?  
 
    The question was but a distant star next to the grief, which shook his body with another tremor, his vision obliterated by the tears.  
 
    “Speak!” the guard demanded. The other guards stood back from the growing pool of blood, like touching it might kill them.  
 
    “I want to go home,” Mortis said, and he didn’t mean his small cabin on the outskirts of the castle. He meant the place he was born. He wanted his mother’s arms to wrap him up, to hold him. He wanted to hear his father’s boots stomping off the dust and pine nettles of a hard day’s labor in the woods.  
 
    His parents had died years earlier, which was part of the reason he was here, in this new world. It was supposed to be a fresh start, an opportunity to build something, to be something.  
 
    And then he’d met her and everything else had faded away. 
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    Six months earlier 
 
      
 
    Scarlett Browning caught Mortis’s eye the moment he saw her. It wasn’t just her beauty, which was alluringly understated, her bright hair tied in a scarf, her mischievous eyes hidden under a canopy of long, dark lashes. No, it was the way she carried herself and her tubs of water, hefting them from the well to the cart, straight-backed and determined, her jaw jutting out like the cliffs toward the sea.  
 
    She doesn’t want to be offered help, he thought. She doesn’t need it. 
 
    Something about that only made Mortis want to help her more, but he fought off the urge, pretending to split logs but missing his mark badly and almost splitting his knee wide open.  
 
    If a woman should be the death of me…I want it to be this woman, he thought. 
 
    Their introduction was beautifully awkward. “Do you need help, woodcutter?” she asked, having seen his blunder. His cheeks heated rapidly, though it was late fall and the weather was quite cool.  
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing,” he countered. 
 
    Her hands found her hips in a way that caused his heart to beat as fast as if he’d run a great distance. She was a solid woman, unlike most of the dainty ladies that prowled the castle like cats marking their territory. “Do I look like I need help?” 
 
    Her arms looked strong. Her legs, stronger. He was certain the rest of her matched her limbs, though she was hidden under thick folds of gray cloth cinched only at the waist. No. “Perhaps.” 
 
    He was certain other men had withered under the glare she gave him, but he basked in it. This woman could shoot daggers at him all day long and he wouldn’t mind. “I have a proposition,” she said. “We trade for a time. I chop your wood and you fill my tubs.” 
 
    Before he could stop it, a snorted laugh escaped his lips, further stoking the flames licking his cheeks. He opened his mouth to respond, but she was already stalking over to him, reaching out to grab the axe from where he’d left it stuck in the chopping block. “Step back, lest you’re keen to lose a limb,” she said, propping the heavy axe on her shoulder with a casualness that suggested experience with such a tool.  
 
    He did, in awe of the magical creature standing before him.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed in concentration and she used a combination of her legs, arms, and torso to thrust the axe high over her head before bringing it down with a satisfying thunk. 
 
    Two halves of a split log fell to either side, cut evenly all the way through.  
 
    He gaped.  
 
    She didn’t gloat, simply set down the axe and placed a new log on the block. That one split as easily as the first, at which point she turned to him and inquired as to whether he needed instructions on filling her tubs.  
 
    “I—no,” Mortis said, turning toward her cart while fixing her on the edge of his vision, afraid that if he took his eyes off her she might disappear.  
 
    For the next hour, he toiled, filling tubs in the well and hefting them onto the cart. More times than he could count, the water sloshed over the sides, drenching him from head to feet, infiltrating even his boots, which caused his toes to squish into his thick knit socks.  
 
    Halfway along, she finished with the logs, filling his cart to the brim. Then, to his utter delight and dismay, she sat cross-legged on the edge of the wagon to watch him struggle with his task. It wasn’t the weight of the tubs that was the problem—though, filled to the brim with water, they were heavy—but the balance. One had to maintain a steady form to prevent them from spilling. By the end, Mortis had only managed the feat one time out of two-dozen attempts.  
 
    The woman clapped long and slow. Despite her mockery, Mortis beamed.  
 
    When he finished, she stood and offered her hand firmly. “Scarlett Browning,” she said.  
 
    He took her hand, self-conscious of the roughness of his own hand, which was slick with sweat and water, only to find hers equally calloused. “Mortis Ironclad,” he said.  
 
    She nodded once and then turned away, slapping her mule twice on the rump to rouse it from sleep. He watched her go until she was out of sight, before shaking his head in wonderment.  
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    They met in the same spot every day after that.  
 
    When they were finished with their daily toils, they spent more time together.  
 
    One night, resting on a log outside of Mortis’s cabin under a sky full of stars, they kissed.  
 
    To Mortis, it felt like he was breathing air for the first time. His heart skipped a beat and he wondered whether it would ever have the same rhythm. He hoped not.  
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    They didn’t kiss again for a week after that, and Mortis was afraid he hadn’t met her expectations. Even more than that, he was afraid the second attempt wouldn’t live up to the first.  
 
    Neither fears were valid, and under a sky of dark clouds pregnant with rain, when their lips touched again it felt as if the sun had broken through at long last.  
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    A slow simmer. The steady, even pace of their romance made it all the sweeter, as their kisses grew longer and more passionate. Each time was like tasting an elixir sweeter than the last.  
 
    “Come to my hut,” she said one evening after they’d eaten together. “Later, when it is dark.” 
 
    The next two hours crawled more slowly than any before. Mortis passed the time by selecting his finest boots, trousers and shirt, the only set that weren’t worn and full of holes. He shaved his beard, which carried the roughness of a fortnight of growth. He even wet his hair, fighting the unruly spots he typically ignored into submission.  
 
    His heart was the thunder of an entire company of cavalry riding into battle. He was certain everyone he passed could see the excitement on his face, though the shadows were deep enough to hide such subtleties.  
 
    When he reached her door, he knocked twice, softly. When there was no answer, he knocked louder. Still, nothing.  
 
    The night was calm and silent, save for the sound of his own breaths leaving his lips.  
 
    Something felt…off. Wrong, like the moons had failed to rise and the stars had winked out.  
 
    “Scarlett?” he said through the door. “Are you home?” 
 
    No answer. The windows were dark and shrouded by curtains. Perhaps she fell asleep, he thought. Perhaps I waited too long to come. 
 
    The answers felt empty and cold.  
 
    Fear rose in him, and, somehow, he knew what he would find when he pushed open the door, which was unlocked, shoving in with the slightest of creaks.  
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    Whyohwhyohwhy…, he thought as the memories faded. 
 
    Nothing made sense. Who would murder a ladies’ maid? Who would take a life so beautiful as Scarlett’s? 
 
    The guards hustled him along, cursing each time he stumbled. Try as he might, there was no strength left in his legs, nor his arms. Mortis was a stuffed life-size doll shoved hither and thither.  
 
    Suddenly, they stopped.  
 
    Mortis saw nothing. Felt everything.  
 
    “What do we have here?” a voice said. “This is the woodcutter, is it not? Why have you brought him to me? Is that…blood?” 
 
    The voice was familiar, but not enough to arouse his curiosity. Nothing would ever again.  
 
    The guard shoved him forward, into a halo of orange light. “Found him in one of the maid’s huts covered in her blood. He was making a strange sound.” 
 
    “Wrath. And the maid?” the voice said. 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    The word fell from the man’s lips far too easily, which finally snapped Mortis out of his stupor. His head jerked up and he saw the man standing before him.  
 
    Lord Farley Loren was clothed in fine white trousers and a puffy white shirt tied at the front. Black leather boots matched his belt and scabbard, from which hung a longsword. Though he was young to be a lord, his father had died during the War of Independence, leaving responsibility for their house to him. It was generally known that his father had been fleeing the battle rather than running into it when he was struck down by an enemy arrow. The battle was later coined the War of Roses due to the way the patterns of bloodstains resembled fallen rose petals when viewed from afar.  
 
    The rumors about his father’s cowardliness had left a black stain on the reputation of the Lorens, and Lord Farley had been overcompensating ever since. It was known by many that what he desired most was to wrest control of the colonies from Verner Gäric, a war hero whose grandfather, Heinrich, was something of a legend, having discovered these very lands. Verner was now an old man and rarely seen, and though he had a son, his son was even more of a recluse. 
 
    Lord Farley, however, loved to be seen, and was currently serving as captain of the guard for Knight’s End. 
 
    “Did you kill her, woodcutter?” Lord Farley asked. A white bandage was tight against the skin above his left eye.  
 
    She has a name, Mortis wanted to say. And so do I, though the latter no longer felt true. As for the lord’s accusation, he could only say, “I loved her.” 
 
    “Should we call upon the Furies?” one of the guards asked the lord. 
 
    Lord Farley seemed to consider the question for a moment before shaking his head. “No. I shall investigate the matter myself. The truth should be discovered easily enough.” 
 
    The truth. What did the truth matter when she was already lost to him? What would it change? Mortis felt himself falling down a long narrow shaft—like the well that Scarlett visited so often. Eventually, he knew, he would reach the bottom with a splash, and then sink sink sink… 
 
    Once more, he was dragged along like a naughty child. All he wanted to do was lie down and fade away. 
 
    When his fingers moved at his sides, they were sticky with blood. He clamped his eyes shut and tried not to think about it, tried to pretend this was all a dream—a bad, bad dream. 
 
    A slamming sound jarred his eyes open. “What are you—” 
 
    Slam! 
 
    The sound reverberated around his skull. 
 
    Slam! 
 
    One of the guards was kicking in his door. Again, nothing made sense. 
 
    Slam! 
 
    Until it did. Did you kill her, woodcutter? the lord had asked.  
 
    They think I… 
 
    “I would never hurt her,” he ground out, surprised his voice still worked, that his lips had the strength to open. But they did have strength, and for the first time since he found…her…Mortis felt a new emotion rising to blot out the pain, the sadness.  
 
    And it was anger.  
 
    “Quiet, woodcutter,” Lord Farley said, nodding to the guard to continue. Slam! “We shall learn the truth, one way or another.” 
 
    Slam-crash! The door flew open, the lock splintering the wood, one of the hinges cracking from its mount. The guards went in first, their heads swiveling to and fro, before turning back and beckoning to the prince. “’Tis empty,” one said, the man with the bruising grip.  
 
    That’s when Mortis felt the tip of the lord’s blade against his back. He glanced around at the young man, and could see the cold calculation in his eyes. A piece of the puzzle fell into place. Something Scarlett had once told him about Lord Farley.  
 
    She’d sat with her knees pulled up to her chest, her arms wrapped around her legs. She’d had a distant look in her eyes. Mortis had asked her what it was like to serve the wealthy every day. “It’s like being a possession,” she’d said. “I’m invisible to the ladies, until they need something. But the men…they always see me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mortis had asked.  
 
    “They look at me like they’re starving. They…undress me with their eyes.” 
 
    It had startled Mortis, causing the very core of him to rise up in protest. “They claim to be devout followers of Wrath!” he’d said, his voice rising.  
 
    “Do you believe me?” The question had hung in the air, and Mortis could feel the importance of it. To her. It was important to her. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    She’d turned to him and smiled, and then leaned in for a kiss. 
 
    Normally, Mortis would have gladly accepted such a gesture, but not on that night. He’d grasped her chin between both hands instead. “Have any of them ever…touched you?” 
 
    Unshed tears had sparkled in her eyes, and she didn’t have to answer for him to know. Yes. Perhaps it had been a casual touch, almost made to appear accidental—a grasp, a clutch, a bump—but that didn’t change what it had done to her, this strong, proud, beautiful woman. She looked scared and violated. 
 
    “Who?” Mortis had growled.  
 
    She’d shaken her head. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It matters to me.” 
 
    “I know,” she’d said, clutching his hand in hers. “And that’s why I love you.” 
 
    No matter how hard he’d tried to learn which of the lords in the castle had been harassing her, she’d refused to answer. Now he knew why.  
 
    She was afraid of what Mortis might do. Because it wasn’t just any of the lords. 
 
    It was the most powerful of them all—Lord Farley.  
 
    His sadness didn’t vanish so much as get pushed to the bottom of a cauldron boiling over with his rage. “What did you do?” he said, his eyes locked with the lord’s steely stare. Such insolence could get a man locked in the dungeons, but Mortis was beyond caring. Far beyond.  
 
    “Nothing,” Lord Farley said with a smug smile. “It’s you who did something.” 
 
    At that same moment, one of the guards yelled, “We found something, my lord.” 
 
    Mortis stared at the lord, whose sword arm hadn’t wavered in the slightest. With the tiniest bit of pressure, he could run steel through Mortis’s body. He could take away the pain, the anger, the life that no longer felt worth living.  
 
    He didn’t—at least, not yet. “Go inside and face the truth,” Lord Farley said.  
 
    Mortis considered attacking the lord. Why not? He had nothing more he could lose. But first he needed to know what they’d found. 
 
    He marched into the cabin that no longer felt like his, but the home of a stranger. Everything inside was his—the carvings of animals on the walls, a hobby of his; the old, battered pots and pans, drying on the rack; the too-small bed in the corner, its covers yanked back by the soldiers—but he no longer cherished any of it.  
 
    And his axe. 
 
    His axe. 
 
    A woodcutter cared for their axe like a mother for a child. He sharpened it daily, oiled it before bed. Replaced the wooden handle whenever it became overly notched. Placed it in its rack, where it was now.  
 
    Beneath it was a dark puddle. Small drips fell from the blade from time to time, splashing, causing tiny ripples to appear.  
 
    No. 
 
    Everything was worse now. He could hardly bear the knowledge that she was gone, but to know it had been his axe…the very same she’d handled so expertly on the day of their first meeting. 
 
    It broke something in him.  
 
    If he was angry before, he was livid now. A pinprick in his back, the pressure of a meaningless blade wielded by a pathetic man who’d taken everything from him.  
 
    He took a step forward and the blade at his back followed. “Arrest this man,” Lord Farley said. The guards stepped forward. 
 
    There were two ways to play this: Allow himself to be arrested, tried, and executed, or fight now and die.  
 
    The lord seemed to sense his intention. “Don’t,” he said. “I won’t hesitate.” 
 
    Mortis dropped to his knees.  
 
    “Good,” the lord said. “It is better this way.” 
 
    Mortis closed his eyes, fighting off the images that assaulted him. The prince’s subtle gropes and grabs—first Scarlett’s bottom, then her breasts. Maybe she’d snapped at him, told him to sod off. It was something she would do. She wasn’t a woman to be trifled with.  
 
    He could see the lord laughing it off in that devil-may-care way of his. He could see her fiery nature only making him more determined. “What did you do to her?” he whispered. 
 
    “What was that, woodcutter?” 
 
    Mortis didn’t need an answer. Lord Farley had gone to her that night. She’d opened her door, expecting Mortis. He’d forced his way inside. He’d forced himself upon her. She would’ve resisted. He would’ve hit her, tried to subdue her, but she was no easy prey. She would’ve scratched and clawed and— 
 
    The bandage above his left eye.  
 
    “You’re a murderer,” Mortis said.  
 
    “The evidence tells a different tale,” the lord said.  
 
    The guards were close now, their boot falls vibrating the floor just beyond.  
 
    “I demand a fair trial,” Mortis said. 
 
    “You will get one, though it won’t change the outcome.” 
 
    Rough hands on him, dragging him to his feet. The clink of iron manacles being prepared. The swell of his lungs as he heaved in a breath. 
 
    I will not go quietly. 
 
    His shoulders sagged, as they might expect. Because he was broken, defeated.  
 
    Or so they thought.  
 
    Suddenly, he surged forward, his eyes flashing open. One of the guard’s grips was broken while the other managed to hang onto his wrist. He whipped his freed hand around, slamming his fist into the second guard’s nose.  
 
    Mortis was strong from cutting and hauling wood day in and day out. The guard sank like a dropped stone. Lord Farley was shouting something, though the words were meaningless to Mortis, because instead of whirling to face the other guard, he dove for his axe, clutching the familiar handle like an old friend, swinging it around with precision, steel flashing.  
 
    It sunk deep into the guard’s chest, his eyes widening, his mouth bursting open with a gasp. The guard’s own weapon, which was now clutched in his hand, slipped from fingers sapped of all strength.  
 
    The lord of House Loren stared at him, his smug expression gone. His grip tightened on his sword, but Mortis didn’t fear it. Though the prince had been trained as a master swordsman from birth, his own pain would more than make up the difference.  
 
    The lord seemed to realize the same, because he turned tail and fled.  
 
    Mortis charged out into the night, but swiftly realized he could not catch him. Mortis was a larger man, not fleet of foot, while the lord was slender and lithe and came from a family of runners. By the time Farley reached the castle doors, the odds would be greatly stacked against Mortis.  
 
    He longed to go to her, to Scarlett. To hold her. To give her the final rest she deserved.  
 
    But then you will be found and executed.  
 
    I will kill them all.  
 
    That’s impossible. And the one you want vengeance on most won’t come anywhere near you.  
 
    I can’t leave her. 
 
    It’s what she would want. 
 
    What would she want? 
 
    The answer to his internal debate came as pure and clear as a bright morning sunbeam.  
 
    She would want you to live. 
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    He ran. He used the small wooden door in the castle wall that was for him, leading into the forest. How often had he passed through this door to fell trees, cutting them into sections and hauling them into the castle to be split into firewood for the lords and ladies? As he plunged through the darkness, branches whipping across his face, slashing his skin, he wondered how many of those logs had warmed Lord Farley’s bedchamber. 
 
    The desire to go back and seek vengeance rose again like a dark tide, but he swallowed it down.  
 
    Scarlett wouldn’t want that. It was that truth that drove him onwards, until his strength faltered under the powerful weight of grief pressing down upon his shoulders.  
 
    He collapsed, his entire body shaking, barely noticing the sharp thorns and stones piercing his clothes and skin. Sounds emerged from his throat he didn’t know he was capable of forming. Animal sounds. Gurgles and croaks and groans and growls.  
 
    His face was wet. His hands were crusted with blood.  
 
    My axe, he thought, realizing he was no longer carrying it. Somewhere along the way he’d dropped his only weapon.  
 
    He curled his knees to his chest, holding them tight, like a newborn babe trying to recreate the comfort of sleeping in the womb. The tears stopped as he rocked back and forth. 
 
    Finally, he stopped moving. Finally, he slept. 
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    Mortis awoke to the sound of dogs barking.  
 
    He squinted, though it wasn’t bright in the forest, the thick, leafy canopy blocking out the early morning sunlight. Where am— 
 
    Bile rose in his throat, memories flashing. Oh Wrath.  
 
    Oh Scarlett. 
 
    He swallowed the bitterness, trying to think. The sounds of the dogs were still distant, but he knew they would get closer quickly as they tracked his scent. He could lay here and let them find him. At the least, they could make his pain go away forever.  
 
    Pain is what reminds us that we’re alive.  
 
    His entire body jolted, as if she had whispered in his ear, her breath hot on his skin. But no, it was just a warm breeze, and the voice was in his mind, a memory of something Scarlett had once said to him. A large splinter had broken from her cart and pierced her skin. Mortis had removed it for her, warning her that it would hurt. That’s how she had responded, gritting her teeth as he’d used a heated pin and tweezers to remove it. She hadn’t so much as whimpered, though she’d released a sharp breath when he’d finished.  
 
    I am alive. I am living for her now. 
 
    The thought gave him strength enough to push to his feet. His body ached. Dried blood trickled from a dozen puncture wounds. He plucked out the thorns and nettles, tossing them aside. The baying of the dogs was closer now.  
 
    He ran, his mouth dry, his stomach empty and hungry.  
 
    Water, he thought. Not to drink, but to cross. It was the only way he’d be able to mask his scent from the trackers. Mortis knew these woods inside and out, as he’d traipsed far and wide searching for the best wood for his carvings. There were numerous streams and creeks, but the largest ran from north to south. To the north, it eventually widened into a sizable river, before meandering east toward the thriving colony of Bethany, which lay under the shadow of the Mournful Mountains.  
 
    Mortis wondered whether he could hide there. Whether he could start a new life with a new name.  
 
    It was a fool’s dream, he knew. The lord would hunt him to any of the new settlements. From Talis in the south to Restor along the Western Road. Anywhere he went, he would be hunted. Including Bethany. 
 
    Which left several options: 
 
    The least expected direction would be south, where skirmishes with the natives in the empires of Phanes and Calyp were common. It was said the border colonies were more like ghost towns these days, their refugees tramping down grass and flower as they retreated across the Forbidden Plains seeking protection. No, he couldn’t go there, which meant certain death.  
 
    North was an option, but the frozen mountains and tundra were unforgiving during the warmest of seasons, and in winter they were deadly. Though temperatures were cooler in Crimea than in Knight’s End, Mortis had not seen snow in years. No, north was too great a risk. 
 
    Which left east. Already rumors had been circulating of explorers and colonists fording the Spear, the largest river in the lands, separating the west from the east. At least one colony had sprung up out of nothing on the river’s eastern bank. It was called Portage. Surely Lord Farley wouldn’t pursue him that far.  
 
    All these thoughts passed through Mortis’s mind in a few moments, as he wound his way through the thick undergrowth and tightly packed trees. It felt good to have a direction, something to run toward, rather than the ghosts he was running from.  
 
    The baying of the hounds, however, grew ever closer, more frenzied now that they sensed their prey was within range.  
 
    Where is it? Mortis thought, expecting to see the burbling brook around each tree, past each gnarled hedge.  
 
    He looked back and thought he saw the flash of fur, but it might’ve been his imagination.  
 
    Climbing a tree would buy him time, but then what? For one, he was no climber; and two, he would be stuck without food nor water. His pursuers would chop down the tree, or set fire to it.  
 
    She would want you to live. 
 
    It was that thought—that belief—that pushed strength into his weary legs. He ran faster, hurdling mossy logs and ducking under low hanging branches as he continued to swivel his gaze back and forth until— 
 
    There! 
 
    Like the blaze of a lightning strike in the dark of a stormy night, the ever-moving waters of the stream came into view, winding their way through the forest.  
 
    He half-jumped, half-stumbled down the shallow embankment, plunging his boots into the brook, which, this time of year, rose only knee-high. A small blessing, which allowed him to run not across the water, but along it. The hounds would track his scent to the water’s edge and then their masters would naturally begin searching directly across on the opposite bank. Going downstream would be easier, but his pursuers might assume the same.  
 
    Mortis headed upstream, shoving through the water with his boots, oblivious to the chilly water filling them, pushing between his toes, like it had the first day he met Scarlett, when he’d spilled so much water on himself. Rounded rocks rolled and shifted under his trod, but he managed not to fall, his arms extended to either side for balance.  
 
    He glanced back. Once, twice.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    He could still hear the hounds, but they had not yet reached the stream, which, just ahead, curved to the right and out of sight. More determined than ever, he fought against the brisk current, more jogging than wading now. He almost stumbled but maintained his footing. 
 
    And then he was around the bend, just as he heard the barking reach a crescendo and a male shout spill out from the forest.  
 
    It made him want to freeze. 
 
    He did not, taking advantage of every second and driving further upstream. The water level rose until it was waist-high, but he soldiered on, relishing the scent-masking fluid. Every now and then he scooped handfuls into his mouth, quenching his thirst. It did little for his hunger, but that could be dealt with when the imminent danger had passed.  
 
    The sounds of pursuit grew more distant with every step, every bend in the stream, which was quickly becoming a river.  
 
    When the last yips faded beyond hearing, Mortis finally dragged himself from the water, soaked to the skin, his heart still pounding, but slower than before.  
 
    It was no time to grow complacent. The trackers would split up, each following the river with their hounds in a different direction. Eventually his scent would be discovered again. He considered that truth, and then plunged back into the water, which seemed colder now. He crossed over and used protruding roots to clamber up the steep embankment on the western side. It was what they would least expect.  
 
    From there he raced along the river’s edge. Thankfully the forest wasn’t as thick here, and he made better time, winding his way through a place that felt like home again. His sanctuary. He’d built a life within its bounds, and now it was saving him.  
 
    But do I want to be saved? 
 
    He fought off the thought, but it continued to swell within him, his only companion.  
 
    Live for her, live for her, live for… 
 
    “Her.” He realized he’d been speaking aloud the entire time, repeating the three words over and over like a chant. He didn’t stop—couldn’t stop—the words driving him toward something he couldn’t yet visualize.  
 
    When his mouth grew dry, he drank. When his stomach growled, he growled back at it. When his legs grew weary, he stopped to rest them briefly before continuing his flight. Distance was his only hope, and even hounds needed to sleep sometime.  
 
    He didn’t stop until he could no longer see where to place the next step, fearing he’d fall headlong into the river and drown. He slept where he fell, covering himself with fallen leaves and dirt. 
 
    Sleep took him almost immediately, but not before he saw her face. 
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    The next day brought sounds of birds chirping and leaves rustling and waters burbling. 
 
    No baying hounds. No shouting men.  
 
    He was shivering from the cold, but almost laughed. He’d done it. Somehow, some way, he’d escaped.  
 
    Mortis peeled off his shirt and wrung out what was left of the moisture. Then he did the same with his pants, laying them out to dry in a patch of sunlight warming a broad, flat rock. His boots were next, and when he turned them upside down it created a waterfall. It had been foolish to sleep with them on the night before, but he’d been too exhausted to care. His socks were like leeches stuck to his skin, sopping, and when he dragged them off they revealed pale, wrinkled toes that were more like salted slugs. They went beside his other clothes, as did his undergarments. Naked, he baked in the sun, ignoring the hunger pangs continuing to rumble within him.  
 
    Eventually, however, he could ignore them no longer, his stomach feeling like a shrunken water skin, aching with need.  
 
    Careful not to dash his bare feet on a stone or step on any thorns, he foraged for roots and berries. He found a brickleberry bush, but the pink berries were unripe and bitter, several months from the red sweetness that made for his favorite kind of pie. Still, they were better than nothing, and he chewed them until his mouth felt numb, forcing himself to swallow each half-chewed bite. He also managed to scrounge in the dirt for some edible mushrooms, though they were shriveled and did little to satisfy his hunger.  
 
    He was still searching when a sound made him freeze, goosepimples rising on the back of his neck. 
 
    The hounds were back.  
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    He dragged on his half-dry pants and shoved his feet into his boots, scooping up his socks, undergarments and shirt, tucking them under one arm. And then he ran. He didn’t return to the water, fearing the hounds would catch up as they ran along the embankment. 
 
    At first he stuck to the water’s edge, but the barks grew louder, closer, and he knew he would be caught.  
 
    Do they have my scent or are they seeking it? If they were on the western side, then they had picked up his trail and the only option was to dive back into the water. But if they were on the eastern side… 
 
    Relying on nothing but instinct, he made a decision, departing from the river and tiptoeing back into the forest, careful not to step on leaf or branch. The dogs had other ways of finding him than their noses. When he was a fair distance from the stream but still within sight, he stopped and crouched behind the trunk of a large tree. He wrapped his shirt around his shoulders and torso like a shawl, and peeked out.  
 
    For a while all he heard were the dogs, but then— 
 
    A voice, barely audible over the hounds.  
 
    “This is pointless. He’s gone.” Mortis slid fully behind the tree when the speaker came into view, but not before he caught a glimpse. There were five, maybe six, hounds tethered together, their leashes connected to a longer rope, which was gripped by the first man. From a distance, it was hard to make out any details, but it was clear he wore light armor but no helmet.  
 
    A response from another man. “Farley ’ill have our hides if we return emptyhanded.” 
 
    Mortis’s heart beat steadily in his chest, ignoring the urge to look again. They don’t have my trail, he thought. Which meant they were still on the opposite side. But if they called off the search now and crossed back over the river… 
 
    The dogs would find him in short order. His heart began to race, his mind churning through his chances, which were slim. 
 
    More grumbling from the first. 
 
    “Shut yer yappin’,” the second man said.  
 
    Mortis chanced another look, spotting both men between the trees as they moved further along the opposite edge of the river. There were no others. Only two, he thought. I could kill them. 
 
    A laugh almost slipped from his lips but he clamped them tight together. Yes, he had killed a man for the first time the night before, but that didn’t make him a killer. He was weaponless and outnumbered and the fires that had stoked his prior actions had long faded into the shadows of his heart.  
 
    Plus, they had the dogs, which would rip him to shreds. No, fighting would be a last resort.  
 
    Eventually the first man will win the argument. They will cross over. They will take the path of least resistance, heading back downstream. They will pick up my scent.  
 
    There was nothing for it. As soon as the sounds of the hounds vanished again, he slipped through the forest and into the water. This time, however, he held his clothes and boots above his head, saving him from another frigid, sleepless night.  
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    Mortis never saw his pursuers again, and after three more days in the forest he finally admitted to himself that he was safe.  
 
    It was a feeling that held mixed emotions for him. Because he had failed to keep her safe. Because he wasn’t sure he deserved safety.  
 
    But such feelings were counterproductive, and Mortis managed to place them in an iron box, which he locked and hid to be opened and examined another time. Instead, his focus went to survival. He wasn’t willing to risk a fire yet, so he stuck to foraging, finding several mealy apples and some acorns that were so hard he had to grind them into powder between two stones in order to chew and swallow them.  
 
    The days passed in a blur of unsatisfying meals and aching muscles, his feet growing ever more calloused.  
 
    And then, one day, he reached the end of the forest, the rolling green hills marching all the way to the sea to the north, and to the great forest known as the Tangle to the east. Connecting the two were the snowcapped Mournful Mountains, the barrier to the north. Somewhere in their shadow lay Bethany, which supposedly bore a population in excess of two-thousand souls now, though more and more colonists were flocking to the village in hopes of finding their fortune. It was said a castle was even being built, and that one of the wealthy Houses of Knight’s End had already won the bidding.  
 
    I cannot go there, Mortis thought. I cannot go anywhere. 
 
    Except perhaps east. It was this thought, this hope, that helped him put one foot in front of the other, though they felt like heavy stones strapped to his ankles.  
 
    He set out across the rolling hills, seeking something he couldn’t yet define.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    One week later 
 
      
 
    Mortis was nestled behind a steep, grassy rise, watching the caravan move slowly across the terrain. There were six wagons in total, all covered, drawn by a mix of hunch-backed horses, lowing cattle, and mules. The latter were pulling the last cart, a pair of gray beasts that seemed to fight every step, requiring the lash of their master’s whip.  
 
    Children ran along the edges of the procession, laughing and playing. Women sat with their feet dangling from the backs of the carts, knitting or pressing their hands into bowls—kneading bread dough perhaps. The men drove the horses, cattle, and mules.  
 
    Other than the whips, Mortis couldn’t make out any other weapons, though he was certain they would have knives at the least, and perhaps bows for hunting. But there were no swords, and none of them carried the wary look of soldiers. No, these were frontiersmen and women, off to seek a better life for their families. Had they been further south, perhaps they might’ve been on the road to Restor or one of the other traveler villages, but this far north, and with their bearing directly to the east…there was only one possibility. 
 
    These people wanted to cross Hyro Lake and find Portage.  
 
    Movement caught his attention to the west. His breath caught for a second but then eased out as he realized it was another caravan, slightly larger and longer than the first. Behind that one was another, and another, the wagons stretching as far as the eye could see.  
 
    Mortis knew these people. Not personally, but their type. For he was one of them. Dreamers. Freedom-seekers. It was the same mentality that had made him to save enough coin to board a ship across the Crimean Sea. They hated being under the thumb of a lord or lady, and the construction of a castle in Bethany had been enough to drive them from the growing city.  
 
    By necessity, Mortis had fallen into the employ of the castle at Knight’s End, but he’d never felt comfortable there. If not for his daily escape into the woods, he wasn’t sure he would’ve lasted as long in the position.  
 
    This is where I belong. 
 
    The thought struck him hard in the chest, not only because of its trueness, but because of the pain that came along with it. Because of what—who—was missing.  
 
    Perhaps he deserved to be alone. But perhaps not.  
 
    He stood, crested the hill, and started toward the first caravan.  
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    One month later 
 
      
 
    Surrounded by people—kind, generous people—Mortis felt as alone as ever.  
 
    They’d accepted him without pause, and though he’d felt their eyes appraising his bedraggled condition and the fact that he carried no supplies or luggage other than the clothes on his back, they’d never questioned him for it, lending him their own extra things, which he promised to repay through his labors around camp. 
 
    There was Bern, with his quick-to-smile face and litany of japes that always seemed on the tip of his tongue. And his wife, Naomi, with her own shrewd wit and ability to see into his thoughts and feelings with such accuracy it scared him. Their children should’ve brought him joy, Marcus and Violet and Otis, with their excess of energy and requests for rides on his broad shoulders. Five other families traveled with them, too, and they were all in the same category of good people. Rare people, these days at least. 
 
    Mortis would smile sometimes, and even let a laugh slip now and again, but they never reached the core of him the way they used to. The way they always did with Scarlett.  
 
    The Tangle had been a pleasant surprise. From a distance, the thick forest had appeared gnarled and impenetrable, but as they entered the shadowy wood the secret paths seemed to make themselves known to the weary travelers, and whenever they required sustenance they would find a bush ripe with sweet berries bursting with juice or a tree dropping crunchy nuts. There was water aplenty as well, both from the diamond-clear streams and the occasional misting rains, which pooled from above in large purple cup-like leaves that grew throughout the wood. They’d even been able to bring their caravans and horses through, something they hadn’t expected.  
 
    If Mortis didn’t know better, he’d say the Tangle was magical.  
 
    Still, despite all that, Mortis waged a daily battle with the urge to slip away without a goodbye. Because all the goodness he’d experienced since his harried flight through the western woods only reminded him of all the goodness he’d lost. Not the goodness, the bestness. How did one go on when the very best part of them had been stripped away? How did one move forward when their current life felt but a pale shade of their former?  
 
    Mortis gritted his teeth and took another step. One foot in front of the other, that was how. Ahead of him, there was a shout from one of the children. It wasn’t an unusual sound, for they shouted about every new discovery, from the colorful four-winged butterflies as large as dinner plates to the holes they found in several of the trees that were like strange looking-glasses into another world, a bleak and desolate place devoid of anything but wind and stone.  
 
    But this was a different sound, echoing from not only child to child, but from adult to adult, the excitement palpable in the tone of each cry.  
 
    Mortis quickened his pace, because he needed a new distraction, something to take his mind off anything but the great unknown of the future.  
 
    Ahead, the wood finally ended.  
 
    A lake spread out before them, its surface rippling slightly as a current dragged fallen leaves left to right, downstream, where they would eventually flow into the Spear and, finally, the Burning Sea.  
 
    Mortis wondered if he would float that far if he eased himself into the water, dipping his head back into the current, closing his eyes. Could he float forever? 
 
    The mirthful cries of splashing and play drew him from his reverie. It wasn’t just the children, but their parents too, plunging into the water clothes and all.  
 
    Mortis could hear the baying of hounds, the shouts of pursuit. He could feel his own soaked clothes sucking at his skin as he fought the current. He could remember the exact moment when he noticed his hands were clean again, no longer bloodstained.  
 
    “Mortie?” a voice said and he snapped his head to the side, surprised.  
 
    “I told you not to call me that,” he said automatically.  
 
    Bern chuckled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. Though he wasn’t old old, he bore laugh lines aplenty, even when he wasn’t laughing. His hair was sandy, just the edges tipped with gray. He wore a brown traveling cloak that covered most of his short, rotund form. “Mortis sounds so…stiff.”  
 
    It was an old joke, but the perpetually amused man never seemed to tire of it.  
 
    Occasionally, Mortis would laugh, but he couldn’t manage it today. Not even a thin smile. Instead he looked back at the water, his eyes tracing a path to the opposite side, where a series of small structures arose. Ant-like forms moved amongst them. People.  
 
    Portage, Mortis thought. We made it. There were several wooden docks nestled against the shore, mirrored on this side as well. Boats shoved off from them, ferrying across. More colonists must arrive every day. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Bern asked, his own smile fading. 
 
    Mortis had told them nothing of his past, only that he was a woodcutter, but not that he’d been in the employ of the castle at Knight’s End. History was dangerous, even amongst friends.  
 
    And he had no idea how to answer such a simple question. “I am…trying,” was all he could manage.  
 
    Bern nodded, as if he understood the layers behind the vague three-word answer. “Aye. We all are. And that’s what counts, isn’t it?” 
 
    Given the man’s propensity for humor, it always surprised Mortis when he turned from mirth to seriousness in the blink of an eye. “Is it?” 
 
    There was a twinkle in the man’s dark green eyes. “Honestly? I don’t rightly know!” 
 
    Bern did smile this time, genuinely, because he didn’t either. He wondered whether it was true of all humans, even those who appeared confident and untouchable on the outside, men like Lord Farley Loren.  
 
    “You’re not going to do anything foolish, are you?” Bern asked now. There was a lightness in his tone that belied the caring the statement implied.  
 
    “Like swim with my clothes on?” he said, gesturing to the others. 
 
    Bern smirked. “Good point.” He threw his cloak aside and began tugging at his shirt, his pale round belly popping free like a broken button. By the time he was down to his underclothes, he was already stumbling toward the water, leaping into the air and smacking down with a cringeworthy slap that displaced enough water that Mortis feared he would drain the lake.  
 
    He tried to laugh. He tried.  
 
    Instead, he watched the first of several boats growing closer and closer as they skated across the lake. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    One month later 
 
      
 
    Portage was a place full of challenges, as was any new colony. Providing enough food for the ever-growing population; constructing shelters; digging privies. Mortis threw himself into the work, making the daily voyage across the lake, loading his boat with wood from the Tangle to use for fuel and timber. At first he’d borrowed an axe, a fine tool lent by one of the primary builders for the burgeoning village, but upon seeing Mortis’s level of production, the man had given it to him freely.  
 
    Mortis felt the weight of it every day as it hung from his belt.  
 
    The memories no longer assaulted him the way they had, but he still awoke soaked in sweat in the middle of the night. Thankfully, he never recalled the nightmares, and he’d learned to control his thoughts.  
 
    This is my fresh start, he thought as he hauled the boat toward the lake. No new colonists had arrived for several days, and the surface of the water was so undisturbed it might’ve been the silver span of an enormous mirror, reflecting the fluffy white clouds crossing the bluest sky Mortis had ever seen.  
 
    And yet nothing felt right.  
 
    He jolted to a stop, unable to breathe, dropping the boat, sinking to his knees, feeling the hard line of his axe digging into his hip.  
 
    He gasped and heaved and watched tears drip to the ground, wondering how they’d appeared so quickly, like phantoms emerging from a misty morning.  
 
    I can’t live like this, he thought, though it wasn’t a desire to die. No, he was living for her, and that had to mean something. What he meant was something else. That he couldn’t live here, in this new village, with these free-spirited people. Because he didn’t feel the same excitement they felt. His soul felt…aged, like he’d lived a thousand lifetimes in the span of a year.  
 
    He knew he had to live another one—but not here.  
 
    Mortis pulled the axe from its holster and dropped it in the boat.  
 
    He would tell Bern and his family, and the others from the caravan that had brought him this far.  
 
    And then he would go.  
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    One month later 
 
      
 
    There was a reason the colonists from the west hadn’t traveled further east than Portage thus far.  
 
    The natives.  
 
    When these lands had first been discovered, explorers had pushed toward all corners of it. The north had been found to be a cold and bleak place. Even the original discoverer, Heinrich Gäric, had attempted to explore it, but his expedition had ended in tragedy, as he and most of his men perished on the frozen tundra. His son, Tomas, and several others survived, but refused to tell the tale. To the south, expeditionary forces had been met with significant resistance, and further expansion had been deemed impossible, at least for the time being.  
 
    The east, however, had been a different story. The westerners had no problems crossing either the lake or the river, finding the east to be a hospitable land with good soil, lush grass, plenty of water, and a temperate climate.  
 
    After what had happened in the south, each expedition was protected by a small military force, a mix of infantry, cavalry, and archers. The first such expedition that had attempted to travel from the lake to the eastern shore had not returned. The second achieved the same result. The third, however, had one survivor. The man claimed the natives to the east were witches and wizards, their hair infused with starlight, their eyes made from jewels of many colors, from which they got their power. The rest of their bodies are constructed of iron, he’d said, or at least that was how the rumors and gossip back in Knight’s End had told it.  
 
    He’d also claimed they’d let him survive, but he’d been made to promise to deliver a warning: Stop expansion to the east.  
 
    There was no threat attached to the statement, but there didn’t need to be. The lost expeditions were threat enough.  
 
    For a time—more than a decade—all attempts to explore and colonize the east had ceased. But as often happens, history is forgotten and children become men and women determined to do something more than those who came before them.  
 
    A fourth expedition departed for the east, determined to succeed where others had failed. It was a larger force than any of its predecessors, several hundred able-bodied soldiers who had survived skirmishes with the southerners on multiple occasions. They would return with the truth, it was said. None doubted them, least of all themselves. 
 
    None returned.  
 
    More time went by. Portage was founded by a small group of colonizers without military aid. They were content to settle on the eastern bank of the lake. None pushed further east.  
 
    Until Mortis Ironclad.  
 
    Not long after he’d departed Portage, he’d discovered a road of sorts, the grass trampled down, broken and greyed until it was more dirt than anything else. The trail was arrow-straight on what Mortis determined, after studying the positioning of the sun, was an easterly course. As he’d traveled, he saw not a single human, though the lands were home to a multitude of creatures, from spotted hares that dove into their burrows as he approached, to enormous elk with broad racks of antlers. He hadn’t tried to harm any of the creatures, for he’d departed the colony with a sack heavy with dried meat and berries. The sack was lighter now, but far from empty.  
 
    His water skins were refilled by occasional rainfall, and he never thirsted. All in all, he’d enjoyed sleeping under the stars on the plains. Sometimes loneliness pressed in around him, but he fought it off with thoughts of discovering whatever lay to the east, even if it was the last thing he did.  
 
    Am I seeking death? he wondered from time to time. After all, he knew the history of the four expeditions. “No,” he said now. He spoke aloud, for it felt natural when one was alone. “I am starting fresh.” But wasn’t Portage starting fresh? Why wasn’t it enough for him? Would anything ever be enough, or was he destined to walk these lands, from sea to sea, from horizon to horizon, for the rest of his days? 
 
    It was a question that nagged at him each and every day. 
 
    Mortis stopped, finally seeing with his mind what he suspected his eyes had seen for a while now.  
 
    An end to the flat grasslands. He squinted, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Is that…metal? 
 
    Spires rose high into the sky, reflecting sunlight. Not one or two, or even a few, but hundreds. Thousands. But these were no ordinary spires, for they had an asymmetry to them that seemed almost random, with beams shooting off to the sides at disjointed angles. Attached to the beams were millions of smaller tiny sheets of metal.  
 
    No, Mortis knew in his core. Not sheets. Leaves. And the beams are branches, the spires trunks.  
 
    This was the secret the four expeditions had taken with them to their graves.  
 
    An iron forest.  
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    From afar, the forest had seemed more faery tale than reality. Up close, there was no doubt it was real.  
 
    Mortis approached slowly, his eyes wide with wonder. There was no gradual shift from plains to forest. The first tree was several hundred feet high and so broad around it would take a dozen men linked hand in hand to surround it completely. The bark—if he could call it bark—was completely smooth, and appeared no different than the face of an axe.  
 
    Metal, he thought. There was no other way to describe it. He reached out to touch it, but stopped suddenly, his hand hovering a few inches away.  
 
    Had the tree…rippled? 
 
    He swore he saw it move slightly, like a pond disturbed by a dragonfly landing on its surface. 
 
    He shook his head, a nervous laugh escaping his lips. His mind was clearly playing tricks on him. Trees, whether made of wood or metal, didn’t ripple. Solid things didn’t carry the same characteristics as liquids.  
 
    Without another thought, he touched the tree.  
 
    His eyes widened as his finger sank into the surface, which hardened around it like water turned to ice in an instant. He tried to retract his hand, but it held fast. Panicking, he pulled harder but stopped when pain shot from finger to wrist to forearm. There was no give at all. If he wanted to dislodge his finger, he’d have to snap the bone in half.  
 
    His breath tight in his throat, his heart hammering, Mortis stared at the tree, trying to decide what to do. He was all alone. Even if he could muster the courage to remove his own finger, he had no blade. He couldn’t imagine the pain of trying to snap his bones and wrench his shattered flesh from the tree.  
 
    And then things got worse.  
 
    Further along the tree’s metal surface, something moved, an iron tendril darting out and grabbing his other hand. He cried out, fighting against the force, but it was impossibly strong, dragging his hand into the tree, where, once more, it stuck. Again, he tried to pull it out, but this time his efforts only made his arm sink further in, up to his elbow. 
 
    Desperation gripped him as tightly as the tree. 
 
    It all became clear to him in an instant—how those prior expeditions had vanished without a trace. The lone survivor had ranted about people made of metal and starlight, but what he’d seen were these ravenous iron trees eating his companions alive.  
 
    And this one was about to devour him, pulling him inside its liquid-metal surface until he no longer had air to breathe.  
 
    I’m sorry, Scarlett, he thought. I’m sorry I didn’t do better with my new life. I’m sorry I couldn’t offer you more.  
 
    One of his legs had been yanked into the tree now, but he barely noticed as he craned his head back to look up at the sky one more time.  
 
    His eyes, however, focused not on the sky but on an unexpected form, sitting high on a metal-sheathed branch. Her hair was made of starlight and her eyes as bright as jade. She appeared to be formed of metal, almost like another branch of the tree. She held a tall iron bow with the familiar grace of one who’d done so for years.  
 
    She smiled, and it was a young smile, a contradiction to her colorful eyes, which seemed full of the kind of experience one could only get from the passage of years. 
 
    And then she pulled back the bow, an arrow already nocked.  
 
    “Duck,” she said, and then she fired. 
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    Even if Mortis had had the presence of mind and time to duck, he wouldn’t have been able to, his arms and legs held fast by the liquid-iron tree.  
 
    That’s when the strangest thing happened: 
 
    Time slowed down.  
 
    He could see the approach of the arrow, which seemed to be fully constructed of iron, from tip to shaft to feather-like tail. He saw the rotation of the shaft, Saw the sharp tip as it flew toward him. Seconds passed, and it moved so slowly he could’ve reached out and snatched it from the air if he had the use of his arms.  
 
    Instead, it would be a painfully slow death, every beat of his heart moving the dart an inch closer. Its aim was true and there was no way to avoid it. He refused to blink, his eyes burning. His eyes crossed as it moved directly between them, moments away from splitting his skull in two.  
 
    This was it, and though it wasn’t the end he had imagined, at least he had seen this place.  
 
    Time stopped completely. 
 
    He stared at the tip of the arrow, which hovered before him, frozen. And then, like a memory replayed in reverse, it rocketed backwards, high up into the tree, where the iron woman caught it, a laugh falling from her lips. 
 
    Mortis managed a shuddering breath. He was still alive, for now at least.  
 
    “Who are you?” he asked.  
 
    The woman’s laugh vanished. “The stranger comes into our wood and begins asking questions? Humans.” She spat the last word out like a bitter taste.  
 
    Mortis was still held fast by the tree, but at least it wasn’t actively trying to entomb him any longer. He wondered if the woman had something to do with that, or if the tree had decided to spare him. Also, was she really a woman? She was unlike any woman he’d ever seen before. The pupils of her eyes were too narrow, black ovals amidst an effervescent green sea. He struggled to find words. 
 
    “Why did you come here?” she asked. 
 
    “I—” Why did I come here? Mortis wondered. Nothing about his decision to leave Portage was logical. Yes, he could tell himself it was to get even further away from those who might still pursue him, but that was a lie. “I couldn’t be around people anymore.”  
 
    His own words shocked him. Was that the truth? And if so, what did that mean for the rest of his existence, however long that may be?  
 
    She seemed surprised by the response as well. “The others came to steal our lands. They came with soldiers and weapons.” 
 
    “You killed them?” 
 
    She shrugged. “In a manner of speaking. Ironwood does not like strangers.” 
 
    Information that would’ve been useful before he’d touched the tree. “I got that.” 
 
    She chewed her lip, seeming to consider the situation. Then she slung her bow onto her back and swung her body over the branch. She dropped into empty space and his breath caught, because the height was too great for anyone to survive. Tendrils of liquid ore shot from the tree and she caught one, released it, and twisted in the air, catching another with her knees. Several more twists and acrobatic maneuvers and she landed just before him.  
 
    Mortis stared. He couldn’t help himself. What he could see of her skin was like fine porcelain, nestled between the curving lines of her armor. For that’s what it was, he realized now. It wasn’t that she was made of iron—it was that she was wearing iron. From a distance, the mistake was easy to make, because Mortis had never seen armor so exquisite, fitting her lithe body so perfectly it must’ve been forged directly onto her skin.  
 
    Which was impossible, because she’d be burned to death while the ore was shaped.  
 
    “Is there something on my face?” she asked, feeling around with mock interest. 
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry. It’s just, I’ve never seen such armor.” Nor a woman with the eyes of a cat. Nor hair like starbeams and silk.  
 
    “Of course you haven’t,” she said. “Only the Orians can channel the ore of the forest.” 
 
    “Channel?” 
 
    She ignored the question. “Tell me why I should let you live.” 
 
    He gaped. The way she said it was as easy and light as if she were asking him if she could borrow a cup of sugar. “I—I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    Her eyebrows arched and an unimpressed smirk filtered across her lips. “That’s your answer? The others begged, threatened, and tried to charm us.” 
 
    “And they failed, right?” 
 
    She seemed to concede the point. “You don’t have any weapons,” she said.  
 
    He shook his head. “I’m not here to fight.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    Again, it was a question he wished he knew the answer to. The only response he had was, “I walked.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. He could tell she was tiring of the conversation. When she opened them again, irritation flashed. “Why did you walk? Answer me or die.” 
 
    It would be so easy. Give another cryptic answer and she would shoot him with an arrow, for real this time.  
 
    Maybe there was a place after this life; maybe Scarlett was there.  
 
    It would be so easy. 
 
    But Mortis, despite all he’d been through, didn’t want to die. So he told her the truth—all of it, staring with, “My name is Mortis Ironclad…” 
 
    When he’d finished, she no longer looked angry. She looked at him differently, though he couldn’t tell whether the change was positive or negative.  
 
    She said, “My name is Sparrow Storm. And you are my prisoner.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The tree had released Mortis, but neither his hands nor feet were completely free, shackled together with iron manacles.  
 
    Now he marched through the magnificent iron forest—Ironwood, Sparrow had called it, an appropriate name—gazing at the wonders that surrounded him. It wasn’t only the trees that caught his interest, though they were impressive. The ground itself was iron in many places, spotted with sections of dirt from which plants grew. The smaller ones were mostly green, leafy things, but the larger they grew, the more the iron covered them. It was… 
 
    “Impossible,” he said, shaking his head. His body felt light, despite the iron cuffs he wore, like he’d entered a dream.  
 
    “You say impossible even though you see with your own eyes? Foolish human.” Sparrow’s eyes narrowed on him, and he thought he knew how a mouse felt trapped under a cat’s paw.  
 
    “You call me…human. Which means you are…” 
 
    “Not human,” she said. “Not fully.” 
 
    “Then what are you?” 
 
    “Orian. My people have lived in this forest for thousands of years, before we understood the ore. Before we could channel it.” 
 
    “You mean, control it.” 
 
    “No, I mean channel it. Why must humans control everything? Life should be a partnership. If everyone understood that, there would be no war, no violence. Forests would flourish rather than being chopped down.” 
 
    Mortis felt his cheeks warm. He was suddenly glad he’d decided to leave his axe behind. After all, what good would an axe be in a forest made of iron? 
 
    A different kind of feeling struck him too, a more abstract one. Who am I? His entire life he’d been a woodcutter. But who is a woodcutter without trees to fell? 
 
    His thoughts disappeared when Sparrow said, “You are Crimean, no?” 
 
    “I come from Crimea,” he said. 
 
    She frowned, her thin eyebrows like silver rainbows. “I don’t understand the distinction.” 
 
    He sighed. “People like me came seeking a new life, a new place. We remained Crimeans for a while, but then there was a war of independence. We won.” 
 
    She nodded, understanding filling her expression. “And now you seek to take our independence.” There was venom in the statement, and Mortis couldn’t blame her.  
 
    “There are those who are never satisfied,” he said slowly.  
 
    She stopped and he did the same. “But you are? Satisfied?” 
 
    “I was,” he said.  
 
    “Before this…Lord Farley Loren…murdered the woman you loved?” 
 
    The words were almost worse than if she’d shot a dozen arrows into his chest. He bit his lip and nodded.  
 
    She shook her head and continued walking. “Savages,” she muttered.  
 
    He couldn’t argue with that, even as he blinked away tears and followed.  
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    One week later 
 
      
 
    Being Sparrow’s prisoner was better than it sounded.  
 
    Though he was kept in a cage—formed of iron, of course, which seemed to shift and change whenever he wasn’t looking—it was open to the fresh air. A warm breeze passed between the bars. The cage was nestled in the boughs of a tall tree, well above the forest floor. At first the height was dizzying, but Mortis soon grew accustomed to it, appreciating how far he could see through the jumble of trees.  
 
    And there was much to see.  
 
    The animals, for one, were a beautiful curiosity. Butterflies with iron-sheathed wings danced and played on the wind around his cage, occasionally settling on his fingers, staring at him with strangely intelligent eyes. The first time he’d seek an ore hawk land on a nearby branch, with its broad silver-tinged wings and regal neck and scalp, it had taken his breath away.  
 
    And though waking up in the dark to a pair of glowing eyes was somewhat discomforting, Mortis had even learned to appreciate the ore panthers, even if he sometimes felt like they would eat him if Sparrow hadn’t told them not to.  
 
    The only animal he hadn’t seen yet was an ore monkey, and though the Orian children often called him one, he was beginning to believe they didn’t truly exist.  
 
    The children were looking at him now, as they often did, giggling and daring each other to go closer to his cage. Their hair was dark and only beginning to glisten with streaks of vibrant colors like the adult Orians. Their eyes were, however, cat-like, but the color was only beginning to come in, pale lavenders and oranges and sunflowers.  
 
    “I won’t bite,” Mortis said, though they never believed him. “My teeth aren’t even sharp.” He bared his teeth and they screamed and ran away, fighting for space on a narrow iron walkway that connected with a platform on the next tree. The entire forest seemed to be tethered together by the ore bridges, which allowed its inhabitants to cross large distances without ever setting foot on the ground.  
 
    It is no wonder the previous expeditions never stood a chance, he thought. They couldn’t fight an enemy they couldn’t see. 
 
    An enemy, he thought, watching the children scamper away. Is that what the Orians were to humans? Or had they made them their enemy by invading their lands with steel and helm? 
 
    Another form came into view, though she refused to use the walkways, channeling the ore into long vines that she gripped with only a single hand as she swung toward him. Sparrow’s long, silver hair caught the wind behind her, stretching out like a cape. When she reached the peak of her swing, she released the vine, somersaulted twice, and then landed atop his cage. The ore shifted and a hole began to open. Her feet came first, then the rest of her and she landed beside him. Ore trailed from her fingertips, but was swiftly channeled back into the roof, sealing it once more.  
 
    Watching Sparrow in action never failed to cause Mortis’s heart to skip a beat.  
 
    “The others want to kill you,” she said without preamble, a tiny smirk already on her lips.  
 
    Such threats no longer sent fingers of fear up his spine the way they did at the beginning of his captivity. In fact, they were part of his daily routine now. I eat threats for breakfast, he thought, accepting a piece of fruit that Sparrow handed to him. He bit into the plum, which was as sweet as a handful of sugar. “They should probably kill me then,” he said, still chewing.  
 
    “There’s juice on your chin,” Sparrow said, gesturing.  
 
    He shrugged. “I’m going to die, so…” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s not what I said. You’re mine, and no matter what they say, it’s my decision.” 
 
    Mortis knew it should’ve been disconcerting and offensive to be thought of as a possession, but it wasn’t, at least not yet. Perhaps it is the magic of this place… “But why?” 
 
    “Why haven’t I killed you? I don’t rightly know…” 
 
    “No. I mean why am I your prisoner. For what purpose?” 
 
    Another laugh. “I get bored easily. And you’re interesting.” 
 
    “Interesting how?” 
 
    “Like a new bug,” she said, shrugging. “I might be a century old, but that doesn’t mean I don’t like to have things to play with…” 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    “You didn’t know? I figured one of the children would’ve told you by now. Orians are fully grown by sixteen and then don’t age much physically until they’re at least a century and a half old.” 
 
    Mortis couldn’t be certain whether she was playing him for a fool or not, but he’d seen enough wonders from these people that he knew not to doubt her. “I’m thirty-two,” he said. “Wait, thirty-three, I think. Time passes differently now.” 
 
    She looked at him, her gaze never wavering. It was something she did sometimes, and he’d learned not to look away. It once made him uncomfortable, but not anymore.  
 
    Finally, she said, “Time passes the same as it always did. You just perceive it differently.” 
 
    Logically, he knew that, but it didn’t feel that way. He waved the truth away, juice dripping from the plum. Took another bite. “You can’t keep me locked up forever,” he said.  
 
    “Can’t I?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ll die of old age before you ever do, and then you’ll be stuck with a rotting corpse. The smell alone, can you imagine?” 
 
    “Are all humans so amusing?” she asked.  
 
    “Nay. Just me.” 
 
    “Are you ready for your history lesson?” 
 
    He was. Over the last week, Sparrow had taught him the Orians’ history, from over a century ago when the forest was just a forest, and they were just like humans—“But with better hygiene habits,” Sparrow liked to joke. He’d learned how the mistakes of a foolish man had unwittingly unlocked the secrets of the forest’s underground ore deposits, how over centuries they’d learned to channel the ore, and the changes it had wrought in them, from their hair and eye color, to their physical prowess, to their long lives.  
 
    “Today we’re talking about humans,” she announced.  
 
    Mortis frowned. “I already know about humans.” 
 
    “But not why we hate them.” 
 
    When she spoke bluntly like this, it always stung. Though Mortis had seen the great kindness her people could offer, he’d also seen the potential for harsh action, hidden behind their japes and laughter.  
 
    “Because we must control things,” he said, remembering what she’d said the first time he’d met her. The day he was almost eaten by a tree. 
 
    “Because you must conquer,” she corrected.  
 
    He couldn’t argue with that. Even his own people—the Crimeans—had sought to conquer the colonists when they tried to break free. And the colonists had tried to conquer the south and the east. It was the way of men, he knew.  
 
    “We’re not all like that,” he argued. The only thing he’d wanted was Scarlett’s heart, and even that had been taken away from him.  
 
    By a man who wanted to conquer her, he realized. Anger flowed through him, as it often did when he thought about Lord Farley. The anger was the only thing keeping him from shattering like crushed glass. Well, and these daily history lessons, he had to admit. 
 
    His anger faded when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Sparrow had moved closer and was looking at him, touching him. She leaned forward and kissed him. 
 
    For a moment he was stunned, the warmth of her lips against his, and he wanted nothing more than to fall into her, to move against her, to feel her arms around him… 
 
    He pulled away, shoving her back, shocked by the intensity of his feelings. She must’ve done something…used the magic of this place, or the ore, something, to bewitch him. “What are you doing?” he said, wiping at his mouth.  
 
    The mouth that had only ever known the lips of one other woman. Though he scrubbed at his lips, he could still taste Sparrow, sweet and fruity from her breakfast, and he hated that it was a good taste.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “She’s dead,” Sparrow said, and though the words were cruel, her tone was not. Only matter of fact. “I am not. Why be alone?” She didn’t look angry at having been rejected. Not at all. More than anything, she looked…curious. 
 
    And you’re interesting…like a new bug. 
 
    Her words and the neutral manner in which she spoke them only angered him more. “I don’t want to replace her. I don’t want anything. Leave me alone.” 
 
    She licked her lips, seeming to consider. Those lips that had tasted so frustratingly good.  
 
    Somewhere deep inside him, Mortis had known Sparrow was beautiful—devastatingly beautiful—but until now it was as if his mind and heart hadn’t processed it. But now… 
 
    “Go,” he said again. 
 
    She shook her head. “I will not. We haven’t finished your history lesson.” 
 
    For the rest of the day, she talked about war. To Mortis’s surprise, learning about the wars of Orians and men snuffed out what was left of his anger, leaving him cold inside.  
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    Three months later 
 
      
 
    Mortis was no longer a prisoner. He hadn’t been for some time. And though some of the Orians still glared at him when they saw him, even pretended to nock invisible arrows to invisible bows and shoot him through the throat or eyes, most were pleasant—even kind—to him.  
 
    He did his best to help them, learning to climb the tall trees into the highest boughs to find the sweetest fruit, offering them into the general supply and accepting his portion. They didn’t need him to collect the fruit, as any of their children could do so far more efficiently than he, but that wasn’t what mattered. What mattered was that he tried.  
 
    Sparrow, to her credit, had never tried to kiss him again, nor had she held any grudge. They were fast friends, spending long hours in each other’s company. He’d taught her about the ways of humans, and she’d reciprocated with lessons in archery and demonstrations of ore channeling. She’d even introduced him to her favorite ore panther, which had apparently wanted to eat him for some time, but which would now make an exception. Lucky me, he’d thought.  
 
    Now, Mortis hung from a long vine just beneath Sparrow. The vine was swinging at breakneck speed, hurtling for one of the platforms— 
 
    “Jump!” Sparrow cried, and Mortis did, because the only other choice was to slam into the metal trunk of the tree. 
 
    He flew through the air, his arms flapping wildly as if they would turn into wings and help him cover the distance. The distance which now appeared impossibly far. Still, his weight and momentum carried him forward and for a moment he thought he might make it.  
 
    But then he didn’t, his fingertips scraping against the platform’s edge, unable to gain purchase as he slid away. Sparrow landed above him with the barest of thumps and reached for him a second too late, only able to watch him fall.  
 
    His scream lodged in his throat and his heart smashed into from behind, followed quickly by his lungs and stomach.  
 
    With a jolt, his fall was arrested by something that gripped his ankles hard enough to hurt. He twisted upside down and swung awkwardly, narrowly avoiding a collision with a tree. Like a pendulum finishing its arc, he stopped, before gaining momentum in the opposite direction, once more brushing past the tree with mere inches to spare.  
 
    When he finally stopped swinging, he found himself staring up at Sparrow, who channeled the ore rope back up to her fingertips, setting him gently on the platform on his back.  
 
    He looked up at her and every detail seemed magnified: 
 
    Her eyes not just green, but turquoise, too, like the waters of the ocean near the shore; the silver hairs of each brow etched in perfect lines to create the whole of each arch, which mirrored her expressions so closely; her lips, pale pink in the shape of the wings of a butterfly; the crest of her armor as it curled around her chin, her ears, her brow… 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said.  
 
    “Shall we go again?” 
 
    She smiled. “Aye. But try to land on the platform this time.” 
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    Ten years later 
 
      
 
    When Mortis Ironclad thought back over the years, they seemed much like the wind. Remembered, felt, but unseen, moving so quickly they were gone before he could catch them.  
 
    The last decade of his life had been good. Pleasant even. Though he would never be an Orian, they had accepted him into the fold, or at least learned to live with his presence in Ironwood. In the early days, Sparrow had warded off any threats, and eventually she didn’t need to anymore.  
 
    Ironwood felt like home now, a thought that surprised him. Strange that a woodcutter would find happiness in a forest of metal. Then again, he was no longer a woodcutter, but an architect. His field of expertise was iron defenses. Though he didn’t have the ability to channel ore himself, he knew forests, having spent most of his life within them. And he knew humans, who continued to be the greatest danger to the Orians’ way of life. Their primary enemy was the Calypsians, who apparently had a growing brood of new dragons, which they called the dragonia. Once they were full-size, history told there was every possibility they would attack. A lesser threat came from the west, where the independent colonists continued to expand further and further across the plains. At least they haven’t sent more military forces, Mortis often thought.  
 
    He’d become a student of history, learning every detail about the wars of the past, the victories the Orians had won—and the defeats they’d suffered—and how to overcome the tactics of both the Calypsians and Crimeans, if it came to that.  
 
    Daily, he worked with the top Orian ore channelers to build ore defenses into their borders. He wanted Ironwood to feel like a fortress, so the occupants could feel safe. And so I can feel safe, he admitted inwardly, watching as a new shield defense was tested against a full battery of Orian archers.  
 
    Positioned off to the side, he held his breath, hoping for more success than the last test. Once he’d believed Ironwood to be impenetrable, but that wasn’t really true. The ore defenses were only as good as the Orians channeling the iron, and Orians could be killed. The more who fell under an enemy attack, the weaker the defenses became. Which was why proper shielding was so important.  
 
    The archers fired, aiming at different heights—a common tactic used by the Calypsians.  
 
    Broad shields burst from the trees, shooting out in sheets and connecting, creating more of a wall than a collection of shields. Arrows deflected off the metal, falling harmlessly to the ground. Even the highest arcing shots were blocked. 
 
    But that was the easy part. Mortis released his breath slowly, watching as the Orian “attackers” split into two separate forces racing in opposite directions, trying to flank the newly established wall.  
 
    High above the ground, the Orian channelers took off, charging along the narrow bridges that now spanned the entirety of this side of the forest. As they ran, they extended the wall, gritting their teeth as they poured everything they had into the effort. Behind them, the wall vanished. In a real battle, more channelers would be used so the wall could be kept intact—or at least that was the thinking.  
 
    Mortis wondered how many channelers it would take to stop an army of a thousand. Or ten thousand. And if they had dragons… 
 
    He swallowed the thought, concentrating as the split groups of archers fired once more. This time they shot on the run, which was a skill it was likely their enemies would not be able to mimic, but they could perhaps shoot from horseback, or from the backs of their guanik, the reptilian beasts the Calypsians favored, which Mortis had never seen.  
 
    Once again, the arrows were deflected, save for perhaps a few that slipped past just ahead of the growing wall.  
 
    The test continued like that for an hour, with different tactics used by the archers to breach the defenses. When the test was finished, it was deemed an outright success.  
 
    “Nine arrows got through,” Sparrow announced, holding them bundled together in a fist. She wore a smile as she strode toward him, her gait lithe and graceful. She looked much the same as she had when he’d met her a decade earlier, though her hair was longer now—she’d finally cut it only after it had surpassed her waist.  
 
    Sparrow was his best friend and partner on the defense project.  
 
    “Better than nine hundred like last time,” he said as she stopped, dropping the metal arrows to the ground at his feet. 
 
    She snorted. “Aye. We’re making progress.” 
 
    He could hear the unspoken words behind the statement. But it’s not enough. Mortis wondered how it could ever be enough. Ironwood was simply too large to defend. Their enemies could come from any direction at any time. And if they had dragons… 
 
    “We need more channelers,” Mortis said.  
 
    “There are no more.” 
 
    That, he knew. Although every Orian was born with the ability to channel ore, he’d learned over time that some had a greater propensity for it. Only the best were able to perform at the level of channeling required for their defenses. Sparrow was one of them.  
 
    Mortis ran a hand through his hair, which was beginning to sprout stalks of gray. Unlike the Orians, he felt like he was growing older by the day, his bones creaking, his muscles sore.  
 
    “We will work with what we have,” he finally said. Sparrow was standing so close it would be so easy to reach out and touch her.  
 
    Easy, but not simple.  
 
    He resisted the urge and she stepped back. It was so like her to realize the moment he became uncomfortable, and though she laughed it away and feigned a punch to his shoulder, Mortis knew her well enough to see the slight hurt she felt, her cheeks pinking. 
 
    He wanted to say he was sorry he was haunted by ghosts. He wanted to say he was sorry he wasn’t a better man.  
 
    Instead, he said nothing and she turned away, off to debrief the channelers.  
 
    After a moment of listening to his heart pounding twice as fast as usual, he followed her.  
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    Mortis didn’t know why he’d been summoned before the Orian Council, but he couldn’t think of any good reasons.  
 
    They’ve finally decided to banish me. 
 
    They’re going to forbid me from seeing Sparrow.  
 
    They’re going to put me back in a cage. 
 
    They were ridiculous thoughts that had no anchor in reality, but he couldn’t keep them from rattling around in his brain.  
 
    The broad iron pathway through the forest seemed to narrow, though Mortis was fairly certain it was his imagination, because just as he felt the trees closing in, the trail spilled into a large clearing. He didn’t require measurements to be certain it was a perfect circle, ringed by iron trees that felt more like columns. Pillars that seemed to hold some unknown weight from coming crashing down on his head.  
 
    The Council awaited, a group of five comprised of one man and four women. 
 
    He approached the armored group of Orian elders—their combined age exceeding a thousand years—subconsciously sticking out his chin and preparing for the worst.  
 
    Then he spotted Sparrow standing off to the side and he flinched, stopping. She wasn’t old enough to be an elder, and they rarely invited guests to their councils.  
 
    Yet she is here. 
 
    The look on her face was surely intended to be neutral, a practiced expression of nonchalance that once, many years ago, he would’ve had trouble reading. But not anymore. Now he could lift away the shroud and see the barest hint of fear in her narrowed eyes and pursed lips.  
 
    Suddenly, all the worst-case scenario thoughts fell away, replaced by something darker and full of shadows.  
 
    “What has happened?” Mortis said.  
 
    The unspoken leader of the Council, Sanspool, beckoned him forward, but Mortis’s feet felt impossibly heavy, like they’d been surrounded by the ore that ran beneath him like an underground river.  
 
    Sanspool sighed. She was a tall and wiry woman, as many of the Orian were. Her hair was jet black but with natural streaks of gold. Her eyes were the color of fire. “Your people are gathering to the west,” she said. She leaned forward slightly, as if she wanted to step closer but was as stuck as Mortis felt.  
 
    Your people. It was one of several habits that even time had been unable to break. “They aren’t my people,” Mortis said. “They haven’t been for a long time.” 
 
    “But you don’t want to kill them.”  
 
    It sounded more like a statement than a question, but Mortis felt compelled to answer anyway. “Do you? Why does anyone have to kill anyone?” He knew he sounded naïve, but he didn’t care. On one tumultuous night more than ten years ago, he’d had more of death than one lifetime should have.  
 
    “If they attack Ironwood…” 
 
    “Then we must defend ourselves. Of that, we are in agreement. But they haven’t, not yet.” He was being naïve again, but it was the only way he’d managed to do his job for so many years. He preferred to believe it was the Calypsians who would eventually attack, not the westerners. 
 
    One of the other council members, Jenai, placed a comforting hand on Sanspool’s shoulder. If Sanspool reminded Mortis of fire, Jenai was ice, her hair pale blue with eyes to match. The two women were bondmates, and, regardless of their age, as a pair they were a force to be reckoned with. “This isn’t why we asked you here,” she said.  
 
    Right. Of course not. This was never meant to be a conversation, nor a debate. “Then your decision is made,” he said. He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his tone.  
 
    “You misunderstand,” Jenai said. “Please reserve your comments until you have heard the full story.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth, blowing his breath through his nostrils, but nodded.  
 
    Sanspool said, “As you know, we have spies across the Spear.” 
 
    He did know, and they brought back tales of expansion, colonies springing up month by month, year by year, pushing further east, like a net closing in on Ironwood. He said nothing, waiting for her to continue.  
 
    “The west is changing. Verner Gäric is dead, and—” 
 
    “He’s been dead for a year, and his son…” This was old news, word of the western ruler’s passing fading away months ago.  
 
    “His son is no longer in Knight’s End,” Sanspool said before he could continue his thought.  
 
    Oh no. Though the elder Gäric was an old man and would’ve never left the capital city, the younger would have boundless energy. He would want to build his legacy. Conquest was one way to do that.  
 
    “He’s not leading an army,” Sanspool said, as if she’d read his mind. “He’s gone north.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He is exploring the north, as his great-grandfather once did. He has no interest in ruling.” 
 
    Though little was known about Heinrich Gäric’s death, it was a story often told around campfires, embellished over the years, as all good stories are. After all, the man had been a legend. A hero. Most believed him one step short of a god.  
 
    “But that means…” 
 
    Jenai nodded sharply. “Yes. Rule of the west has passed to another house.” 
 
    Everything about this moment coalesced into a single point, the facts lining up in Mortis’s head. Focused on the conversation, he’d almost forgotten Sparrow was there, but now her presence felt like the only thing that mattered. 
 
    His eyes found hers but she couldn’t meet his gaze, something that only served to hammer the nail down harder.  
 
    “Which house?” he growled, though he already knew.  
 
    “The Lorens,” Sanspool said. “Lord Farley Loren, to be exact.” 
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    Mortis sat as still as stone, though his heart was pounding so quickly he might’ve been running.  
 
    Sparrow sat beside him, that invisible line between them, as it always was.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked.  
 
    The words came out so easily he wondered whether they were true. “Kill him.” They must be true. How could they not be? After all, Farley Loren had taken everything from him.  
 
    Sparrow only nodded, going quiet.  
 
    Mortis wanted details now. After the Council had told him the truth, he’d been too blindsided to ask anything. He’d begged his leave and departed, Sparrow hurrying after him, falling in beside him, knowing him well enough not to speak until now.  
 
    They sat on a high branch on one of the border trees, looking westward. The plains were so empty Mortis could almost make himself believe they were the only two people in the entire world.  
 
    He almost wanted to believe it.  
 
    But he couldn’t, for he’d dreamed such a dream once, and it had been ripped away from him in a single night.  
 
    “I will kill him,” he said.  
 
    Sparrow said nothing. The sun rose somewhere behind them, casting long pink lines overhead.  
 
    “When will they reach us?” he finally asked, a question he’d been avoiding. 
 
    “Soon,” she said.  
 
    “When?” 
 
    “If they do not stall their march? Dusk tomorrow, at the latest.” 
 
    Holy Ore. Mortis didn’t often think about the Orian god, Orion, preferring to think of Ironwood as a place of amazing, but natural, properties, rather than a blessed forest touched by a god.  
 
    Suddenly, he felt frantic. “We must prepare the defenses,” he said, standing on the branch. Once the height would’ve dizzied him, made him cling to the surface like a lifeline. Now he stood perfectly balanced, as comfortable as if he were on flat ground.  
 
    “Mortis…” Sparrow said.  
 
    He didn’t look at her. Couldn’t. “No. Don’t do that. This is what we’ve been preparing for. Calypsians, westerners, it doesn’t matter. We are under attack and we must—” 
 
    “Mortis, stop.” Though it was uttered softly, coming from Sparrow it felt like a command. He didn’t want to stop, because if he stopped the memories of that night would surround him like so many enemies. The anger would return, which was really masking the sadness, that dark place he never wanted to return to.  
 
    “Sparrow, I can’t—I can’t talk about—I don’t want to—” Every word only brought him closer to the darkness. He sank back down beside her, mute.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it either,” she said. Slowly, tentatively, she scooted closer to him. Her leg didn’t touch his, but it almost felt like it did. Her arm wrapped around him and then he was falling. His head touched her hard iron chest plate, his tears dripping down until the metal glistened in the early morning light. 
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    “You won’t even need to fight,” Sparrow said, watching as two Orian channelers fitted him with armor. Though he’d seen other Orian’s don armor before, including Sparrow, to see the liquid metal climb his legs, sheath his torso, surround his chest and arms…perhaps he’d been too quick to dismiss the Orian god as fancy. Being given the armor was the highest honor for an outsider, one that had been granted to him by the Council. He felt remorseful for misjudging their original intentions, but that was the least of his feelings at this moment.  
 
    “We all have to fight,” Mortis said, turning to face her. He met her piercing eyes without embarrassment for his behavior earlier that morning. The years had pushed them far beyond such pointless emotions. And the invisible line he’d always felt—that he knew he’d created—between them? It was gone. She felt nothing other than friendship for him. If there had ever been anything else, he’d chased it away long ago. That’s how it has to be. How it must be. 
 
    “Not if the defenses hold,” she said.  
 
    “They won’t.” 
 
    “How can you be so certain? We’ve fought the westerners before and always emerged victorious.” 
 
    He shook his head. How could he explain the difference between human men to a woman who grew up in this magical place? Where the Gärics had always been fair, a long line of explorers only interested in freedom for their people and the opportunity to explore new lands, the Lorens—or at least Farley Loren—were interested only in the pursuit of power. “This will be different. They will come to destroy us.” 
 
    For a moment, she looked like she might argue further, but then closed her mouth, her eyes roaming from his head to his feet and back again, until her eyes settled on his once more. “It suits you,” she said. When his brows furrowed, she clarified. “The armor.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    And there it was: the reason for the line, that electrical current passing between them, his own eyes falling to her lips, to the swell of her breasts beneath her armor, the curve of her hips, the tenderness in her tone.  
 
    “But don’t get a big head about it,” Sparrow added with a laugh that seemed to break through the current. “On the ’morrow you’ll be a mere human again.” 
 
    Mortis faked his own laugh, though all he wanted to do was cross the span between them. He didn’t. Instead he turned toward the two channelers that had given him this great gift. “Thank you,” he told them. They bowed and departed without another word. He almost wished they would’ve stayed. 
 
    “I have something for you,” Sparrow said. The earnestness in her tone made him fear to turn toward her. Feared what he would do.  
 
    “What?” he asked without looking. 
 
    “This.” 
 
    He finally turned to find her holding a double-bladed axe constructed entirely of iron. She held it out like an offering to the gods. He hesitated for only the barest of moments before stepping forward to take it from her. Their fingers brushed slightly, sending a shiver along his skin. His muscles tightening slightly, he studied the axe. It was of exquisite craftsmanship, the dual blades sharpened to a fine edge. The handle was a work of art, roped with vines, carved with the wonders of Ironwood—ore hawks soaring, ore panthers loping, iron-sheathed butterflies dancing on invisible breezes. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” he murmured. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    Another thought struck him, the realization finally sinking in. All his life, save for the last decade, he’d hefted axes, cutting countless chunks of wood for fuel, for timber, for art. But this was no tool of utility.  
 
    No, this axe was a weapon. 
 
    And she wanted him to use it to kill Lord Farley Loren.  
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    There was a nervous energy in the air as they watched the approaching army. The channelers had been in position for long hours, waiting. Mortis was amongst them, on one of the platforms, prepared to give orders to the defenders once the battle began. 
 
    Night fell like a dropped curtain weaved of shadows.  
 
    Mortis felt nauseous, but he held back the swell of his stomach with sheer will. Though he was no warrior, he wasn’t afraid of the impending battle, nor dying. He was afraid of the past, and though there was no guarantee Lord Farley himself would ride into battle, in the core of Mortis’s heart, he knew he would.  
 
    The man won’t be able to help himself. He will risk his own life in the hopes of emerging as a conquering hero.  
 
    He also knew, however, that Farley wouldn’t be at the front. He would try to swoop in at the last moment, when victory was all but assured, claiming all the spoils for himself. 
 
    This knowledge chased away the nausea, replacing it with the coals of a fire that had been smoldering for years, only to be rekindled now.  
 
    And Mortis couldn’t wait for the ghosts of his past to come to haunt him. 
 
    He turned to Sparrow and she seemed to see the truth in his eyes, because she nodded and said, “Go. I will command the defenses.” 
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    Mortis moved north through the quiet forest. The stalwart trees were his only companions, and he brushed each one with his fingertips as he passed. His other hand gripped his axe. Not too hard or soft, and even after all these years, the instrument felt as comfortable in his fist as an extension of his arm.  
 
    A sound—a soft thump—dragged his attention to the side.  
 
    An ore panther stared at him in the dark. A decade ago he would’ve screamed and run.  
 
    Now, he said, “Go. The Orians have need of you on this night.” Though he knew it was a foolish idea, he thought he saw the iron-sheathed animal nod slightly in his direction before bounding away.  
 
    He continued on, and once more the silence was broken, this time by shouts.  
 
    The battle had begun. 
 
    That thought led to another. What am I doing? He’d vowed to stand with the Orians, to fight alongside them, and yet here he was, alone in the forest.  
 
    All for what? Revenge? Justice? Was that true? 
 
    Even Mortis didn’t know anymore. But he did know that he couldn’t turn back. The circle of his life had seemed to lead him around a curving arc all the way back to this point, the beginning, and if he didn’t face his demons now he didn’t know if he could go on living at all.  
 
    The axe suddenly felt heavier in his grip.  
 
    The forest ended, the dark expanse of the eastern plains rolling out before him. To the southwest he could see spots of fire that indicated torches. Shapes moved in the darkness, steel glinting under the moonslight darting through the cloud cover.  
 
    Specks of fire shot through the air like a swarm of bees. Fire arrows, he thought. Fools. In their forest of metal, the Orians did not fear any kind of flame save dragonfire. Still, arrows, whether enflamed or not, could still kill, and he held his breath. Hundreds of clanks reached his ears as the arrowheads hit the shielding he and Sparrow had designed.  
 
    There was something satisfying about the sound, but he feared it wouldn’t be enough.  
 
    Drawing a deep breath, he emerged from the trees, running across the plains, his footfalls muffled. The connections between each portion of his armor were so fine that they didn’t clank or shriek. He was a ghost.  
 
    As he approached the mass of the western army, he pushed further westward, squinting to locate the end of their lines. He had to find the back—for that was where his target would be, likely protected by his own guard, none of whom would be expecting an attack at this point in the battle.  
 
    When the lines of infantry ended, he saw larger shapes. They pranced proudly, well-trained horses carrying the lords of war. Mortis passed them too, until there was naught but a single small group moving at the rear. None rode horses, as even that would provide too bold a target for a craven man like Farley.  
 
    Mortis turned southward, gripping his axe harder.  
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    Flashes of memory traded with a night interspersed with shadow and flame and steel.  
 
    Offering a mischievous smile that warmed his cheeks, Scarlett hefted the axe—his axe—over her shoulder, letting it hover for a bare moment before bringing it down with a satisfying whump. The split halves of the log clattered away and she grinned.  
 
    Shadows moved across the plains. Swords moved, too, but not threateningly. Held, but not at the ready. Not yet. Mortis searched between the men, between the weapons, his gaze trying to find something to confirm his prey among them.  
 
    Pink lips, so close now, his heart beating faster, colliding with them like two storms meeting in a fury, tasting them like air, breathing her in, never wanting the moment to end. For it was a first kiss, and first kisses should last forever.  
 
    He was a shadow himself, and none saw him. Not yet. A snatch of gold amongst steel. A face of nightmares. A face of pain. A face of hate and vengeance. Clad in armor, the man had aged somewhat, but still held the arrogant stance of one who was untouchable, who had never been deprived of anything he had wanted. He wasn’t even wearing his helmet, holding it under one arm casually. He doesn’t expect to fight. He expects the battle to be over before it ever reaches him.  
 
    Think again. 
 
    Lord Farley Loren had come to Mortis Ironclad. 
 
    Opening the door, worried now, scanning the room. Seeing her crumpled form. Seeing the blood. Falling. Falling. Knees hitting the floor but not feeling the slash of pain judder through his bones. Her body still warm, so warm she had to still be alive, save for that vacant stare from those beguiling eyes he once could’ve gazed into for all of eternity, never growing bored. 
 
    Something took over Mortis—something animal—and he leapt forward, all thoughts of stealth vanishing in that final memory. The first guard didn’t even make a sound, except for a surprised sharp intake of breath, but by then it was too late.  
 
    He fell with the clatter of armor, but by then Mortis was already moving onto the next guard, who was paper under the edge of his magnificent axe.  
 
    Mortis was vaguely aware of a strange sound, a guttural cry, but he’d killed another two guards before he realized it was coming from him, scraping from the back of his throat as he turned toward the last of the guards.  
 
    He didn’t care, for the adrenaline was firing through him and he was not man nor animal nor spirit anymore. He was heat. He was sadness. He was vengeance.  
 
    The man didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    Suddenly utterly weary, Mortis lifted his battle axe, blood dripping down the handle and along his fists. He turned to face his final foe.  
 
    Blinked.  
 
    Lord Farley Loren was gone, running for his very life.  
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    Though bone weary, Mortis gave chase. Now he was the baying hounds, the tracker. Farley was the prey, the scared rabbit without a hole to hide in. The man was clearly frantic, because he didn’t even have the sense to flee in the direction of his army, but back eastward, as if he could make it the hundreds of miles to the Spear and disappear into his own territory.  
 
    Even there you would not be safe, Mortis thought.  
 
    The distance separating them evaporated under Mortis’s long strides. Twice Farley glanced back, and Mortis could see it: the white fear, the recognition. 
 
    He knows who I am.  
 
    Mortis closed the remaining distance with three long strides, leaving his feet to tackle his prey, using his momentum and the weight of a decade of brewing anger and fathomless sadness to crush his foe beneath the landing.  
 
    The man shrieked, trying to protect his face with his arms.  
 
    Farley was already whimpering by the time Mortis grabbed him, slamming him onto his back. He tried to go for his sword, which was still in its scabbard, but Mortis held his arm fast and drew the edge of his axe to his throat.  
 
    “Please,” Lord Farley begged, his countenance stricken with fear. Gone was the arrogance. Gone was the bravado.  
 
    Mortis didn’t want to listen to another word, but instead of this man’s face, all he could see was— 
 
    Her.  
 
    After the night of their first kiss, she’d left him, her gait light and almost whimsical, the moonslight playing across her shoulders, one of which was bare, her dress having slipped down somewhere during the moment.  
 
    Mortis had longed to touch that skin, kiss it.  
 
    Scarlett had turned back just before disappearing around a bend.  
 
    She’d smiled.  
 
    It was a smile of happiness and a kept secret, the truth of which was locked up when their eyes met.  
 
    She loved me that first night, too, Mortis realized. The thought sucked the breath from his lungs, because for some reason he’d always believed it had taken her longer to reach a conclusion he’d come to almost immediately.  
 
    But no. Their connection had been shared from the same moment, from that first magical kiss.  
 
    And now, that truth was enough to sap the last of his energy, his hand falling away from the man who’d taken everything from him. He slumped to the side, defeated by himself. By her. 
 
    He could only see her now, the real world encased in iron. 
 
    You were supposed to fight for me, she said. Spoken by those perfect lips, the words destroyed him.  
 
    I tried. I would’ve if I had known. 
 
    No, she said, shaking her head. Something was off about her face. Her nose sharpening, her features changing. Her hair turned to spun gold, curling slightly. Her lips hardened into a sneer. Her eyes lightened and rounded more, her lashes thinned.  
 
    Lord Farley stood over him, the moonslight cracking through the clouds and painting half of his face, making him appear to be a monster born of shadow and light in equal measure.  
 
    He held Mortis’s own axe in two hands, though the instrument looked unnatural in his grip. Cumbersome.  
 
    But Mortis didn’t care. For this end felt right. Not in terms of justice—for where was there justice in a world where a girl as beautiful as Scarlett could be killed in cold blood?—but in terms of what he deserved. 
 
    Even though he knew she would never have blamed him for her death, he did. If he had gone to her sooner that night, or inquired more about what the lords of the castle did to her and the other maidservants, or if he’d been more aware of the darkness in a world that had become, for him, painted in rainbows and flower blossoms… 
 
    Everything could’ve been different. 
 
    Farley raised the axe, his arms trembling.  
 
    Oh Scarlett. I’m coming. After all these years, I am finally coming.  
 
    Mortis didn’t see the arrow, only felt the subtle displacement of air and the unzipping sound it made as it cut through the night. The impact was so powerful that the tip protruded from one of Farley’s ears while the iron feathers stuck from the other.  
 
    The axe dropped from his hands behind him, and they fell together, landing at almost the same instant.  
 
    Mortis stared at the cloudy sky, at the empty spot where his would-be killer had stood only a moment earlier, the killing stroke mere seconds from falling.  
 
    A rustling sound filled his ears, but he didn’t turn to locate it. Just stared at that sky, at the gray clouds moving over him like ships across a stormy sea, occasionally silvered at the edges by the light from one or both moons.  
 
    It was beautiful, the night, Mortis realized.  
 
    He hadn’t thought such a thing in a long time.  
 
    And then the rustling stopped and Sparrow was there. Not standing over him like the conquering hero that she was, but falling to her knees at his side, much like he’d done on the night that changed his world and brought him to this very place all these years later.  
 
    Her expression was one of fear, her brow furrowed as her gleaming eyes searched him for injury. 
 
    “I am unhurt,” Mortis managed to say, though it was a lie.  
 
    The concern fell away and she pressed her body against him, cradling his head in her hands. He relished her warmth, like a cocoon of healing. 
 
    For the first time since they kissed all those years ago, he didn’t feel completely awful for the feelings he’d long held for this woman of the iron forest.  
 
    He could still see Scarlett in his mind—not as she was at the end, bloodied and broken, but as the vibrant, beautiful maiden he’d fallen in love with—and she was smiling. And he knew he had her blessing—had always had it, even if he didn’t feel worthy of such a thing.  
 
    He didn’t kiss Sparrow on this night, though he would, many, many times, but he did hold her for hours, until long after the battle was over, the enemy routed, their thundering retreat flowing past like winds chased by the howls of wolves.  
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    Ten years later 
 
      
 
    Mortis painted a single finger along the swell of Sparrow’s hip, feeling her tremble slightly beneath his touch. The years had stolen none of the restless energy that seemed to connect them.  
 
    She is so beautiful, he thought, watching her chin lift to expose her neck, the skin as supple as cured leather. An invitation, which he gladly accepted, kissing her, painting her with fire.  
 
    Clad in armor, Sparrow was a warrior. Like this, she was his. And he was hers.  
 
    He still loved Scarlett, would love her until time cracked the earth into two pieces like a split piece of wood, but he loved Sparrow equally. There was no competition between them for his heart, for such a thing was foolishness when death separated two lovers with an impenetrable wall.  
 
    He reached her chin, growing hungrier but forcing himself to linger on each spot of skin, to draw out the moment before 
 
    Their lips met. 
 
    It was fire in the dark, sunlight in the shadows, stars exploding in the night sky. 
 
    A feeling that would never grow old.  
 
    And, surprisingly, it was the same moment that his thoughts strayed to another place, grabbing hold of an idea that had been sneaking around the edges of his mind for years.  
 
    The last ten years had wrought much change on the east. Though the animosity had only grown between the east and west, such hate was not shared by all on either side. Mortis had opened the hearts of the Orians to the idea that perhaps not all colonizers were to be feared. Instead of attacking new settlements, the Orians had sent Mortis as their ambassador, inviting the humans to visit Ironwood. 
 
    Many opted to stay, learning the ways of the iron forest and its people. Many became legionnaires, willing to fight for this magical place.  
 
    But there was something missing, Mortis knew. He’d known for a long time.  
 
    He could see it in his mind, and it was beautiful.  
 
    “Where are you?” Sparrow asked, drawing him back from his reverie.  
 
    He blinked, staring into those piercing eyes that were his to stare into. “What?” he said.  
 
    “You stopped kissing. And you know I grow angry when you stop kissing.” 
 
    Ore, how he loved this woman. And though he knew she was more than capable of protecting herself, he also knew he would die to keep her safe. But there were other ways too. The Calypsians had been growing ever bolder on the southern border and there were rumors that their dragons had reached maturity. It was more a matter of when, not if, they would attack. 
 
    Our defenses are stronger than ever, Mortis thought. But it wouldn’t be enough against dragons. The forest was simply too big.  
 
    “We need to build a city,” he said now. “An iron city.” 
 
    Sparrow’s lips parted slightly and she laughed, the sound like music to Mortis’s ears even though she was mocking him. “You silly humans, always needing to conquer everything.”  
 
    But Mortis didn’t want to conquer the forest—he wanted his city to be a part of it. He explained everything, and by the time he was finished, Sparrow’s eyes were as full of excitement as he suspected his were.  
 
    “And what will you call this city of iron?” she asked.  
 
    The name came to him like it had always been there, just waiting for this exact moment. 
 
    “Ferria,” he said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Postlude 2: Fay Da 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Blackstone- Circa 520 
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    Fay Da wasn’t always Fay Da. No, she was born Rose Smith, a name she’d once been proud of. Roses were the finest of all flowers, after all, and she was the finest blacksmith in all of Blackstone—perhaps even the entire frozen north.  
 
    Then why am I so miserable? she thought now.  
 
    Once she might’ve believed her depression stemmed from the loss of her parents in short succession several years earlier. Her mother had been kicked by a horse. Her father—her teacher, her best friend, her confidante—withered away with a broken heart shortly thereafter. But she knew that wasn’t the root cause of her melancholy, only a contributing factor.  
 
    Lord Blackstone, she thought now. The man, yes, but not only. 
 
    The job.  
 
    She’d initially fallen into the employ of the most powerful noble of the northern kingdom’s largest city a year after her father’s death. The position was gained through a well-connected friend of her father who’d been determined to help her.  
 
    A friend who was now dead.  
 
    Because of me, she thought. Like so many others. 
 
    Her job was simple: Outfit the soldiers of Blackstone with steel and armor, weaponry and shield.  
 
    The truth was infinitely more complex.  
 
    And getting more complex by the day.  
 
    Lord Blackstone was a greedy man, as miserly as the day was long, but he was also practical, and when he’d first explained the reasons for the changes, Rose had assumed the decision was made from a place of necessity.  
 
    Make the infantry’s armor smaller and thinner, he’d said. I want them to be fast. It will save lives in the long run. 
 
    It had also saved the lord thirty percent more coin in the short run.  
 
    And, Rose now realized as she stared at the lord, no percentage of coin would ever be enough for Lord Blackstone. Not until his lowest class of soldier was fighting in naught but cloth napkins and wielding rolled up parchment as swords.  
 
    “Excuse me?” she said, even though she’d heard him perfectly well the first time.  
 
    Lord Blackstone’s thin eyebrows were sharpened to black points on each end. “The formal orders will be delivered to your office. I came as a courtesy.” He turned and stalked off. He would be obeyed without question.  
 
    Rose seethed.  
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    The first time the armor requirements for the light infantry had been…altered…Rose had obeyed without question. She still remembered the blood-stained fragments of sheared armor that had been returned to her to be used as scrap metal. So, the second time she had questioned, and her well-connected friend who’d helped land her the job in the first place had been threatened.  
 
    So, again, she had obeyed. Lord Blackstone had had him killed anyway, to send her a clear message: 
 
    Obey or pay the price.  
 
    This was now the third time in three years she’d been commanded to reduce the weight and size of the infantry’s armor. As she looked at the requirements set out in the formal orders, her mouth gaped open. Hundreds will die who might’ve been protected, she thought. Maybe thousands. 
 
    She shook her head, trying to understand. Why would Lord Blackstone want to see his own army decimated on the frontlines by their enemies? Just to get richer? Something about it didn’t feel right. I’m missing something. I must be. 
 
    Regardless, she knew she had to do something, Rose did what she did best: 
 
    She forged.  
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    A fortnight later, when the new design was perfected, she wiped the grime from her cheeks—which only made her cheeks grimier—and released a deep sigh of satisfaction. The new armor was an original composite, forged of six different types of metal, five of which were inexpensive and could be easily procured. The sixth—while not inexpensive and less readily available—was used in such small quantity that it didn’t inflate the overall price of the suit too much. All said, she was within the budget specifications provided by Lord Blackstone. Additionally, the armor was, in fact, thinner and lighter, giving the infantry the added benefit of greater speed and agility.  
 
    It was a once in a generation breakthrough, and, although it pained her to admit, would not have been possible if not for Lord Blackstone’s greed.  
 
    Finally, Rose would be able to protect the soldiers she’d been charged to protect and satisfy the lord’s growing treasury.  
 
    All that was left was to present it to the lord of Blackguard himself. 
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    “I love it,” Lord Blackstone said, after a thorough demonstration had been conducted. Rose’s new armor had been placed on a dummy constructed of animal skins stitched together and filled with water. Then it had been attacked mercilessly by swords, arrows, and even hammers. Save for a few dents, the armor had held up incredibly well, so much so that none of the skins were leaking so much as a drop of water.  
 
    “You have truly outdone yourself,” the lord added, running a hand over a sample of the metal. 
 
    Rose didn’t smile so much as beam. For the first time in years, she felt…happy. Like she’d accomplished something worthy of her father’s legacy. This was what she was meant to be doing—not churning out flimsy armor for foot soldiers meant to die.  
 
    Lord Blackstone’s fingers played with the hairs of his goatee, twirling them together and plucking at them. He sat on Blackstone’s royal seat, a gaudy velvet chair with golden tassels dangling from the arms. Behind him was an enormous tapestry depicting a battle between the north and the west. It was the bloodiest battle of the Hundred Years War. It was said a thousand men had died every hour. “What of the new design for the infantry?” the lord asked now. “Has that been completed yet?” 
 
    Rose’s smile vanished. “Wha-what? This is the new design.” 
 
    The lord scoffed. “Smith. What makes you think I would outfit my lowest level soldiers in armor of this quality? This is armor fit for a lord, and I will wear it proudly, as well as my top generals. You should be honored by such a fact.” 
 
    “Honored?” The word felt like a slap, drawing heat to her cheeks. “Thousands will die on the frontlines.” She knew she was being far too bold by half, but couldn’t help herself.  
 
    The lord waved her protest away. “Bah. Thousands will die regardless of what we do. This is a war. Men will die. Must I remind you.” The last part was a threat, she knew. To her. To anyone she cared anything about. Though she preferred being alone these days, she occasionally went for a drink with her smiths. She wouldn’t call them her friends, exactly, but she couldn’t bear the thought of any of them disappearing simply for being associated with her.  
 
    Her mouth hung open, but all further arguments died on her lips. It left her feeling cold and useless. 
 
    “Dismissed.” The word was like a dagger to the heart not because it was a sharp command, but because it wasn’t. Instead, it was uttered with a casual indifference that demonstrated just how untouchable Lord Blackstone believed himself to be.  
 
    She would design the new infantry armor to the lord’s exact specifications. 
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    Rose felt ill.  
 
    The new armor she’d designed for the infantry not only was inferior, but looked it, constructed of used metals of dubious origin. Thousands of soldiers will die, because of me, she thought. She could see her father’s eyes in the back of her mind, his disappointment. But what was she to do? She could refuse to follow the lord’s orders, a crime which would result in her execution. She could brook another argument, but he would only threaten—or worse, hurt—someone she was associated with. She could run away, but even that was a hollow idea, cowardly, because someone else would only fill her shoes.  
 
    Soldiers would still die, needless deaths she could’ve prevented.  
 
    But how? 
 
    She left the forge and crossed the snow-blown area to the castle’s side entrance. She didn’t have a plan, not really, but knew she needed more time. Surely Lord Blackstone couldn’t deny her that. She could make excuses about the specifications being more of a challenge than she initially believed, and he would trust her because none had ever openly defied him… 
 
    She froze, hearing voices echoing from an open door on the right. The door that led to the grand hall adorned in bloody tapestries of battle and death.  
 
    Voices filled with mirth. Laughter.  
 
    She peered around the corner. From afar, the individuals were hard to make out. Lord Blackstone for certain was there, his voice as familiar to Rose as an old scar. The other two, she soon realized, were the lord’s top generals, Drummond and Wheeler. Not once had they objected to the changes to their soldiers’ armor, a fact that had never sat well with Rose. She’d always believed they were sheep, but now… 
 
    They were coconspirators.  
 
    “If the last battle was any indication,” Drummond was saying, “if we lose a thousand men they will be replaced by three thousand. Maybe more.” 
 
    “Not to mention the tax coin that will be sent our way,” Wheeler added. “A fifty percent increase, at the least I’d say.” 
 
    More laughter, Lord Blackstone’s loudest of all, a booming tone that reverberated through the hall.  
 
    They want their infantrymen to die, Rose realized with horror. Suddenly it all made sense to her. The more men they lost on the frontlines, the more their sacrifice would be recognized in Castle Hill, where King Gäric resided. Military resources would be reallocated, funneled to Blackstone. Coin too, filling their coffers to overflowing.  
 
    Getting richer and more powerful off the blood of their own men.  
 
    It was criminal.  
 
    It was horrifying.  
 
    Rose wanted them to be punished.  
 
    Perhaps it was the adrenaline, or the feeling of being backed into a corner, but in that moment an idea sprang into her mind. Yes, it would cost her everything—her job, her livelihood, her reputation, perhaps even her life—but it would cost Lord Blackstone too. 
 
    Oh yes, it will cost him dearly. 
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    “This looks no different to your other design,” Lord Blackstone said, peering at the armor. He ran a finger along the surface of the breastplate, curling his nose as it came away sheened in a layer of fresh oil.  
 
    It had taken her all night, but she’d accomplished her goal.  
 
    Rose kept her tone even, though her heart galloped in her chest. “True. Which is another of its benefits. The infantry will believe they are adorned in the same armor as the lords. They will fight harder for you.” To demonstrate, she stabbed a sword at the armor. Unlike the previous test, in which the blade would’ve deflected solidly off the metal with a tonal clang, this time the blade pierced the armor with a loud skreek. The stitched skin inside burst and water pumped from the “wound.” 
 
    The lord licked his lips at the appealing prospect of his men fighting even harder for him. Or perhaps it was the thought of them dying that delighted him. His eyes narrowed a moment later. “How will we tell the difference in the sets of armor?” 
 
    Rose smiled, as if sharing a secret between them. She lowered her voice to a whisper, gesturing to a spot on the other set of armor she’d brought—the original design. There was a marking there, engraved on the left breastplate.  
 
    A sword crossed with an axe, a crown hovering between them both.  
 
    “Only your armor will bear this symbol. That is how you will tell.” 
 
    The lord smiled back. It was a devil’s smile. 
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    Three months later 
 
      
 
    It is done, Rose thought. There was no turning back, not that she wanted to. For months, she and her smiths had toiled to forge both types of armor, thousands of sets of plate for the soldiers and much less for the lord and his ilk. 
 
    Lord Blackstone himself had requested she march into battle with him, so she could “see the fruits” of her labors. Oh, I will see the fruit, she thought. It might not be as sweet as you expect, however. 
 
    The lord hadn’t even tested the armor he was provided with. He feared nothing. Even if he had, Rose had been prepared for it. One spot on the chest plate was forged of the new composite, and she could’ve stabbed it a hundred times and it wouldn’t have torn. The rest was weak. 
 
    She’d purposely kept her smiths ignorant to the ruse. Only she knew which armor was which, and it was she who’d etched the symbol in each one. There were just over a hundred marked suits, which had been provided to Lord Blackstone and his ignoble entourage.  
 
    The rest of the armor was sent to the infantry, who marveled over the crisp, lightweight feel.  
 
    Now, beyond the dark spear-like spires that marked the Blackstone coastline, Rose saw the western armada. More and more, the westerners, under the command of King Loren, had taken to attacking the northern shores. Blackstone was the first and only line of defense, which was one of the reasons the sprawling city had grown so much in the last decade, as all types of merchants and tradesmen and women flocked to the city to meet the needs of its burgeoning military.  
 
    And all the while the city’s top lord grew wealthier.  
 
    Rose watched as the ships made landfall, despite a barrage of flaming arrows soaring in flocks to repel them. Western soldiers splashed into the water, cut down by more arrows and other projectiles sent plowing into them by northern catapults.  
 
    Rose held her breath, wondering whether the enemy would gain enough ground for her subterfuge to be discovered.  
 
    They did, clambering over the rocky shoreline and breaking across the snow-dusted incline that led all the way to the city, still several miles away. The first to meet them was the infantry, of course, charging with a war cry, which, even distant, sent chills up Rose’s spine.  
 
    Steel met steel. Men fought. Men died.  
 
    All while Lord Blackstone watched from a safe distance, clad in armor he believed was a hundredfold superior to that of the men doing the actual fighting.  
 
    Rose tried not to look at him, waiting for the moment when the west’s usual tactics were implemented. The fighting grew in intensity, the northern infantry slowly pushed back under the onslaught. However, unlike the past few battles, not nearly as many lay dead on the field.  
 
    “They are fighting well,” one of the generals said. Drummond, clad in shining armor.  
 
    “Why aren’t they dying?” Lord Blackstone said. Rose wondered if he’d forgotten she was here, speaking openly. Or perhaps she was of such little consequence he didn’t care if she heard the truth anymore.  
 
    Rose felt his eyes on her, cold, calculating. “Smith? Do you have an answer?” 
 
    She did, but she wouldn’t speak it. She was still waiting for the westerners to employ their usual tactics. Instead, she delayed the truth with another lie. “I reinforced their armor with the composite you now wear,” she said. “They are nearly as well-protected as you.” Better, in fact. Much better. 
 
    Finally, she turned to meet Lord Blackstone’s gaze, just so she could witness his face turning red with anger and disbelief. “You did what?” he growled.  
 
    “Never fear,” she said smugly. “You will win this battle and live to fight another day.” Not likely. The ‘live’ and ‘fight’ and ‘another day’ parts, that is. 
 
    “You will suffer for this,” the lord spat, but she was already turning away, sensing a change in the battle. The westerners had formed a staunch barrier, at least a dozen lines thick. Distance archers took up position, aiming over the heads of those clashing at the front. “You and all you care about.” 
 
    “Good,” Rose said. “Thankfully I don’t care about anyone but myself. Now you should probably duck.” 
 
    As she said the last, she knew it was too late because she’d already seen the arrows take flight, was already diving for the ground herself. And the lord and his two generals, who hadn’t even bothered to carry shields because of how secure they felt in the quality of their armor, were too shocked to do anything but stand, blinking in the sunlight.  
 
    The arrows fell amongst the nobles and generals like rain. One pierced General Drummond’s shoddy helmet, stopping only after it had entered his skull. His eyes went blank and he was dead before he hit the ground. Another three arrows sheared through General Wheeler’s armor like it was constructed of paper and twigs—which wasn’t far from the truth. Blood spouted like hot water erupting from a geyser. He cried out, a watery gurgle. Dozens of other nobles were hit too, dropping like flies while the lowest of their rank—the infantry—survived.  
 
    It might’ve been fate, or a cruel karma, but as Rose hunkered beneath her own shield, she watched as every arrow missed Lord Blackstone, who had still not taken cover, watching as those he trusted most were devastated and bloodied.  
 
    But then, just as his confused eyes swiveled around to meet Rose’s stare, a final arrow hit, piercing his left breastplate, entering through the exact spot where she had etched the symbol. The exact spot, beneath which his black, evil heart was beating.  
 
    Until it wasn’t.  
 
    His eyes rolled back and he fell to his knees, his mouth gaping as if he was trying to say something. 
 
    But he would give no further commands. Make no more threats. Not in this life, anyway.  
 
    He clutched at her ankles, but there was no strength left in his hands. She moved away, feeling nothing but a sense of justice. 
 
    May you rot in frozen hell, Rose thought, and then, when she was certain it was safe, she slid out from under the shield and ran. Lord Blackstone had three sons, and, once the truth of her actions was learned, she knew they would search every nook and cranny in the city to find her. No, Rose Smith could no longer exist. 
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    Two months later 
 
      
 
    Walburg wasn’t such a bad place. The citizens were honest people who worked hard and desired little but health and happiness and food on the table. Under a false name, Rose Smith—now Fay Da—would stay as long as she could, though she suspected one day she would be forced to leave. Rumors and speculation regarding the events that had transpired during a battle near Blackstone were still swirling in most pubs and taverns—like the one she sat in now—and it was said the streams were alive with conflicting information. The only truth was that seventy-five nobles, including Lord Blackstone himself, had died during the battle, which, surprisingly, the north had won, taking few other casualties. The fewest casualties had been amongst the light infantry, which usually took the heaviest toll.  
 
    As a result, Blackstone leadership was thrust into chaos, a power struggle that had caused King Gäric himself to attend the city to sort things out. 
 
    “I heard the Dread King plans to move the capital to Blackstone and assume power there himself,” one man said.  
 
    “Well I heard the king was murdered by Lord Blackstone’s three sons, who then fought each other to the death.” 
 
    “Well I heard…” 
 
    Opinions continued to swirl like snowflakes, though little of it was likely true. 
 
    Rose—Fay—only listened to the idle talk, waiting for a time when her old name was mentioned, along with the declaration of a reward for her capture. She remembered when she’d first arrived in this city. She was exhausted and starving and cold and nearly penniless, but she’d managed to procure a room for the night and a warm meal. Staring into a smudged mirror in her room, she’d used the blunt knife provided with her meal to shear away her long black hair until it was short enough that she almost resembled a boy. As she watched her hair fall away, it had almost felt like she herself was fading away—at least, the old her. The person she saw staring back at her was someone new, without a past, without a history, without baggage or memories or sadness or loss or the blood of hundreds on her hands.  
 
    That word: fade. That word. 
 
    It had felt right. Real. Faaaayduh. Faaaay-duh.  
 
    Fay Da.  
 
    Yes, that is who I am now. I am Fay Da. And I am a blacksmith.  
 
    She shook her head and the memory vanished.  
 
    Though she felt relatively safe, at least for now, she was also bored. It wasn’t that she didn’t have plenty of work—Walburg was as desperate for blacksmith’s as any other city—it was the type of work she now did. She’d gone from designing armor and weapons for the most powerful lord in the north besides the king himself, to constructing farm equipment and tools as basic as hoes and shovels.  
 
    It pays for my food and my shelter and my clothing, she thought, trying not to be greedy. And this jug of mead, she added, taking another sip, relishing the warmth in her chest as the strong, amber liquid slid down her throat.  
 
    And yet she wanted more.  
 
    That’s when she realized the loud talk in the tavern had moved on to another subject.  
 
    Apparently, a tourney was coming, an annual event that seemed to breathe life into the cold, stalwart city. “Seventeen knights are competing this year,” one man said. “Two more than last year.” 
 
    “It’ll be the biggest tournament yet,” another said.  
 
    “Even Sir Darius is competing.” 
 
    “Sir Darius,” a woman said, pretending to faint, earning herself a round of raucous laughter.  
 
    “I won’t bet against him, that’s for sure!” 
 
    And on and on, but Fay wasn’t really listening anymore. She was thinking. Perhaps she couldn’t design weaponry and armor for war anymore. No. But she could design it for competition. 
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    Almost two years later 
 
      
 
    Fay owned her own smithy in Walburg now. Over the months, her fame had grown. It had all started with that first tournament. While sneaking around the tournament grounds she’d heard one of the knight’s, Sir Draconius, berating the blacksmith who travelled with him. In the end, the knight had fired his man and she had pounced. 
 
    The knight had won the tournament using her armor and a longsword of her own design, but had then refused her future services because he couldn’t “have a woman smith” in his employ.  
 
    But that hadn’t mattered, because Fay had regained something far more important than another master. She’d earned her reputation back.  
 
    Now she was her own master, serving various competitors in the tourneys that came through Walburg, which were now more frequent, occurring three to four times a year. She didn’t discriminate either. She was as likely to outfit a commoner as she was a knight, and her only goal was to give them as good a chance to win as she could.  
 
    Most of her customers came back for more weapons and armor, like the hot steel she was currently pounding into shape with a heavy hammer.  
 
    Like the massive spiked ball hanging on the wall nearby. She paused in her hammering to gaze at the weapon, as she often did. Attached to the spiked ball was a long chain that ran down to a fine handle, delicately designed with contours that would fit into a strong grip. She’d been working on it for months, finetuning every aspect of it until it was perfect. There was only one problem: it was too large for most—or any—men to wield. 
 
    The Morningstar, she thought, sighing. That was the name she had given the weapon, because when it shone in the light it was like stepping from home in the morning and staring up at the sky only to find the brightest star fighting off the sunlight to showcase its desperate beauty.  
 
    The sound of approaching footsteps drew her away from the weapon and she resumed her hammering until the door opened. One of her best customers entered, a man who sponsored competitors, a man she grudgingly considered a friend, even if he was something of a snake, driven by lust for coin more than a desire to help those he sponsored.  
 
    This man, Bart was his name, stood just inside the door, a half smile creasing his lips. Though small in stature and on the wrong end of age fifty, the sponsor was far from frail, his arms thick and his shoulders broad. He had the kind of face only a mother could love, with a crooked nose that had been broken too many times, the surrounding area pocked with scars and imperfections.  
 
    Lagging slightly behind him was a mammoth of a man, half again as tall as Bart and hulking with hidden muscles. But that wasn’t all that was hidden. His face was wrapped in a thick scarf, only his eyes visible, staring out darkly and somewhat bewildered.  
 
    Even without being able to see his expression, Fay thought there was something contradictory about him. An innocence wrapped in danger. She pretended not to stare.  
 
    “Fay,” Bart said. “Meet Choose.” 
 
    As she slid the hot steel into a cool bath, steam hissing up and curling toward the rafters, Fay’s eyes darted once to the Morningstar before returning to the large man.  
 
    Yes, she thought, feeling for the first time since she ran away from Blackstone that she had a destiny. And the Morningstar did too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Postlude 3: Helmuth Gäric 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill- Circa 493 
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    The wizened old man named Jorg was young Helmuth’s favorite storyteller in the castle. Though Jorg’s gnarled hands shook when he waved them—something Helmuth’s younger brothers, Wolfric and Griswold, liked to mock and mimic—Helmuth thought it only added to the suspense and darkness of his stories.  
 
    And for him, the darker the better.  
 
    Helmuth loved the stories of bloody battles in faraway lands, of unlikely heroes, of the defeat and taming of dragons.  
 
    And right now, the story Jorg was telling was Helmuth’s kind of story. He ignored his brothers’ tittering and whispers as he leaned forward, elbows on withered knees. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his sister, Zelda, who was his youngest sibling at only age six, leaning forward too. Though her disposition was sullen and she was prone to frequent outbursts and rants, she was by far his favorite of his siblings. For one thing, she never mocked him for his inability to walk without crutches, or how his legs were too thin and weak, or that he would probably never be able to wield a sword the way his brothers could.  
 
    But all that was forgotten as the storyteller continued to spin his yarn, the firelight dancing across his wrinkled face. 
 
    “The Lesser have been hunted for generations by the Crimeans, but they are like cockroaches. You kill one and ten more seem to spring up from the very ground. They are a disparate, migratory species, each tribe fighting for dominance of the others. It is even said they eat their own dead.” 
 
    Each word made Helmuth’s heart hammer harder. Cannibals! he thought. “Why are they called the Lesser?” he asked. Wolfric sniggered and whispered something to Griswold. Griswold pushed him and Wolfric shoved him back. Helmuth ignored their comradery, for he would never be a part of it. They had two good legs each and he had none, which seemed to separate their worlds like walls divided two rooms. And there was no door between them. Not even a window.  
 
    The storyteller showed his yellow teeth. “The name was coined by one of the Crimean kings, Marcus Streit the Second. Most think it is because they are like humans, but believed to be of lesser intelligence. Perhaps we evolved from them. Perhaps not. No one knows.” 
 
    “What do they look like?”  
 
    The man’s eyes twinkled, which, Helmuth knew, meant he was about to say something intended to be shocking.  
 
    “There is not much difference between the males and females, though the females are larger, their claws sharper, their fangs longer.” 
 
    At that, Wolfric and Griswold finally ceased their whispering. Wolfric said, “You mean to tell us the females are more powerful than the males?” There was incredulity in his tone.  
 
    Zelda, for her part, seemed excited by the prospect, though her way of showing it was to simply bare her white teeth in something akin to a smile.  
 
    Jorg nodded heavily. “An expert swordsman might survive an encounter with a male, but when facing a female…” He shook his head and made a cutting motion with his finger across his throat.  
 
    “Bollocks,” Wolfric said. “I would cut the beasts to ribbons and not break a sweat.” Though he was only eleven years old, Helmuth’s middle brother had the confidence of a king. He was his father’s son through and through.  
 
    “Believe what you will,” was Jorg’s response, one he’d used many times in the face of Wolfric’s skepticism. “The Lesser are hairless, their backs ridged and humped. They walk stooped, their long arms nearly reaching the ground. Though they enjoy killing with their claws and fangs, they also fashion weapons from the bones of their victims.” 
 
    “You think this is going to scare us, old man, but it’s not,” Wolfric cut in. “I’ve never heard of these Lesser barbarians. If they truly existed, the Crimeans would’ve wiped them off the face of the earth by now.” 
 
    Jorg, as usual, was the image of composure. Though baited often, he never rose to it, something Helmuth secretly enjoyed, if only because of how much he knew it irritated Wolfric. He held back a smile, interested to hear the storyteller’s response.  
 
    “You don’t think they’ve tried?” There was a hint of mocking in the man’s voice, and Helmuth almost gasped. Wolfic glared at him, but Jorg didn’t react, just continued speaking in his rich, practiced voice. “The Crimeans have gone to war against the Lesser more than a dozen times over the centuries. Every time they’ve lost.” 
 
    “Ha! The Crimeans couldn’t even defeat us. We drove them back twice. They are not the world powers they once were. When I am king, I will extend our lands to Crimea, and I will exterminate the Lesser like the rodents they are.” 
 
    Helmuth felt his cheeks warm. Wolfric often spoke of the kingdom passing to him, though that was impossible so long as Helmuth was alive. By birthright, he would be king, not Wolfric. He knew he should stand up for himself, should speak in his own defense, but his voice always failed him in these situations.  
 
    Zelda’s, however, did not. “You be king? We’d be better off with an ice bear sitting the throne.” 
 
    “Take it back.” 
 
    “I will not. And Helmuth is older. He will be king. Not. You.” 
 
    Wolfric stood, his chest heaving, his hands fisted at his sides. He looked ready to hit his younger sister. 
 
    Zelda, of course, didn’t know the meaning of fear, and she merely stuck out her jaw as if daring him to do just that.  
 
    Jorg, using a tactic he’d employed to diffuse tensions amongst the siblings before, continued speaking as if nothing had changed. “The barbarians do not fight like our armies. They have no rules of combat. No leaders. Each tribe is its own organism, and the attacks come not in organized lines but in waves.” Though Wolfric’s eyes continued shooting arrows at Zelda, he sat. Zelda giggled. “They live in the mountains, the Northern Fangs, hiding in caves and burrows. They fear nothing. Some say they number in the thousands, some say tens of thousands, but no one really knows for they cannot be counted. But if they ever manage to unify…” The old man trailed away, the look in his eyes growing distant. 
 
    “What?” Helmuth said, intrigued, unable to hold back the question. 
 
    “Frozen gods help us all.” 
 
    Wolfric snorted. “You believe this rot? C’mon Gris, I tire of old men who try to scare children with their nonsense. We are practically men grown, and we no longer must keep the company of girls and cripples.” He stood and departed. 
 
    The words stung, but Helmuth pretended to let them slide off his back. In reality, they clung to him like a thick fog.  
 
    Griswold, two years Wolfric’s younger, didn’t look as certain, but he managed to plaster a half-sneer on his face and follow in his brother’s wake.  
 
    A weight seemed to lift off Helmuth’s shoulders as soon as they were gone. He hated the effect they had on him, but he couldn’t help it. Though they were younger, long had he desired their approval. And longer had they denied him.  
 
    He gritted those thoughts between his teeth and refocused on Jorg. “Is the story real? Do the Lesser really exist?” 
 
    “The best stories are the true ones,” the old man said, his lip curling. He stood, gathered his cane, and hobbled off.  
 
    Zelda leapt to her feet and said, “If the Lesser come here, I will run them through!” She brandished a wooden sword that should’ve been too heavy for such a young girl, but which she handled with ease, cutting and slashing.  
 
    Helmuth, more slowly, pushed from the log to his feet, propping himself up with one crutch and using the other to swordfight with his sister. She didn’t take it easy on him, and despite her young age was a fierce warrior in her own right. Still, his size and strength advantage eventually allowed him to disarm her, and he hated the pride he felt at the victory.  
 
    Sure, you can defeat a child, and a girl no less, he thought.  
 
    As they walked back inside the castle, his mind drifted back to the old man’s story. The Lesser, like him, had been underestimated by their enemies.  
 
    Yet they’d always emerged victorious.  
 
    The thought brought a thin smile to Helmuth’s lips. 
 
    Let them underestimate me, he thought. I will not be the Maimed Prince forever. One day I will be king. 
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    “I’m sorry, son,” Helmuth’s father said. His hands were clasped together regally as he sat on the edge of Helmuth’s bed. King Gäric, despite being the most powerful man in the north, a man who’d a dozen times over earned himself the nickname The Undefeated King, looked as uncomfortable as Helmuth had ever seen him.  
 
    Helmuth was struggling to understand. “Sorry for what?” 
 
    His father refused to look at him, and though Helmuth closed his mind off to the truth, he could sense it sliding around the edges. No. It cannot be. 
 
    But it could be. Of course it could.  
 
    “The north requires a strong leader, especially in these times, when our enemies surround us like winter storms.” 
 
    “And I am not strong.” Helmuth hated his own words. Not because they hurt, but because they were true.  
 
    His father didn’t deny it—had never denied it. “Son, I love you with the very core of my being. None of this is your fault. You were born this way. You have your own talents, but you are no warrior.” 
 
    Helmuth grabbed his crutches and leapt to his feet, determined to show his father he had more to offer than he knew. He shoved one crutch under his armpit and attempted to wield the other like a sword, like he had the night before against Zelda.  
 
    This time, however, one of his feet snagged on the space between tiles and his crutch tangled with his legs. He felt himself falling headfirst and he knew the impact would be painful.  
 
    Strong arms caught him just before his face smashed into the ground. 
 
    In some ways, it was worse than if he’d bloodied his nose.  
 
    His father was right.  
 
    I am no warrior. 
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    His father hadn’t told anyone of his decision yet, but Helmuth still felt like people were looking at him differently. Pityingly. The poor boy, he could feel them saying. No good legs to stand on, and now no kingdom either. He has nothing. No reason to live. 
 
    Tears stung his eyes and before he could blink them away they dribbled down his cheeks and dripped from his chin.  
 
    “Aww…is the little Maimed Prince sad?” a voice said. Mocking. Harsh.  
 
    Helmuth wanted to run away and not look back, but, of course, he could not move faster than an awkward hobble.  
 
    Slowly, he turned to face Wolfric, who was flanked closely by Griswold.  
 
    “It’s sweat, not tears,” Helmuth lied, wiping away the moisture.  
 
    “You have to move fast to sweat,” Wolfric said.  
 
    Helmuth had no response to that.  
 
    “Crippled fool,” Wolfric said, starting to turn away. 
 
    “I’m not a fool,” Helmuth said. He couldn’t reject the crippled part, but he had a brain, and knew how to use it. 
 
    Wolfric spat on the ground. “You think you’re going to be king someday? That makes you a fool.” 
 
    Helmuth blushed, his father’s words coming back to him in a rush. …you are no warrior. 
 
    Anger coursed through him as his brothers turned their backs on him as though he weren’t worth another moment of their time. He wanted to hurt them, to punish them for their constant japes and insults, for wounding him without laying a finger on him.  
 
    Without thinking, he extended his crutches and swung himself forward in a long stride. They made a clopping-creaking sound, giving him away. Wolfric started to turn back, but Helmuth was already bringing one crutch up, whipping it around, aiming for his brother’s—I can’t believe I’m doing this, he thought even as he did it—head… 
 
    Wolfric’s hand shot up and grabbed the heel of the wooden crutch from midair, stopping it a hairsbreadth from his jaw. His eyes were alight with a fire Helmuth had never seen in them before. That stare was stripped of all mockery and insult, the void filled with darkness and rage.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” he growled. He ripped the crutch from Helmuth’s hand, sweeping a leg out to kick away the other one. Without anything to lean on, his legs crumbled and he fell awkwardly, which was the only way he knew how to fall. The impact was jarring, his bones rattling inside his skin.  
 
    Helpless, he looked up at Wolfric and saw the truth of what his brother could really be—what he could become. Aye, he was a bully, but not only that. No, in that vengeful stare he saw the eyes of a killer.  
 
    And then it was gone, his expression returning to one of scorn. He kicked Helmuth once in the ribs, curling him into the fetal position, and then stalked off, laughing the whole way.  
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    A noise jarred Helmuth from sleep. He cocked his head, listening. The castle was always silent at night, like an exhausted beast slumbering after a day of hunting its prey.  
 
    Silence. Silence. And then, a muffled cry, almost inaudible through the thick stone walls.  
 
    Helmuth grabbed his useless legs with his arm and slung them over the edge of the bed in one swift motion. It was almost graceful, though he could only seem to achieve such things when no one was watching, save perhaps Zelda.  
 
    He grabbed his crutches and thrust them into place. He eased forward, cautious in the dark. He opened his door and swiveled left, then right, listening. No other sounds emerged. He went right first, pressing his ear to Zelda’s door. Nothing. He pushed it open quietly to find his sister sprawled crookedly across her bedsheets. Her wooden sword was still clutched in one hand, resting on her chest, which rose and fell with the swells of deep sleep.  
 
    He closed the door and went the other way. Wolfric’s room was next after his own, and he could see the telltale line of orange light beneath the door. He considered knocking, but then realized he didn’t care about such manners anymore.  
 
    Instead, he thrust open the door without preamble.  
 
    What he saw surprised him.  
 
    Wolfric’s eyes were huge as he turned toward him. He was shirtless, the contours of a chest that was showing the beginnings of true muscle evident in the lanternlight. His night trousers were down to his knees, his pale legs like columns of snow. “Get out!” he hissed.  
 
    And though Helmuth knew he should probably obey, he couldn’t, his feet frozen. Because he’d already seen the truth, his mind ticking over the facts, lining them up like tin soldiers about to do battle.  
 
    The covers were stripped from the bed, piled in the corner.  
 
    His brother’s trousers, though hard to make out in the dim light, were wet.  
 
    His underclothes were even worse, drenched in a spreading patch around his crotch.  
 
    And he understood. The shame of not having control of one’s own body. The pity he could already feel in his own expression. The sadness mixed with something hotter, more potent.  
 
    The anger. 
 
    Wolfric ripped off his pants and stalked toward him in only his underclothes. “I said get out,” he said, pressing his face close, his breath hot and stale.  
 
    For some reason, Jorg’s story came back to him in that moment. The Lesser. Believed to be less worthy of life because of how they were born. Hunted. Exterminated. But they could never be defeated.  
 
    “I’m telling Father,” Helmuth said coolly, though his heart was hammering in his chest.  
 
    Wolfric’s mouth fell open. He grabbed Helmuth’s shirt in a fist. “I’ll kill you.” It was no threat. No, they were far beyond that now. It was a promise.  
 
    “Perhaps,” Helmuth said, forcing his stare to meet his brother’s. This was the most important moment in his life, he knew. “But then you’ll have to make it look like an accident. Cover it up. Things will get messy.” 
 
    Wolfric’s eyes narrowed, cool, calculating. “What do you want? For me to stop with the nicknames? For me to stop hurting you? Fine. You aren’t worth another second of my time. So long as you promise to never breathe a word of this night to anyone, I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    It was just like Wolfric to think things could be so easy. Life had always been easy for him, after all. But that wasn’t what Helmuth wanted. He wanted what was rightfully his, or at a least a chance at it.  
 
    “No, brother. I want the opposite. I want to fight you.” 
 
    “What?” Wolfric scoffed.  
 
    “You heard me. I want an official duel. The winner takes the crown.” 
 
    Wolfric shoved him away. “That’s ridiculous.” But Helmuth could see the gleam in his eyes, for he didn’t yet know their father intended to give him the throne already.  
 
    “Fine. It’s your choice,” Helmuth said, impressing even himself with the casualness of his tone. He started to turn away.  
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Helmuth turned back, holding back a smile.  
 
    “You’ll have your duel, brother. And I shall have my throne.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    They presented their plan to their father the next day. It was a closed meeting, which, in hindsight, was a mistake.  
 
    “No,” King Gäric said, much to both their surprise.  
 
    “What?” they said at the same time.  
 
    “But Father,” Wolfric said. 
 
    “I forbid it. I will not have the two of you brawling like common ruffians. And only I decide who shall sit the throne when I die.” 
 
    “Father—” Wolfric tried to interject again.  
 
    “I said no. And anyway…”—his eyes met Helmuth’s, a million unspoken words passing between them—“the throne is already Wolfric’s. I made the decision two days ago.” 
 
    Wolfric’s eyes snapped to Helmuth’s. “You knew?” 
 
    Helmuth was caught, and there was no way to hide it. He’d thought if he showed his father he was willing to fight for what was rightfully his, that he would see the real him. The heart of the warrior trapped inside a crippled body.  
 
    But he’d failed. And his father saw only his shriveled legs and crutches.  
 
    “You’re a snake,” Wolfric spat.  
 
    “Watch it, brother,” Helmuth said. He felt numb. He’d lost the only thing he had left, and there was nothing else for them to take away. Next to the crown, his life felt like such a small thing.  
 
    Wolfric’s lips clamped shut, and Helmuth felt a swell of satisfaction. He considered whether to tell their father about his brother’s wet bedsheets now, or lord it over him for a while longer.  
 
    In the end, the decision was stripped away from him, much like the crown had been.  
 
    “I should never have protected your secret, Helmuth,” Wolfric said, his tone softening.  
 
    Helmuth stared at him, not understanding. Not quite yet.  
 
    “What are you talking about, son?” the king said.  
 
    And Helmuth understood, but it was like watching a runaway cart tumble down a hill. You could reach for it, but never hope to stop it.  
 
    “He’s been having…problems…at night,” Wolfric said. He gestured to his crotch. “You know, controlling his bladder? I’ve tried to help him, gather his sheets for the laundry, getting him clean nightclothes. But I thought you should know.” 
 
    It wasn’t shame Helmuth felt as he stared on, his gaze swapping between his brother and father and back again. It was resignation. In his world, there was no truth but that which Wolfric created. This battle was of words, his against his brother’s. And that was a duel he would lose every time.  
 
    He was smarter than his brother—that much he knew—but not as conniving.  
 
    So he said nothing, departing the cavernous room, ignoring the pitying way his father called his name, which echoed all around him as he left.  
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    He waited in his room all day. For someone to come. He knew Wolfric and Griswold wouldn’t, nor would he want them to, but he expected his father to come. He didn’t. He wished his mother was still alive, for she always had the right things to say. It was a foolish thought, for one could not speak to the dead and no amount of wishing could raise them from frozen hell.  
 
    But the most surprising of all was Zelda. He was certain by now she would’ve heard the news; his brothers weren’t exactly known for discretion.  
 
    He waited for her to barge into the room, righteous indignation spreading across her broad-jawed face, her dark eyes glittering with plans to get their revenge.  
 
    But she didn’t come, not as the shadows crept through the beveled windows. Not as night fell and the moons rose and the stars filled the sky.  
 
    Not as Helmuth spread out a scrap of parchment and wrote his note, his hot, angry tears splashing down on the edges, which curled in response as they dried.  
 
    And not as he gathered as many things as he could carry on his back and cast one final look at the room he would never see again.  
 
    As he crutched down the hall, he wondered who would find the note. He wondered if they would laugh at the absurdity of it. He wondered if they would feel a shred of remorse.  
 
    The words were etched in his mind now, a mantra he would not soon forget: 
 
    I will return one day. And I shall have my vengeance. 
 
    Though he knew they were the words of an angry child, he gripped them like a weapon as he hobbled out into the night. 
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    Six months later 
 
      
 
    Being a beggar and a cripple and a young boy had its benefits, especially in the bustling city of Blackstone. For one, Helmuth was practically invisible, too pathetic for anyone to make direct eye contact with. He was certain people were aware of his existence, and yet their eyes roamed past him as if he wasn’t there. They did, however, see his upside-down hat, which received a good quantity of coins each day, though of small denominations.  
 
    Something that surprised him the most, however, was that it wasn’t the wealthiest citizens who stooped over to flip him a coin or two, but those barely above his own station. Some of them wore threadbare clothes and holey shoes, and yet they managed to part with coin that could’ve been saved to replace their old clothing.  
 
    How did I not know of such things? Helmuth wondered. And, of course, the answer was obvious: Because he’d lived the life of a prince in a castle.  
 
    And I hated it. And I felt sorry for myself. And I ran away. 
 
    Still, this life on the streets brought him so much more pleasure than his old life had.  
 
    Until it didn’t.  
 
    In fact, Helmuth had long forgotten that hastily scrawled note written in anger. Vengeance was the last thing on his mind these days. On the streets, survival was the sole focus from dawn to dusk. Where your next meal would come from. Where you would shelter from the cold and wind. How you would protect yourself if those even more desperate than you tried to take what you had. And on and on.  
 
    One night, these lessons were taught to Helmuth in the harshest of ways.  
 
    It hadn’t been a bad night, as far as the life of a beggar went. He’d scrounged enough coin to pay for a hot bowl of soup—served out the back of the tavern, of course, for with his dirty clothes and unkempt condition he wouldn’t be allowed through the front—and found a relatively warm, unoccupied nook in one of his favorite alleyways. He’d bedded down under scraps of parchment and promptly fell asleep.  
 
    His dreams, as they often did, painted a picture of a boy that might’ve been him, sword fighting, running and playing, climbing trees. Whole. Unbroken. Two good legs.  
 
    Though waking up from such dreams was…hard…he’d grown used to it, and relished the escape from the reality of his body.  
 
    On this occasion, however, he awoke to powerful hands dragging him off his feet, the pungent odor of garlic on the man’s breath combining with the smell of oil on his armor. He tried to say something, to demand to know what was happening, but all that came out was a high-pitched squeak.  
 
    “By order of Lord Blackstone of House Blackstone, ruler and keeper of order in this great city, you are hereby arrested for sleeping on city property without authorization.” It was a mouthful, but the large man spoke the words in a bored monotone, like he’d said the same many times over—which, as it turned out, he had, on this very night.  
 
    Helmuth’s first thought was What? and his second was Why should the wealthiest man in the city, the lord of Blackguard itself, care about a street urchin like me? 
 
    And Helmuth’s third thought was: He knows who I am.  
 
    Somehow his identity had been realized, despite all his efforts to change his appearance: growing his hair long and purposely dirtying himself and ripping his clothes long before the same occurred naturally.  
 
    He would be taken back to Castle Hill.  
 
    The thought made him want to die. Here, he was no one, and no one had expectations for him. Expectations that he would never live up to. There, in the northern capital, he was a firstborn prince without a crown, the Maimed Prince, a failure at life.  
 
    There, he was a joke.  
 
    All his old feelings of anger and fear and sadness returned as he was dumped unceremoniously in the back of a wagon surrounded by iron bars. To his surprise, there were other boys like him, too, dirty and fearful, watching him with wide eyes and tight lips.  
 
    He had been wrong. So wrong. 
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    No one knew he was Helmuth Gäric. No one even seemed to care that he had a name. He was referred to only as “boy” or “you”. And each time a command was given, two dozen boys would look up and look at each other and try to figure who the guards were calling.  
 
    Helmuth was given a task less strenuous than the others, who were charged with constructing buildings. Mixing mortar. When the vat of sticky rice soup was first dumped next to him, his stomach growled. Then he learned he would be mixing it with sand and clay to create a thick mortar for the other boys to spread between stones. The soup looked less appetizing after that. After only the first night, his hands were raw from clenching the mixing rod, his muscles ached from the repetitive motion, and his head was spinning from lack of sleep.  
 
    What was left of the sticky rice was breakfast, which they ate in the gray darkness that preceded dawn. No one spoke, the other boys equally exhausted, plopping down around the vat and using their fingers to shove the rice into their mouths. A ladle was passed around and each boy got a sip of cold water.  
 
    Before dawn arrived, the boys were ushered behind the very wall they’d constructed, huddling together. Just before the weariness took Helmuth, he realized why they were hidden. 
 
    So the other citizens don’t know what they’re doing to us. 
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    Day after day, they slept; and night after night, they toiled under moonslight. The walls grew larger and wider and greater in number as the structure began to take shape. It would be an immense building, almost like a miniature castle, and Helmuth knew for certain it would be for Lord Blackstone’s own purposes, though no one told them anything. In fact, they weren’t even allowed to talk, and one would swiftly earn the broadside of a sword if they dared to so much as whisper.  
 
    Still, slowly, Helmuth began to learn the names and stories of the other boys, even if they were whispered in the spare moments before sleep overtook them after a long night of backbreaking work.  
 
    There was Lodi, whose mother had died in childbirth and father had been a soldier killed in Raider’s Pass. And Drake, who couldn’t even remember his parents, or what had happened to them. And Harry, who told stories about his childhood that could only be lies, though no one called him on it. According to him, his father was one of the wealthiest men in the realm, a great lord, but other lords had conspired against him and stolen everything out of jealousy. “One day ’e’ll come back for me,” he liked to say. No one had the heart to tell him what a load of bollocks that was.  
 
    Dreams were not meant to be stolen. 
 
    Helmuth talked little, preferring to listen, though he knew none would believe him either even if he told them the truth about his life.  
 
    As the months passed, Helmuth barely noticed the way the skin of his arms and chest tightened, the muscles bulging beneath. His hands grew stronger, too, thick with calloused layers that had formed after the blisters had broken and bled, the sting so painful he would sometimes cry out in his sleep only to be silenced by a well-placed kick to the ribs.  
 
    Each day, his anger grew. He was surprised to discover his own rage was not shared by the other boys, who seemed resigned to their fates. “How can Lord Blackstone treat us this way? We are not paid for our labors. We barely receive enough sustenance to complete our tasks. He treats us like slaves.” He railed on and on, but all he received were blank stares in return. “Why aren’t you angry?” he asked them. “Don’t you want justice?” 
 
    Eyebrows rose. Mouths fell open. Finally, one of the boys, Lodi, said, “There is no justice for us, because we don’t exist.”  
 
    How Helmuth longed to tell them the truth of who he was, how he could save them all, get them the justice they deserved. But that would mean going back to his father. And what guarantee was there that King Gäric would interfere in the affairs of Lord Blackstone?  
 
    None. Not to mention the guards would never let him go, no matter what he said. They would laugh at him, their only response offered by a backhand to the cheek.  
 
    More months passed and they got to work on the roof. Helmuth was charged with cutting tiles, each of which needed to be the exact same shape. Not square—no, that would be too easy—but like the crests of waves. 
 
    The other boys clambered over the structure, fitting each shingle into place.  
 
    One night, Helmuth heard a strange scream, loud at first but then tailing away, like a comet streaking out of sight. Another sound followed, which he could only describe as a thump. More sounds followed, the voices of the boys on the roof, but they were swiftly silenced by the barks of the guards.  
 
    He was given his own reprimand, so he resumed his work.  
 
    It was only later that he learned what had happened.  
 
    Harry had slipped and fallen from the roof.  
 
    He was dead.  
 
    His wealthy father would never be able to come to save him now. 
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    This is a bad place, Helmuth thought, as he resumed work the next day. Blackstone. The north. The Four Kingdoms. Though he had never visited anywhere other than Castle Hill and Blackstone, he knew the rest of the lands were no better. There were slaves in Phanes. Dragons in Calypso. Rulers in Ferria and Knight’s End who, in their lust for power, sent their soldiers to the frontlines to die.  
 
    And for what? 
 
    More land. Control. So they could build monuments to themselves and bask in their own glory.  
 
    It made Helmuth sick.  
 
    Something rose in him, heat surging in his chest. He gasped, clutching at his own breast. Through his clothing he could see something…glowing darkly. Well, three somethings, like circles, only not perfectly round. Like raindrops.  
 
    Or teardrops.  
 
    One of the guards had noticed him now, and the fact that he’d stopped working. But Helmuth didn’t care about his heavy footsteps, or the slight tensing of the man’s leg as he prepared to kick him. He scrabbled at his ragged overcoat and the other layers beneath it, drawing them up, ignoring the wash of cold air that rushed over his skin, his eyes widening at what he saw.  
 
    Three black teardrops, surrounded by red light, a stark contrast to the contours of his pale skin. 
 
    A fog seemed to rise from the markings, swarming outward.  
 
    The guard muttered “What the frozen hell?” and his foot dropped. Helmuth didn’t know whether he’d seen the markings or just the strange fog, and he didn’t really care, because he felt…good. Whole. Powerful, though he wasn’t certain why.  
 
    “I can’t go on like this,” a voice said. It took Helmuth a moment to realize who had spoken, that it was the guard, his voice so different now, drained of all command, a withered thing that implied a sadness so complete it had brought him to his knees, his head tucked between his hands.  
 
    Helmuth could only stare, watching as the fog spread, touching other guards, each of whom reacted immediately. Some fell to the ground, wailing. Other stood stock still, shaking their head, tears blooming from their eyes.  
 
    On the roof, the other boys stopped what they were doing and stared.  
 
    Helmuth, shocked and trembling, panicked, swatting at his own chest, the anger fading, which seemed to draw the heat with it. The fog dissipated first, and then the three black spots, along with their fiery rings of light.  
 
    The guard, still on his knees, looked at him warily, his chest heaving. “What are you?” he said.  
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    Helmuth was disgusted with himself. It wasn’t natural, not any of it. Not the black tears that appeared from nowhere, only to disappear moments later. Not the light and heat emanating from his skin. Not the fog that brought strong, full-grown men to their knees, causing them to sob like babies.  
 
    He echoed the guard’s question in his mind. What am I? 
 
    The only answer that came to him was: A monster. A crippled monster. 
 
    Even now, the guards refused to go near him, watching from afar, whispering to each other. They are deciding what to do with me. Would they kill him? If so, could he stop them? Another, more pointed, question arose. 
 
    Should I stop them? 
 
    After all, what did he have to live for? This life of labor, breaking his back for a lord who cared nothing for him, who didn’t even know his name or where he came from? Now, even the other boys wouldn’t go near him, huddled together and staring just like their guards, hiding their own whispers behind cupped hands.  
 
    They fear me, too, he realized. I am a castoff amongst castoffs. Shunned by my own family. Shunned by my masters. Shunned by the others like me. 
 
    No, he thought. There are no others like me. 
 
    He decided in that moment that if the guards came to kill him, he would not defend himself, not with his own hands or the strange power he felt lingering inside his chest.  
 
    But they didn’t come to kill him.  
 
    No. He was sold instead, traded for coin like a possession. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The Crimean ship was a beautiful vessel, its edges smooth and well-sanded, its decks lacquered and free of salt stains. It wasn’t just a Crimean ship—it was a royal ship. One of King Streit’s own private vessels, used to transport the delicacies he bought in the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    The sea breeze blew through Helmuth’s hair, cold but not unpleasant, and he trailed a hand over the railing to feel the salt spray on his fingers.  
 
    He didn’t understand the turn of events that had landed him on this vessel, but for the first time in his life he felt like things might get better. Yes, he’d been purchased in a private sale between the guards and the Crimeans. But so far they hadn’t put him to work, or abused him, or berated him. No, they’d cleaned him up, fed him, even provided new clothes, free of holes or ragged edges. Fine clothes, like the ones he used to wear in Castle Hill. Princely clothes. A snow-white shirt with billowing sleeves. A purple tunic hemmed with golden thread. For colder days, a thick greatcoat with furred cuffs and collar. Sturdy black trousers adorned with silver buttons used not for their utility, but for decoration. They were gaudy and wasteful, but Helmuth didn’t care. Even his boots were soft leather, the craftsmanship the finest he had ever seen. The Crimean who had handed them to him had said they were made by a man named Swansea, a famous western bootmaker who operated out of Knight’s End.  
 
    As he sat on a plush chair by the railing, he closed his eyes. And though it might’ve been Helmuth’s imagination, he thought he felt the winds change slightly. A subtle change, but a powerful one.  
 
    I am finally going where I am meant to be going, he thought.  
 
    As it turned out, it was true, but not in the way he believed.  
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    Though his time on the ship was new and exciting, eventually Helmuth grew bored of the endless days at sea, so he was overjoyed when the call of land finally arose from the scout in the bird’s nest.  
 
    His excitement only rose as the ship swept into port, the sails lowered, steered by long oars that sprouted from hatches in the sides like dozens of insect-like legs. The anchor was dropped, unfurling like a long, clanking snake, slithering beneath the water.  
 
    The long pier approached, and rough-looking men waited, catching the ropes that were thrown from the decks by the sailors, tying them to iron posts. The ship juddered to a halt.  
 
    Helmuth grabbed his crutches, which were also new, crafted from fine yew, painted a rich mahogany and stitched with plush but firm pads that fit perfectly under his arms. One of the Crimeans helped him up the steps to the gangway, but he managed to cross the plank without assistance, though he felt wobbly and unbalanced. The problem wasn’t his strength—no, his arms were stronger than ever—but the fact that the surface beneath him was no longer moving, even if it seemed like it was. The effect was one of unsteadiness, each “step” seeming to lean one way or the other.  
 
    Still, it felt good to be back on solid ground, and there was plenty to distract him.  
 
    Moray was the largest port city he had ever seen, at least ten times the size of Blackstone, which Helmuth had thought was enormous. If the books were correct, it was the largest harbor in all the world, and Helmuth didn’t doubt it for a second. Dozens of ships passed each other like giant monsters, trading positions on the piers. Hundreds of dockworkers scuttled about, hauling cargo from the ships to carts and vice versa. The words he heard them speak, most of which were followed by hearty laughs, made him blush all the way to his ears. 
 
    Everything smelled of salt, and sweat, and life. 
 
    At the end of the pier, he was greeted by a boy. Though he looked as young as Helmuth—thirteen or perhaps fourteen—Helmuth thought maybe he was older, considering the shadow of a shaven beard he could detect on the boy’s cheeks and chin.  
 
    His most obvious feature, however, was the color of his skin.  
 
    Red. Not dark, like blood, but as vibrant as sunset, the color of a blush. Helmuth couldn’t help himself: 
 
    He stared openly.  
 
    The boy laughed. “You have never met a Teran, I take it?” he asked.  
 
    Helmuth shook his head dumbly, unable to formulate words. A Teran! Though he’d read of the people hailing from Teragon, a place of thick, humid jungles and vast flatlands, he always thought the descriptions of their skin color were exaggerated.  
 
    They were not. Helmuth thought this boy was the most beautiful person he’d ever seen.  
 
    “I am Vrinn,” the young man said. “I shall be your escort to Rockland.” He had a smooth voice, enunciating each syllable with such clarity it almost made Helmuth unable to focus on the words themselves, and only the honey-rich sound of them.  
 
    One, however, stood out. Rockland. It was a place of history and legend. The Crimean stronghold, where a long line of Streit rulers had planned the conquering of the world. Supposedly, there were few places the Crimeans didn’t control—the Four Kingdoms being one of them, if only because the Crimean colonists had fought for their own independence. 
 
    A fat lot of good that did us, Helmuth thought. He felt something pulse in his chest at his angry thoughts, and he quickly tempered them. Whatever…force…lay dormant inside him, he was determined to keep it there.  
 
    “Come, I shall show you the city,” Vrinn said. 
 
    Something occurred to Helmuth. Vrinn’s eyes had never left his during the exchange, not once darting to his withered legs or to the crutches supporting his weight.  
 
    “Don’t you have any questions for me?” Helmuth asked.  
 
    The boy’s eyes twinkled. “Apologies. How was your voyage? You were comfortable, I hope?” 
 
    Comfortable? “I, uh, yes. Very. It was…long. I am glad to be on land again.” 
 
    Vrinn laughed, the tone almost musical, seeming to match everything else about him perfectly. “Good. Now come, I have a carriage waiting.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Helmuth managed.  
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    Helmuth had often thought the spires of Castle Hill were the most amazing structures he’d ever seen, nearly piercing the clouds with their points. Sometimes he’d dreamed of climbing them, feeling the wind rushing over him as wings sprouted from his back. And then he would leap off, soaring over the northern capital as people stared. In that moment, his old nickname, the Maimed Prince, would melt like snow under the beat of a hot sun.  
 
    Well, the structures of the city of Moray made Castle Hill look like a child’s model constructed of twigs and paper. His neck hurt from leaning back to look up at where the buildings vanished, actually disappeared, into the thick blankets of clouds. It had to be a thousand steps to the top. No, he thought, ten thousand. 
 
    As the horse-drawn carriage bounced and bumped along, Vrinn seemed to notice his incredulity. “We have a system of weights and counterweights to reach the higher floors,” he said. “Still, it’s not for the faint of heart.” 
 
    Something about his tone gave Helmuth pause. “You’ve been up there?” 
 
    Vrinn nodded. “Every time I am here I make a point of traveling to the top of the tallest building.” 
 
    “Why?” As soon as he voiced the question, Helmuth felt its importance nestle into him. This young man had not judged him for his birth defect, had seemed to not even notice it. And now he spoke of a love of heights like Helmuth could only dream of. 
 
    “To see the world in a different way,” Vrinn said, and the breath rushed out of Helmuth, though he hadn’t been aware he was holding it in so deeply. There was something different in the boy’s eyes now. Gone was the lighthearted youthfulness that had seemed to follow this boy wherever he went, replaced by a shadow.  
 
    It was gone in an instant.  
 
    “Do you want to go?” Vrinn asked, the twinkle in his eyes having returned.  
 
    “Go?” Surely, he was misunderstanding.  
 
    “To the top.” He pointed up and Helmuth followed his aim all the way to the clouds.  
 
    “I—” He suddenly felt dizzy. Beautifully, wonderfully dizzy, his heart seeming to flip within his chest. “I am allowed?” 
 
    “Your ship arrived early. King Streit does not expect us to depart Moray until the morrow. I am trusted by the king, so I am given certain…benefits. So yes.” 
 
    Helmuth had so many questions about why he was here, and King Streit, and what was going to happen next, but he pushed—more like shoved—all of those away to consider later. “I want to go,” he said. Then, remembering his manners, he added, “Please.” 
 
    “Good. So do I. Stop the carriage!” 
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    It was a feeling unlike anything Helmuth had ever experienced. He could tell they were moving, climbing, the wooden walls, floor, and ceiling shaking and juddering, but nothing about their tiny box changed. Pressure built in his ears and he swallowed to release it.  
 
    It was madness. What if one of the ropes snapped? What if the wood cracked under the pressure of their ascent? What if— 
 
    Only Helmuth didn’t care about any of that. Already this was the best day of his life, and not by a small margin.  
 
    “You might as well settle in—this will take a while,” Vrinn said, grinning at him.  
 
    Helmuth grinned back. It would take a while because they were climbing all the way to the clouds. No, above the clouds.  
 
    Grinning at each other, they sat on opposite sides on wooden seats affixed to the walls. Helmuth’s fine, new crutches rested on his lap. He was feeling bold, recklessly so. “Why don’t you look at my legs?” he asked, his own gaze darting to the withered, spindly things he usually avoided talking about at all costs.  
 
    Vrinn’s eyes stayed level, not so much as fluttering. “They are just legs. I have seen many of them.” 
 
    “But mine are…different. Useless.” 
 
    “Different. Not useless. You can still use them to balance, no?” 
 
    Helmuth had never considered that. Though his legs could not support his weight, they had enough strength to work with his crutches to allow him to remain upright, at the least. He nodded. “But—” 
 
    “But nothing. Your perceived deficiency can be corrected with crutches. There are those who are born with worse, deficiencies of the mind for which there are no crutches.” 
 
    It was a different perspective, and perhaps it should’ve made him feel better about himself, but it didn’t. For whenever he felt the slightest ray of hope, a thousand voices assaulted him from the past, their screams obliterating all peace. “The Maimed Prince,” he muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just…thank you. You are kinder than most I’ve encountered.” 
 
    A silence settled in after that, each lost in their own thoughts. Eventually, what felt like half a day later, the box jolted to a stop. Helmuth’s eyes met Vrinn’s and they both smiled. “Are you ready?” Vrinn said.  
 
    Yes. Oh, yes. Helmuth bit his bottom lip and nodded.  
 
    Vrinn stood, unlocked the door with a small key, and dragged it open.  
 
    What Helmuth saw stole his breath from his very lungs.  
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    The world was gone. The hustle and bustle of the largest port city in the world had disappeared beneath an endless carpet of fluffy white clouds that spread in every direction. The sun was pure and powerful, warming Helmuth’s skin from head to curled toes. The sky was cerulean blue, unmarred by so much as a wispy cloud or the black speck of a bird. With nothing to stop it, the wind was a powerful force, billowing their clothes about them. 
 
    If Helmuth hadn’t already pinched himself, he might think he was in a dream. 
 
    Vrinn laughed, having noticed his gesture. “It was worth the wait, no?” 
 
    Helmuth didn’t have the words to respond to such a simple question, because the answer was too complex to fathom. He crutched forward, to where an ornate metal railing surrounded the apex of what had to be the tallest building in the world. In fact, there was only one word he could think of to speak: 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Though it wasn’t the clearest question, Vrinn seemed to immediately understand, gripping the railing between two white-knuckled hands. “Because he could,” he said, and there was grit in his tone, the honey richness gone.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Vrinn swallowed, wincing slightly. “King Streit.” 
 
    The man who saved me from a life of labor in Blackstone. The man who bought me. 
 
    The thoughts were a stark reminder that he wasn’t in control of his own fate, if he ever had been. It was a reminder that he was, by definition, a slave, even if he’d been treated well so far. He’d been treated almost like a prince, if he was being honest, which was more than he could say of his life in Castle Hill, when he actually was a prince.  
 
    Vrinn turned toward him, and his eyes were no longer sharp, but as clear and blue as the sky above them. There was something wistful in his expression, almost lazy, like they could spend a decade up here and never grow bored. “Have you ever wished you could fly?” he asked.  
 
    Helmuth’s heart stuttered. “I—” Yes. Every day of my life. “I can’t even walk. To dream of flying would be foolishness.” 
 
    “You don’t need legs to fly,” Vrinn said, his words airy, though the air was thinner up here, each breath requiring more effort.  
 
    “True. You need wings, which I am also sorely lacking.” 
 
    It was intended as a jape, but Vrinn didn’t so much as curl a lip, nodding seriously. “Or maybe you just need courage.” 
 
    “Again…lacking,” Helmuth said, though that no longer felt true, exactly. He hadn’t quite admitted it to himself, but in his heart, he knew running away from everything he’d ever known was a courageous act. Then again, he thought perhaps staying would’ve required even more courage.  
 
    “What if we could fly?” Vrinn said, again ignoring his attempt at lighthearted humor. Suddenly, nothing about this moment felt lighthearted or dreamy. There was something in the young boy’s tone that scared Helmuth. A dark edge lined with the glittering silver of false hope.  
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    Vrinn smiled, but it was a grim smile. He looked strangely resigned, like he’d come to a long-avoided conclusion. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For being here, with me. I’ve been here…alone…so many times. You’ve given me strength.” 
 
    Strength for what? 
 
    Vrinn looked away, staring out into a dizzying dream world, his teeth clenched. Without another word, he pushed up onto the railing and stood. Helmuth gaped at him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Vrinn looked back at him quickly, and there was a strange peacefulness in his periwinkle eyes. “King Streit is not a good man,” he said. 
 
    And then he jumped.  
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    Helmuth’s hands were trembling, and the only way to make them stop was to grip the railing as he lay in the fetal position, the wind washing over him, stealing his breath and using it to further strengthen its bluster.  
 
    Vrinn was gone. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    It was as if the boy had never existed, had been merely a figment of Helmuth’s imagination. The space where Vrinn had stood on the railing a moment before he’d jumped seemed to have a weight to it, as if it was permanently etched with a part of his soul.  
 
    King Streit is not a good man. His final words echoed in Helmuth’s mind like a whispered curse.  
 
    Helmuth jammed his eyes shut and tried to wish his way out of this dream turned nightmare. For surely he must be deeply asleep, still in his small cabin on the ship, the rocking of the waves as soothing as a lullaby.  
 
    He hated knowing he was lying to himself.  
 
    Hours passed. The sun fell from the sky. Slowly at first, but then quicker, not dissimilar to how Vrinn had seemed to hang in the air for a moment before his body had plummeted out of sight, sucked through the clouds like a stone through a straw.  
 
    Darkness smothered the blue sky, the white clouds, the dying rays of the sun that had felt so perfect earlier that day.  
 
    But the wind didn’t die with the light, a relentless presence. 
 
    At some point, Helmuth fell asleep, his dreams filled with true nightmares. He watched Vrinn jump a thousand times—a million. Only sometimes the boy didn’t jump—he was pushed. Most of the time it was Helmuth who pushed him—his hands betraying his mind, which was screaming “NO! STOP! PLEASE!”—and other times it was a shadowy figure cloaked in mist. On the dark person’s head, a golden crown shone, sparkling with multi-faceted gemstones.  
 
    Helmuth tried to turn away, but the nightmare wouldn’t allow it, forcing him to watch as Vrinn died again and again and ag— 
 
    The shadow turned toward him, and its mouth opened, a dark cavernous space that seemed to grow larger as it approached, winged demons flying from its maw. Fangs burst out, glistening with saliva, surrounding him like the iron bars of a dungeon cell.  
 
    The mouth swallowed him whole. 
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    Helmuth jerked awake, his head smashing against the iron railing. The wind was gone, and the silence that lingered in its place was so absolute he almost wished the chill would return.  
 
    A sound shattered the silence. A creak. A shudder. It was what must have saved him from the terror of the dream.  
 
    A thudding sound drew his attention to the doorway he and Vrinn had emerged from the day before. The door shook slightly, and then began to open.  
 
    Two men appeared, wearing full plate, swords dangling from hip scabbards. Their helmets were adorned with green and black plumage. Royal Crimean soldiers, Helmuth thought, shocked his mind was still working at all.  
 
    He didn’t try to stand, for he didn’t have the energy. They approached slowly, their eyes darting from side to side, as if expecting an ambush. “Where is your escort?” one of them asked. “Where is Vrinn?” 
 
    Helmuth’s lips trembled. His vision blurred. It was all he could do to lift a single hand, clenching each finger into his palm until only one remained. He pointed through the railing.  
 
    “In the kings’s name…” the other guard murmured. “He jumped?” 
 
    Helmuth wept. For though he’d only just met Vrinn, he knew the boy might’ve been the first true friend he’d had in a long time. Maybe ever.  
 
    Strong hands scooped him up and carried him into the small box. 
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    The rest of the day was like a dream in and of itself. His stomach dropping as the box fell lower and lower. His ears popping once, twice, thrice, as he imagined what Vrinn would’ve seen as his body split the clouds, the entirety of Moray appearing in a rush of color. Fear spreading through him as he wondered what Vrinn had felt in that moment, his own mortality drawing closer and closer. Did he feel at peace? Or did he wish he’d made a different choice?  
 
    A darker question tugged at Helmuth again and again, long after he’d been loaded into a carriage and departed the city of Moray, a city that no longer held the wonder it first did.  
 
    What had King Streit done to Vrinn to drive him to throw his body from the tallest structure in the world? 
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    One week later 
 
      
 
    Helmuth felt as if the shadows of his dreams were following him into the waking hours.  
 
    Where his time spent on the ocean and his entrance into Moray had seemed vibrant and full of color, the further into Crimea they travelled, the greyer and darker the land became. The stony plains were full of boulder fields, plateaus, and canyons, each of which seemed determined to block their progress forward. The sun disappeared behind gray clouds, and after a week without its warmth and light, Helmuth was beginning to wonder whether he would ever see it again.  
 
    He also wondered whether he wanted to.  
 
    He was just chiding himself for being so negative when the earth shook.  
 
    It wasn’t the slight tremor caused by the gallop of horses or the crash of thunder, but a violent shaking of the earth, like a massive hand had reached out and grabbed it, drawing it back and forth, up and down.  
 
    The horses pulling the carriage whinnied in fright as the vehicle ground to a halt. The beasts bucked and stamped, their masters trying fruitlessly to control them.  
 
    Helmuth gripped the side of the carriage, peering out through the window. They’d just been rounding a large boulder field, and now, as he watched with wide eyes, portions of the largest boulder began to break away, chunks of rock clattering down the side and bouncing around the carriage, occasionally slamming into one of its large, wooden wheels. 
 
    The earth shook harder.  
 
    Before Helmuth’s very eyes, cracks appeared in the ground, spider-webbing outward in all directions. They widened into slits.  
 
    His vision danced as the shaking intensified, and then there was a sharp cracking sound. An enormous portion of the boulder broke free and fell, hitting the ground with such force it crumbled into three smaller—but still huge—pieces, each tumbling in a different direction.  
 
    And one of those directions was right toward the carriage.  
 
    Helmuth knew this was the end. Either the ground would open into a chasm and swallow him whole—much as the shadow king of his nightmares had done every night for the last week—or he would be crushed by a stone thrice his own size.  
 
    Three things happened at the same moment: 
 
    First, the earth stopped shaking, and the feeling left in the quake’s wake was much like stepping onto solid land after weeks at sea.  
 
    Second, the horses bolted, the carriage lurching into motion once more. 
 
    Third, the chunk of boulder collided with the cart’s rear wheel with such force that the entire vehicle fishtailed, rocking up onto two wheels.  
 
    Helmuth felt his world turn sideways, and then upside down, as momentum and the raw power of a world gone mad tipped the carriage over. Despite his efforts to brace himself, he was thrown into the air, landing hard on his shoulder, one of his crutches bludgeoning him on the forehead.  
 
    He saw stars amidst the backdrop of the grey clouds. A thin layer of brown mist seemed to shroud his vision, and it took his muddled mind a few long moments to realize it was featherlight rock dust stirred up by the—he didn’t even have a word for it. Whatever act of the gods had tried to shake their world to pieces.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” a voice asked.  
 
    Helmuth blinked. It was Krako, the soft-spoken man who worked for the king as a carriage driver to and from Moray. He was a thick-bodied man whose head seemed to sit directly on his shoulders without a neck to connect the two. Thus far, he’d been kind to Helmuth, though not particularly friendly, seemingly content to do his job.  
 
    The two guards who had first found Helmuth atop the building stood behind him. One of them was clutching his shoulder, which hung at an odd angle. The other was dabbing a cut beneath his left eye.  
 
    “I—my head hurts,” Helmuth said. “But I am no worse for wear.” 
 
    “Good,” Krako said. “The king will have my hide if I lose two of his charges. Hell, he might have my hide for losing one.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have allowed Vrinn to tarry in Moray,” one of the guards—the one with the bloody cheek—agreed.  
 
    “He always wanted to go to the tops of those damned buildings,” Krako said, eyeing the guard warily. “How was I to know he’d do something mad this time?” 
 
    It was an argument the two had had for days, and Helmuth was exhausted of it. Because it was my fault. I was there. I could’ve stopped him. Grabbed him, or said something to change his mind. Something… 
 
    He sat up, his head spinning. Dazed and confused, he allowed Krako to help him over to a n overturned crate that had fallen from the carriage. “Rest. We’ll have the carriage fixed in no time at all.” 
 
    Which, as it turned out, meant the better part of a day. First, they helped the guard with the hurt arm. Krako held him still while the other guard wrenched his shoulder back into place. The man screamed, short and loud, but then went silent, gritting his teeth. He rested next to Helmuth, saying nothing.  
 
    The other guard and Krako hitched the horses to the side of the carriage and, after much coaxing, prodding, and, eventually, the snap of a whip, the beasts managed to dig in and right the vehicle. Unfortunately, however, one of the large wheels was destroyed, several of its axels and part of its frame devastated by the stone. 
 
    But Krako was a handy man, and simply opened a chest and withdrew several tools, getting to work with a grunt. By the time the sun began its descent, he had repaired the wheel enough that he was certain they could complete the journey to Rockland.  
 
    Not wanting to distract the men from their work, Helmuth had withheld a dozen questions, but now that night had fallen and a cookfire was blazing, his lips opened in a deluge of inquiry.  
 
    “What was that? How is it possible the entire earth could move like that? Is there a name for it? I thought the cracks would get bigger. Have they ever gotten bigger? Does that happen often?” 
 
    “Whoa. Slow down there, son,” Krako said, holding up the wooden spoon he was using to stir their supper.  
 
    Helmuth clamped his mouth shut, surprised at himself. He was not prone to much speaking, but something about the way the earth had shook—or perhaps, he had to admit, it had been the blow to the head—had jarred something in him. “Sorry,” he muttered.  
 
    The soldiers ignored him entirely, looking grumpy.  
 
    “It’s fine. One’s first earthquake is often a shock. I’d be more concerned if it wasn’t.” 
 
    “An earthquake? Is that what it’s called?” The name fit perfectly, Helmuth thought. Still… “How is that possible?” 
 
    The man laughed. “Some attribute it to the gods. Others say the first quakes didn’t happen until the first King Streit sat on the Crimean throne. Now whenever the current King Streit has indigestion, the earth shudders with his belching!” Krako laughed, and Helmuth couldn’t hold back a smile. It was the most animated he’d seen the carriage driver.  
 
    The soldiers, however, didn’t look amused.  
 
    Not that Krako seemed to care. “I, for one, believe the scientists. Some have managed to drill deep into the earth and they claim our world is built upon various plates. Sometimes those plates slip past each other and the earth shakes.” 
 
    Though such a thing seemed just as impossible as the other options, Helmuth preferred it to the quakes being caused by King Streit’s burps.  
 
    King Streit is not a good man. 
 
    Krako had continued speaking, and it took him a moment to catch back up. “…happens several times a year. Sometimes more. Most are small, like the one you just experienced.” Small? If that was a small quake, Helmuth couldn’t imagine a big one. “Every once and while, however, there’s a real quake, the kind that topples buildings.” 
 
    The words conjured images in Helmuth’s mind: He and Vrinn hanging onto the railing of the tallest building in the world as it swayed from side to side. It cracked and started to fall… 
 
    Vrinn looked completely at peace, while Helmuth… 
 
    I don’t want to die. The thought startled him. His life had never been…good. Never enjoyable. Though he had moments of happiness as a child, more often he’d found himself sad. Things had only gotten worse since he’d left Castle Hill, a truth that made him feel cold inside. Pitiful.  
 
    Still, despite all that, he yearned for a better life, one that he controlled, where those around him respected him.  
 
    King Streit is not a good man. 
 
    He huffed out a breath, wishing they would just get to Rockland and be done with it.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Helmuth’s wish was granted three days later, the repaired wheel holding up remarkably well against the rugged landscape.  
 
    Each day the earth had shaken at some point, though never as strongly as the first time. “Aftershocks,” Krako called them. “Happens every time there’s a quake. It’s just the way the earth settles.” 
 
    By the third tremor, Helmuth barely felt alarmed at the movement, his eyes fluttering open for a moment before returning to his nap.  
 
    Rockland was more than just the name of the famed Crimean capital city. It was also a perfect, succinct description of the place, which was unlike anything Helmuth had ever seen before, a far cry from the towering buildings of Moray.  
 
    The city was constructed within the largest boulder field yet, each massive stone outcropping bigger than the last. If not for the life burgeoning out from them, he might’ve believed these were the ancient ruins of a long-lost civilization. Stone bridges stretched between the boulders, supported by exquisitely carved stone columns. Each bridge was a riot of motion, carts being pulled across by enormous beasts with long flat heads that ended in single, curving spikes that protruded from their snouts. Mongolbeasts, Helmuth thought in wonder. Though he’d never seen one in person, he’d read of them in his history books. During both wars for independence, the Crimeans had brought herds of these creatures across the great sea, riding them into battle like one might fight atop a horse.  
 
    “They don’t have those in Blackstone, do they, boy?” Krako said, grinning from ear to ear.  
 
    Helmuth shook his head absently. No wonder the columns are so thick. They were supporting an immense weight.  
 
    Beneath the stone bridges was even more activity, the city alive with it, Crimeans coming and going, busily attending the markets, procuring everything from foodstuffs to massive saddles that must’ve been meant for mongolbeasts to strange-colored potions and elixirs from an apothecary tent.  
 
    And everywhere: rocks. They were piled high on wheelbarrows, being sifted by beggars edging the thoroughfare, played with by groups of children who hopped over them in some sort of convoluted pattern Helmuth couldn’t discern. The rocks reminded him of how snow was treated in the north: common, but not without value.  
 
    Krako steered the carriage into the throng, and Helmuth was surprised at how a wide avenue opened for them, as naturally as water diverting around a stone in a fast-moving river. As he peered through the window, hundreds of sets of eyes stared back at him.  
 
    Blushing furiously, he slumped back inside the wagon. He had known the feel of eyes on him before, judging. That had been his life back in Castle Hill. That had been one of a list of reasons why he’d left. But he hadn’t felt this way in a long time. In Blackstone, he’d been just another beggar. Then he was a slave, no more interesting than the other boys until he’d felt that strangely dark power radiating from his chest. On the ship, none of the Crimeans had given him a second glance, almost as if they’d been instructed to treat him normally.  
 
    But now. Now he was like an interesting bug trapped in a glass jar, peered at by hundreds of eyes.  
 
    “Don’t mind them,” Krako called back. “They are only interested because they know this carriage.” 
 
    The king’s carriage, Helmuth thought, plunged back into reality with the force of a slap.  
 
    He refused to think the word’s Vrinn had said—his last words. Anyways, he didn’t need to think them to remember them; they were engrained in his mind like a tattoo on his brain.  
 
    It wasn’t embarrassment that swarmed him now, the hot blush fading from his cheeks, replaced by another feeling, colder than ice.  
 
    Dread.  
 
    Helmuth hated this feeling of helplessness, for he’d felt it most of his life. The only time he’d managed to cast it aside was when he’d left Castle Hill. In Blackstone, it was better for a time, and though he depended on the generosity of strangers, at least he chose when and where to beg for his coin. But now it was back, leaving him feeling like an empty husk, hollowed out of everything that made a person a person.  
 
    I don’t want to go back to Castle Hill, he thought. Naturally, he knew, this was a time when one wished for home, but he didn’t. No, wherever he was going could be no worse than his life in Castle Hill. Still, he longed to return to those days on the streets of Blackstone. He would take the harsh cold over the icy fear now settling deep in his marrow.  
 
    He took a deep breath, then another, pushing the air out between narrow lips. He was halfway around the world, something he knew he needed to remember. Even if the winds of fate had helped blow him here, he had made it, and that was an accomplishment in and of itself. No one—not his father or brothers, or even Zelda—would believe it.  
 
    With that thought in his mind, he firmed up his chin, turned to the side, and stared at those staring at him. One by one, their gazes faltered, until they looked away, no longer interested.  
 
    He almost laughed, wondering whether a bug in a jar had ever tried such a trick.  
 
    I am not helpless, he thought. 
 
    They were in the thick of the boulder field now, and much of the sky was eclipsed by the massive rock formations. The buildings were built between the rocks, also constructed of stone, almost like camouflage. They were sturdy-looking, with thick walls and heavy doors and no windows.  
 
    Because of the earthquakes, he thought, just as he noticed several large cracks running through the stone walls of one such structure. Darkly, he wondered whether the buildings ever collapsed on those living inside. He also wondered why the most powerful ruling family in the world had made this their capital city when they could live anywhere.  
 
    Hours later they finally reached their destination, the boulder field culminating in the largest rock structure of them all, which would be better characterized as a bulging cliff. Built within its shadow, attached directly to the face of the rock was a castle, at least twice the size of the Gäric stronghold. 
 
    Helmuth gaped as they rode through a high, wide gate cut through a boulder. Beyond, the castle’s numerous towers crawled up the sides of the cliff face, like enormous chimneys. The parapets touched the mammoth boulder on each end, curving around a broad area the size of the entirety of Castle Hill, before reconnecting with the opposite side of the cliffs. Within the walls were dozens of other, smaller boulders, each a part of the castle, like they’d grown there, much like a tree might. The boulders were linked by broad bridges and ramparts. Everywhere Helmuth looked were the alternating colors of green, black, and silver.  
 
    Soldiers. Patrolling. Marching. Training. Riding mongolbeasts. There were hundreds, and this was just King Streit’s personal security force. His army would be many hundreds of times this size. The largest army in the world, Helmuth’s father had once called it. His father had also said that if Crimea was not separated from the Four Kingdoms by miles of ocean that King Streit would’ve retaken their lands centuries ago. At the time, Helmuth hadn’t thought much of it, but now he understood the truth of those words.  
 
    The carriage followed a roundabout path along the inner edge of the wall, skirting several boulders before angling back toward center, where the path descended a slope that was eventually swallowed up by a cavern cut into a boulder.  
 
    Helmuth blinked, his eyes trying to adjust to the sudden darkness after the brightness of the day. Balls of flame appeared on either side, casting orange cones across the pathway. It smelled damp and earthy, the air several degrees cooler underground. Still the trail descended, and Helmuth started to wonder whether he would ever emerge from this place of darkness and shadows.  
 
    And then they did. Helmuth frowned, trying to understand what he was seeing. They were still within the bounds of the cave, every direction except forward and back blocked by gray stone walls, and yet light poured in from above. Not torchlight—real light. Sunlight.  
 
    Krako brought the carriage to a stop, dismounting. The two soldiers dropped from their mounts as well, one opening the door for Helmuth while the other stood sentinel, at attention. Carefully, Helmuth clambered out, using one crutch to support himself and dragging the other behind him.  
 
    On solid ground, Helmuth took in his surroundings. He followed the high walls to a wide, circular opening excavated through the boulder itself, much like the tunnel had been built. Sunlight streamed in through the gap. It would’ve taken decades to burrow such a space. The cavernous area was a marvel on its own, large enough to swallow his father’s throne room several times over. 
 
    And in the center sat a natural stone platform. 
 
    And on the platform rested a giant stone seat, carved from the boulder itself. 
 
    And in the seat—no, the throne—rested a figure, his hands clasped casually in his lap.  
 
    “Ah, you have arrived,” King Streit said. Helmuth froze, his mouth going dry. His crutches suddenly felt like glowing beacons and he had the urge to throw them aside and stand on his own two feet. Unfortunately, such a thing wasn’t just foolish—it was impossible.  
 
    The king stood. He was a tall man, at least a head taller than Helmuth. He would’ve had a finger or two on King Gäric as well, Helmuth suspected. His hair was jet black, finely combed with a thin part off center. His eyes were as dark as his hair, but shone with a light that spoke of certainty and strength. This man is fearless, Helmuth thought. As certain of victory as his enemies are of defeat. No wonder he has conquered the world. 
 
    The king stepped forward, loosely dropping from the platform. His jaw was clean-shaven, but in the center of his chin was a thin strip of black hair, curving outward on either side to surround his lips, connecting beneath his nose. Helmuth had the strange suspicion that not a single hair was out of place on this entire man’s body.  
 
    The king stopped, not frowning so much as his facial muscles tensing as one. Only the slight narrowing of his eyes gave away the change in his mood. “Where is Vrinn?” he asked, his eyes flicking to Krako.  
 
    “He…” Krako seemed to struggle to describe what had happened, though he’d had the entirety of the long trip to choose his words.  
 
    Even years after, Helmuth couldn’t determine why he decided that now was a good time to speak up. Perhaps it was how much he’d grown to enjoy Vrinn’s company in the few short hours that he knew him, or perhaps it was just a random impulse because of what he’d witnessed atop the tallest tower in the world. Whatever the case, he blurted out, “He jumped to his death.” 
 
    The king’s eyes landed back on him, hard, and it took all his focus not to look away from their scrutiny. “You witnessed this?” 
 
    He’d used up all his courage, so he was only able to nod.  
 
    “Did he say anything to you?” 
 
    Helmuth sensed this man was never lied to, that even if he was he would know. But could he really tell him the truth?  
 
    “Many things,” Helmuth hedged, and was surprised his voice didn’t falter. I’ve traveled halfway around the world, he repeated in his mind, and the statement seemed to give him strength.  
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    Helmuth remembered the lightness in Vrinn’s spirit, the way his grin had seemed to have an infinite number of shapes and sizes, like a kaleidoscope of mirth. He hadn’t truly seen darkness in the boy until those spare moments before he’d chosen to take his own life. Everything suddenly made sense. He knew he was going to jump when I met him. He was excited for it. “His hopes and dreams…” Helmuth said now.  
 
    “And his fears?” 
 
    Helmuth blanched. The words seemed to cut through the blank spaces in what he was saying, probing into his own thoughts. His own fears.  
 
    He nodded, his teeth grinding together. He knew this man was supposed to be powerful. Feared. But he’d known kings—his grandfather and father were kings, and his younger brother would one day become one—and he knew they were just men, at their core. Anger coursed through him. There was a tightening in his chest, and then a throb. The thing he’d held back since Blackstone stirred in him and he knew if he opened himself up to it, even a crack, it would spill from him like light through an open doorway. He breathed deeply, holding that energy back. “Yes. He feared you. He killed himself because of you.” 
 
    Helmuth expected a reaction. Fierce and quick. Perhaps the king would attack him. Perhaps he would order his soldiers to attack him. Krako must’ve feared the same, for he took a step forward and said, “Your Highness, we’ve had a long trip. The boy is tired. Anyway, I take full responsibility for Vrinn’s death. I allowed them to go to the top of the tower. I shouldn’t have. I will accept my punishment.” 
 
    The king, however, didn’t seem angry at either of them. “Dismissed,” he said to Krako. 
 
    “Your Highness, I—” 
 
    “Go.” The word wasn’t shouted, and yet it held all the power of one that had been. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” Krako bowed slightly, offered a look of warning to Helmuth, and then mounted his carriage, turned the horses around, and left. Without being instructed, the soldiers followed.  
 
    Helmuth was alone now, with the most powerful man in the world.  
 
    The king stepped closer. He wore a radiant green doublet adorned with black shoulder pads. His trousers were black, as well as his belt. Fine, black boots completed the ensemble, clicking slightly on the hard ground.  
 
    “Do you fear me?” he asked, his chin cocking to the side. 
 
    Though all of Helmuth’s weight was propped up by the crutches, he felt his knees quiver, a contradiction to that throb in his chest. He didn’t know the answer so he said nothing.  
 
    Another step, so close now he could see the individual hairs in the king’s thin mustache. That…darkness inside him felt poised to leap, to lunge. Please don’t, Helmuth thought, pleading with it as if it was human. He remembered how it had felt the first time, the fear he’d sensed in everyone and everything around him. The dread.  
 
    To his surprise, the throb receded, distant now. A reminder it was still there, nothing more. Not yet. 
 
    “You shouldn’t,” the king said, extending a single pale hand. Helmuth wanted to move away, to avoid the inevitable touch he knew was coming, but also realized that would be a mistake. This man was used to getting what he wanted—as all kings are—and to deny him was to make him your enemy.  
 
    And Helmuth couldn’t afford to make this man his enemy—at least not yet. 
 
    “I will never hurt you,” the king said the moment he touched his skin. 
 
    His fingers were smoother than Helmuth expected. He closed his eyes as they traced his chin, his lips, his nose. They stroked his eyebrows, fluttered his eyelashes. They probed beneath his earlobes, pinching them slightly. Every touch made him feel violated.  
 
    “Yes,” the king purred. “I can work with this.” 
 
    Helmuth’s eyes snapped open. “What?” 
 
    The king smiled, and it was a devil’s smile. He ruffled Helmuth’s hair before retracting his hand. “You are an untouched canvas, and I am an artist. Call it a hobby, if you must call it anything. I take things that are thrown out, unwanted, and make them beautiful.” With the last word, a light seemed to radiate from the man’s very being. He even licked his lips slightly, a simple gesture that felt foul in this context.  
 
    He could picture it now: 
 
    Vrinn, younger and rougher around the edges, standing before this man. Hearing these same words. Perhaps he was relieved by them, his worst fears alleviated by the kindness in the king’s smile. Over time, however, that relief had turned to fear, self-hatred, enough to drive him to throw himself from the tallest building in the world.  
 
    Helmuth, despite his anger, shivered slightly. The pulse in his chest sped up, louder, hotter. 
 
    Hungry. 
 
    The king leaned forward, until his lips were a breath away from Helmuth’s ear. “Tell me, child, how did Vrinn look before he jumped?” 
 
    Helmuth didn’t want to answer, but he knew he had to. And the answer was a single word, more truthful than anything he’d uttered in his entire life.  
 
    “Beautiful,” he said.  
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    Thankfully, the king called for a servant after that, a woman with dull gray hair and sad green eyes. Without being commanded, she escorted him from the throne room, down a narrower tunnel that led to a series of open rooms on either side. As Helmuth passed each opening, he glanced inside.  
 
    In each room was a bed, and on each bed sat another child—all boys. They wore either green or black clothes, basic pants and shirts. Their feet dangled from the beds, bare of shoes or stockings. They stared at him without expression. He had the distinct impression they were dead, even though his logic told him they were not. Still, their stares seemed not to settle on him, but cut through him.  
 
    These boys are like Vrinn, Helmuth thought. The king’s playthings. None of them looked injured, not physically anyway, but Helmuth knew better than most that there were other ways to hurt.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Helmuth asked the woman. 
 
    She didn’t turn toward him, didn’t respond. He suspected she heard the pleadings of children all the time and had become immune to it. Or numb. Or both.  
 
    Eventually, ten or so doors down the hall, she stopped, gesturing him inside a small stone vestibule. Finally, she spoke. “Change. I will wait for you.” 
 
    Helmuth crutched inside, immediately locating the green trousers and linen shirt folded neatly on the bed. He sat, his pulse pounding. To put these on felt like defeat. Would he spend the rest of his life in this dark place, only seeing sunlight on the king’s terms? Would he suffer the king’s hands on his skin day in and day out at the ruler’s will and whim? Was this why he had left the oppression of his former life? Only to end up oppressed in an entirely different way? 
 
    He pulled his shirt over his head, tossing it on the floor. The woman bent over to pick it up, while he tugged on the new one. It felt light and clean. It felt like the bars of a prison.  
 
    When he paused, she said, “Now the pants.” 
 
    “No.” It wasn’t a sense of modesty that made him deny her. It was something deeper, something that had been building in him since the moment his father denied him his birthright.  
 
    As she looked at him, he saw her expression change. It was like a clay mask was cracking, peeling away, revealing the true woman hidden beneath. “Please,” was all she said, but he heard the unspoken volumes beneath that single word. This woman had seen horrors, and she couldn’t bear to witness another. 
 
    Helmuth swallowed, bending down to tug off his trousers. He fought with the new pair for a few moments, but he was accustomed to dealing with legs that didn’t obey his commands, and soon he wore the required garb.  
 
    “Come,” she said. “I will wash you.” 
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    Helmuth had never felt so utterly inhuman. Though he knew in his heart she hated what she was doing, he still wanted the woman to look at him as she scrubbed the weeks of salt and grime from his skin. He wanted her to see that he was a person, not a possession. 
 
    He tried speaking. “What is he going to do to me?” 
 
    The tightening of her lips. A quick, unnecessary blink. She is trying to block me out, to pretend I am not real. It’s her defense mechanism. 
 
    “Please. I won’t fight it. But I need to know.” 
 
    Her eyes closed. Opened. Her hands, however, seemed to operate independently of her mind, her emotions, never ceasing their work.  
 
    You are an untouched canvas, the king had said. But that wasn’t true, was it? It wasn’t about physical touching, though the memory of the king’s hands on his face made his skin crawl. Helmuth’s entire life he’d felt beat up, knocked down, even if no one had ever physically abused him. He didn’t have the scars to prove it, though he knew if his heart was carved from his chest and examined it would be bruised and laced with slashes. 
 
    To his surprise, the woman spoke. “It is better if you don’t fight him.” She spoke so low, less than a whisper, and he had to lean closer to hear.  
 
    “Did Vrinn fight him?” 
 
    The woman’s entire body jolted and a shudder ran through her. “Vrinn was…special…to the king.” 
 
    That word—special—that might’ve been a compliment in another context, felt like a vile curse. For some reason Vrinn had been favored by the king, which likely meant he was called forth more often than the others. Day by day he’d been driven closer and closer to the brink, until… 
 
    “Why?” The question hung in the air between them, and for the first time the woman’s hands ceased their scrubbing.  
 
    Her eyes met his, and in that single stolen look, he could see the self-hatred and fear, the anger and weariness and sadness. “Because he took the longest to break,” she finally said. She stood and handed him a towel. “Now get dressed.” 
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    Lying in bed, waiting for…something, Helmuth stewed. The anger, as it had in Blackstone, seemed to take form inside him—a claw, gnashing teeth, a monstrous shadow. His heart ceased to beat, replaced by the pulse of a force more powerful than any he’d experienced in his life, even that of kings. Familiar thoughts returned: 
 
    What am I? What is this thing inside me? 
 
    The next thought, however, was altogether different: 
 
    How can I use this against King Streit? 
 
    Used to being tormented and mocked, Helmuth had never been prone to violence. Even if he’d wanted to lash out at those who’d bullied him, he would only look like a fool, unable to do more than stand in place and swing his crutches in wild arcs. Even his own nasty brother, Wolfric, had been unwilling to face him in combat. Not for fear of losing, but for fear of being part of such a ridiculous spectacle.  
 
    But now… 
 
    He remembered the fog he’d created somehow. Despair had radiated from it. He’d seen the fear in the eyes of grown men—the same men who’d oppressed him and the other boys, forcing them to work for an unseen lord hidden behind the walls of a great castle.  
 
    At first he’d been scared of whatever was clawing at his insides, trying to get out.  
 
    But now… 
 
    What did he have to lose? 
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    Many hours later, the gray-haired woman appeared at his door. “The king has summoned you.” 
 
    He wanted to say no, but knew that was a mistake. Openly defying the king would bring his wrath down on them all. 
 
    He swung his feet over the side of the bed and grabbed up his crutches.  
 
    The corridor was as quiet as before, flickering with torchlight. He ignored the gazes he felt as he passed the open rooms, the faceless boys who came before him. Underground, time seemed to move differently. Slowing, slowing, and then speeding up like a rolling wave finally crashing on the shore.  
 
    He crashed into the throne room, where he saw the stone chair from behind. Bright torches burned all around, fixed into standing stone pedestals. The bright sunny sky was long gone, replaced by a night sooty with gray clouds. On the edges of the throne:  
 
    There, a black boot. There, a smooth hand, fingers absently drumming the armrest. The tip of a dark-haired scalp, groomed perfectly.  
 
    “Leave,” the invisible king said. The command wasn’t for Helmuth, and though the king surely could not see her, the woman bowed and departed the way they’d come. And then: 
 
    “Approach.” 
 
    Helmuth crutched over, arcing around the raised platform until he stood before the king. His four legs were set all in a row, two useless flesh and bone, and two finely carved wood. A gift from this very man.  
 
    The king’s dark eyes were full of something akin to amusement, but not quite. Excitement. 
 
    “You are ashamed by your legs. Why?” 
 
    “I am not ashamed.” Helmuth’s response came too fast, and even he could hear the lie in his voice. 
 
    “Why?” the king repeated, and Helmuth sensed he didn’t want to ask the question a third time.  
 
    But what could he say? That he was mocked as a child? That his own father had believed him to be too weak to inherit his birthright? That he’d run away from wealth and privilege so he could become a beggar on the streets? All these terrible things were caused by his withered legs, weren’t they? So yes, he was ashamed of them. He hated them.  
 
    More than that, he hated that his eyes pooled with tears and that one broke loose from each eye, meandering down his cheeks, funneling to the tip of his chin.  
 
    The king had risen at some point, though Helmuth couldn’t remember when. Now he stood before him. He cupped his hand and reached out. Helmuth didn’t recoil, though he wanted to. But the king didn’t touch him, no, he simply placed his cupped hand beneath his chin and caught the tears before they could fall to the ground.  
 
    “You don’t need them anymore,” he said with a soft smile. And then, while Helmuth puzzled over the meaning of his words, King Streit kicked out Helmuth’s new crutches.  
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    The king had left after that, taking the crutches and leaving Helmuth lying on the floor, the skin of his elbows and wrists burning where they had been scraped by the fall.  
 
    He lay there for a while, staring up at the ashy sky, waiting for the woman to return to help him back to his room. 
 
    No one came.  
 
    Eventually, he pulled himself to a sitting position, drawing the legs of his pants up. His withered legs seemed to glow in the darkness, pale and small. He understood something: 
 
    Without his crutches, he could be more easily controlled. The king wouldn’t have to worry about him escaping, if the king ever worried about such trivial things. It’s not like the rooms had doors on them, and yet the boys all sat there staring, obediently waiting to be summoned.  
 
    They were broken, defeated. Hopeless.  
 
    Then what hope do I have? Helmuth thought.  
 
    Though he knew the answer was “none,” he rejected that. He’d made it this far without his father, without his brothers and sister, without the status that came with being a prince, even a maimed one.  
 
    So, inch by painful inch, he crawled out of the room, down the hall, and into his room, dragging his useless legs behind him.  
 
    When he reached the bed, he pulled himself up using the frame and post, falling once, banging his elbow. But he was determined, and he tried again. The second time he made it, slumping onto the thin mattress, his chest heaving.  
 
    He fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.  
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    The next day—or was it still night?—Helmuth half-expected to find his crutches back by his bedside.  
 
    They were not.  
 
    His arms were sore and bruised, so he lay in bed staring at the rough, stone ceiling. He heard muffled sounds from time to time, other boys being summoned, presumably, but not him. He wondered about that open door to his room. He hadn’t been commanded not to leave his room, did that mean he could? Did the other boys simply choose not to leave out of fear?  
 
    The boredom will drive me mad long before the king does, he thought.  
 
    He slipped from his bed, easing himself down to the floor. The thought of dragging himself across the abrasive ground again almost made him rethink his decision. So he tried something else: 
 
    He placed his palms on the ground, locked his elbows, and lifted himself up, until his behind hovered a few inches off the floor. He crossed his feet together for balance—he could move them that much, at least. Taking a deep breath, he took a…step?...moving his hand forward, his arm almost giving way under his own small weight. To his surprise, however, it held. His arms, unlike his legs, were not weak. Though he’d never specifically trained them, they’d grown used to doing everything for him.  
 
    They didn’t fail him now, though the next six paces toward the door took a long time, and he had to rest after every two. When he reached the gap in the wall, he peered down the corridor. Nothing moved. Silence ruled. Silence and a king.  
 
    Helmuth was spent. It was all he could do to reverse course and make his way back to his bed. By the time he reached his bedside, he had no strength left to pull himself back up, so he curled up on the unforgiving ground and drifted into a restless sleep.  
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    In the two weeks that followed (though it might’ve been two months, for all Helmuth could tell), the gray-haired woman often passed his room, but never stopped. Never even looked in. Like clockwork, however, he would awaken to find food and drink. It was usually hot, like she’d left it there the instant before he awoke. The food was fit for the palette of kings, and Helmuth knew it well, though he ate not for taste but for strength, replenishing his depleted reserves.  
 
    For he had not been idle, practicing his new way of getting around, strengthening his arms and core muscles. He could now make the jaunt to the door and back again twelve times over without trouble, and even pull himself back into bed afterwards.  
 
    He felt a strange sense of accomplishment each time, though he knew it was but a fraction of what normal people could do.  
 
    So day by day, he dined on duck confit and rose petal soup and stewed snails in garlic sauce, guzzling the tins of water and taking only small sips of the strawberry wine that accompanied his meals.  
 
    Helmuth grew stronger.  
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    The gray-haired woman returned when he was halfway through his daily exercises.  
 
    “The king?” he said, raising his eyebrows and feeling a shred of something between fear and excitement. He wasn’t sure why the excitement was there, except perhaps because it was something different. Though his exercises distracted him, the boredom was always there, hanging like a fine mist.  
 
    She nodded. “Follow me.” 
 
    She turned and walked away, not offering any assistance. The king instructed her not to, Helmuth thought, as certain of this fact as he was of anything in this place.  
 
    He followed, feeling not unlike a crab as he departed his room, one hand at a time. He forced himself to go slowly, to pace himself, his eyes forward, ignoring the temptation to peek into the other rooms and gauge the boys’ reactions.  
 
    This is nothing, he reminded himself, a thought which fell away the moment he entered the sunny throne room and saw the king standing there, his face awash with an expression that could only be… 
 
    Pride.  
 
    It practically radiated from him, his eyes sparkling not with amusement but with satisfaction. His lips knit together and he nodded.  
 
    Helmuth couldn’t help it—he bathed in that expression, relishing the pride of someone he barely knew and didn’t want to know. Because he’d never felt pride like that before. Certainly not from his own father.  
 
    “You see, son? You never needed those crutches, did you?” 
 
    Helmuth found himself nodding. And beaming, his lips curled into a smile that made his cheeks ache.  
 
    What am I doing? The smile faded. “I did not,” Helmuth said, feeling suddenly empty. Hollow. He’d thought he was doing something for himself, but now he understood. He’d done exactly what the king had wanted him to. He did this for the king.  
 
    Now, King Streit stepped forward and reached out. Not toward Helmuth, but into empty air, grabbing something Helmuth hadn’t noticed before. A rope. Helmuth craned his head back to follow the rope’s path, where it reached the opening in the ceiling, curling out of sight over the boulder’s edge.  
 
    “Climb,” the king said.  
 
    Helmuth stared at the rope, not understanding. Well, he did understand, but tried to deny the truth of what his brain was telling him.  
 
    “What if I fall?” 
 
    “Try again,” the king said.  
 
    “How high?” He already knew the answer.  
 
    Felt it in the icy dread shivering down his spine.  
 
    “To the top.” 
 
    With that, the king left him alone with the rope under a beautiful azure sky mixed with puffy white clouds.  
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    Helmuth’s skin was slick with blood and sweat. His hands were rough and scraped, chafed by the rope, which cut into him each time he touched it.  
 
    He’d lost count of how many times he’d fallen, even as day turned to night, the clouds clearing to reveal a heavenly firmament glittering with stars of many colors.  
 
    He was bruised and bleeding, and it was a wonder he hadn’t broken any bones—at least as far as he knew.  
 
    The most severe of the falls had been from a height almost as tall as the king, made worse by the fact that he’d tried to prevent it by grabbing at the rope, which only jolted his body into an awkward twist. He’d landed on his shoulder, barely cushioning the landing before his head cracked down a moment later.  
 
    Now, stars danced before his vision, and he was beginning to wonder whether they had fallen from the sky with him.  
 
    A voice snapped his head to the side, and he tried to blink away the spots of color.  
 
    Krako, the carriage driver, stood there, looking strangely alone and naked without his wagon and horses. “You all right?” he asked, leaning to the side to look at him.  
 
    The question seemed to jar something loose in Helmuth, and he nodded. I will be. Just as soon as I escape from the king. 
 
    Escape? There was no escape.  
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry,” Krako said, running a hand through his thick beard. Helmuth knew the man’s apology should anger him—after all, it was he who had delivered him to the king—but it didn’t. From everything he knew about Krako, he didn’t seem like a bad man. Who knew what leverage the king had over him? 
 
    “I should keep climbing,” Helmuth said, though the thought of falling again made him nauseous.  
 
    “You should rest first. Here, have some water and food.” The man reached down and collected a tray from the ground, holding it out. 
 
    Realization flooded through him. “He sent you?” 
 
    Krako nodded.  
 
    Helmuth’s heart ceased beating, replaced by the pulse of something other, a different kind of beat. Darkness to light. Shadows to flame.  
 
    Before he could clamp down on the energy bristling inside him, it was already out, fog wafting from him like smoke from a fire.  
 
    Krako took a staggering step back, nearly dropping the tray. “What the—” he started to say, but then he dropped to his knees, his body shaking, ropes of mist surrounding him. “Please!” he wailed. “Please don’t, please don’t, please please please…” His words descended into shuddering sobs, tears pouring down his cheeks and dripping onto the food he’d brought.  
 
    The sight unnerved Helmuth and he managed to grab ahold of the smoke—not with his hands but with his mind, much like a horseman might regain control of a mustang via its reins. 
 
    The mist returned to him, melting into his skin.  
 
    It obeyed me, he thought, staring at his own chest with awe. Just beneath his thin, linen shirt, a light glowed softly, occasionally blinking. Then it was gone. 
 
    Slowly, Krako stopped convulsing. The tears stopped flowing. He looked up, his eyes wide and white. 
 
    And then he ran. 
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    Helmuth considered running too. Well, crab-walking away as fast as he could, down the hall and wherever it led after that—hopefully to a way out.  
 
    In the end, however, he realized that such a rash decision was foolish. He would only be caught and punished. So he sat down to wait, sliding the tray toward over and dining on cold pepper lychee soup, garlic-buttered pumpernickel, and braised pork tendon. He gulped the small cup of water and then, after only a moment’s hesitation, did the same with the wine, a rose-colored concoction that tasted both sweet and bitter.  
 
    The entire time he expected to hear the telltale clop of the king’s fine boots echoing from the tunnel, his angry strides announcing his return.  
 
    Surely Krako would tell him what happened.  
 
    Surely the king would be furious. 
 
    He would bring soldiers with him.  
 
    They won’t be enough, Helmuth thought, the idea startling him. Violent visions danced through his head. Men writhing, tearing at their armor. Soldiers turning their swords on themselves, their killing strokes swift and unmerciful. And the king—the most powerful king in the world—begging for mercy from a cripple.  
 
    Helmuth gasped, feeling nausea rise in the back of his throat. Though he was no stranger to stories of violence—after all, they were some of his favorites—they were only stories. He had no desire to see people hurt in real life, and certainly didn’t want to do the hurting himself.  
 
    He knew the king deserved all that and worse, but… 
 
    But what? There is something inside you. Something powerful. Something you can use. 
 
    Steeling himself, Helmuth made a decision, though it scared him greatly. If the king came to hurt him, for the first time in his life he would fight back. 
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    The king never came.  
 
    The sky above him grew darker. Then lighter. Then lighter still, until faint strands of sunlight danced along the edges of the hole cut in the boulder.  
 
    Finally, bone weary, Helmuth crabbed his way back to his room, dragged himself into bed, and fell instantly asleep.  
 
    Three seconds later he was awakened by a noise.  
 
    Or at least that was how it felt. In reality, his sleep could’ve lasted for three days or three weeks—there was no telling in this windowless place. 
 
    He turned toward the sound. The gray-haired woman stood in the doorway, clasping a tray. “Eat,” she said. She placed the tray on the ground and started to leave.  
 
    “What is your name?” Helmuth found himself asking, though he had not known he was going to ask until the words left his mouth. Why didn’t I think to ask earlier? It occurred to him that no one had asked his name yet either.  
 
    She frowned at him, and he noticed the dark circles under her eyes, which were bloodshot. “My name? I am Woman. I am You. I am Nothing. Just like you.” 
 
    And then she was gone. Helmuth wanted to call after her, to apologize for upsetting her so, but he remained silent. After a few moments, he clambered over to the tray, tucking into the food right in the doorway as he peered down the corridor. The woman’s form was but a shadow fading into shadows as she retreated. 
 
    “What do I do after I eat?” he hollered, not caring if he disturbed the other boys. Not caring if the king heard him. Not caring about much at all, if he was being honest with himself.  
 
    He didn’t expect the nameless woman to answer, but she did, her voice echoing down the hall. “Climb,” was all she said.  
 
    So he did. Day after day he returned to the throne room, spending hours upon hours trying to conquer the rope. He learned from his past mistakes, realizing his own limitations. When his arms began to shake from weariness, he would slide back down the rope rather than pushing higher and falling. It was a good thing, too, because a fall from the heights he could now achieve would’ve killed him at worst and shattered his spine or skull at best.  
 
    Strangely, however, he didn’t grow scared when he looked down anymore. Quite the opposite. He felt…at peace. He felt…victorious. The rope wasn’t the enemy—not anymore, at least—if it had ever been. It was a tool.  
 
    At night he dreamed of reaching the top, rolling onto the surface of the boulder, staring up at an entire world of stars or clouds or sky, not just the small circle he could see now.  
 
    He didn’t know what he would do then, only that it would feel like escape. 
 
    And perhaps that would be enough.  
 
    On this day, he was three-quarters of the way to the top, his greatest height yet. The temptation was strong to push onward, to give everything he had left in his final ascent.  
 
    He took a deep breath, reining in his emotions before sliding all the way to the bottom. The rope slipped through his calloused, sweaty hands easily now. They still bled sometimes, but that was nothing next to the hope of reaching the top.  
 
    At the bottom, he eased himself to a sitting position, flinching slightly when he realized someone else was there.  
 
    It surprised him because he hadn’t seen anyone in days, save for the forlorn unspeaking boys in the rooms he passed twice daily. His food and water were brought when he was climbing, and he never saw who delivered it, though he assumed it was the gray-haired woman.  
 
    Now, however, he was shocked to find a familiar man standing before him. 
 
    Krako. 
 
    “I…” Helmuth started, but then realized he didn’t have the slightest idea what to say. 
 
    Krako shifted from foot to foot, clearly nervous. “I didn’t tell the king about what…happened. If that’s what you’re wondering.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The carriage driver squinted, as if he himself wasn’t certain of the answer. “Because I feared what he might do to you.” 
 
    “But I hurt you,” Helmuth said, immediately realizing it was a foolish thing to say. Am I trying to convince him to tell the king? 
 
    “It wasn’t intentional though, was it?” The man’s eyes locked on his, and Helmuth found his stare strangely comforting. Almost fatherly.  
 
    He shook his head. “It’s only happened once before.” He couldn’t believe he was talking so openly about himself, but it felt…good. Like a weight was slowly being lifted from his shoulders with each word. “Me losing control of it, that is.” 
 
    Krako seemed to consider his words. “What is it?” 
 
    Helmuth slumped forward, feeling suddenly exhausted, and not from the climb. “I don’t know. It’s…new.” 
 
    Krako bit his lip, closed his eyes. Opened them. When he spoke again, his words were halting, placed one at a time. Precise. “I felt…utter despair,” he said. “Though even that seems too casual a word for it. I could see things. Bad things. Vile things. Teeth in the dark, biting, crunching, devouring. Me. They were devouring me. There was no hope. Not for me. Not for anyone. I wanted it to be over. I wanted to die.” 
 
    His words were like knives jabbing Helmuth’s ears. I made him feel that way. The smoke. The hot pulse in my chest. What is it? What am I? 
 
    They were questions without answers, and there was only one thing left to say. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Krako nodded. “I won’t tell the king about any of this. Just…be careful, son. There’s only one thing King Streit fears, and it’s not armies or beasts or ghosts.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Magic.” 
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    Magic. It was a word used occasionally in the north, but mostly in faerie tales or talk of the forest dwellers in the east. Every so often a witch would develop a devout following, but would eventually be shunned and cast out. The north believed in one thing and one thing only: Strength.  
 
    But now… 
 
    Is that what this thing is inside me? Helmuth wondered, lying in bed. Magic? And if so, how had it gotten there? How was it possible? 
 
    There was only one answer:  
 
    The fatemarked.  
 
    For the last century or so, their fame had grown. They were born with strange markings only visible under torchlight, markings that gave them specific powers. They manifested themselves through the Four Kingdoms, from Phanes to Calyp, from Knight’s End to Ferria. There was even one in the north, the Ice Lord, who could channel ice through his fingertips. Long had he fought for Helmuth’s father and the crown. 
 
    I am not fatemarked, Helmuth thought now, frowning at the cracks in the ceiling. Of course he wasn’t. Like all babes, he’d been inspected under torchlight when he was born. And like most babes, he bore no markings.  
 
    But what if his, for whatever reason, had taken longer to develop, finally manifesting itself on that life-changing night in Blackstone? Was such a thing even possible?  
 
    Before the fatemarked appeared, most would’ve believed them to be impossible.  
 
    And anyway, he realized, I’ve stood naked in this dark place numerous times, my body lit only by torchlight. And nothing had happened, not the faintest glimpse of the marking that appeared only when— 
 
    It hit him.  
 
    Only when I’m angry. 
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    Helmuth peered down the long corridor, scanning for movement, listening for sounds. Nothing.  
 
    He shucked off his shirt, staring at the smooth contours of his muscled chest. He wondered whether his family would recognize him anymore. There were even hairs beginning to sprout at odd angles, dark and spiky.  
 
    Focus. The torchlight danced across his skin, but the only light was from the orange-yellow reflection of the flames.  
 
    Helmuth closed his eyes and drew his childhood into his mind.  
 
    Shame was the first emotion he felt, hearing the nicknames uttered just loud enough for him to reach his ears. There goes the Maimed Prince! To think, he’ll be our king someday. Frozen hell save us all! 
 
    His shame morphed to a sadness so deep he could feel it in the marrow of his bones. He remembered the day his father stripped him of his birthright because he was too weak. Too damaged. It didn’t matter that he’d been born like this, that he’d never been given a chance. 
 
    Hope came next, as surprising as a gusty breeze on a windless day. Hope for a better life elsewhere. Anywhere else.  
 
    But in Blackstone, where he only found more shame and sadness, his anger was born.  
 
    He hated the soldiers who had made he and the other boys work for nothing but scraps of gruelish food unfit for animals. He hated his father for not believing in him. He hated his brothers for their constant japes and arrogance. He even hated little Zelda for not coming to him that day when he needed a friend the most.  
 
    And now, most of all, he hated the horrid king holding he and these other pitiful boys captive, treating them like possessions.  
 
    The anger came hot and fierce, exploding in his chest.  
 
    He opened his eyes, his stare as intense as it had ever been. 
 
    His chest was no longer smooth pale skin. Not only.  
 
    Three black markings had appeared, sheened with bright white light, pulsing like a heartbeat. They almost appeared liquid. Blood, he thought. They are drops of black blood. 
 
    And they are mine. 
 
    Mine to command. 
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    Helmuth didn’t know what to feel. Though he knew he was the same person he’d always been, he felt different. Stronger. Not just physically, but mentally too. Emotionally. He’d faced his old feelings—of shame, of sadness, of fruitless hope—and he’d honed them into something else.  
 
    Anger.  
 
    Power.  
 
    A weapon? 
 
    While he tried to wrap his mind around these revelations, he returned to his routine, attending the throne room each day to climb the rope.  
 
    Krako showed up most days, and Helmuth began asking questions.  
 
    “Where is the king?” 
 
    Krako sighed. “Not here.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Another sigh. “Fighting.” 
 
    “You mean conquering,” Helmuth said, remembering the stories Jorg used to tell him. Stories of the House of Streit taking over the world one kingdom at a time.  
 
    Krako snorted out a laugh. “Usually you would be right. But not this time. The Lesser have long thwarted Crimea.” 
 
    Helmuth’s heart did a little flip. The Lesser! He remembered the last story Jorg had ever told him before he ran away. “You mean they’re real? The barbarians?” 
 
    Krako nodded seriously. “As real as a thorn in the king’s ass.” 
 
    “They live in the northern mountains,” Helmuth murmured, the story coming back to him one piece at a time. “They’ve defeated the Crimeans more than a dozen times. Why don’t the Crimeans give up? Why do they care?” It was a question that had nagged at him ever since he’d first heard the story. 
 
    An echo of a smile seemed to ripple across Krako’s lips. “Three reasons. One—the Streits are too proud to give up, especially when their enemy is so close, right on Crimea’s border. Two—the mountains to the north are largely unexplored, and there is assumed to be precious metals for the taking.” 
 
    “And the third reason?” 
 
    Krako’s echo-smile turned grim. “It is said if the individual barbarian clans ever united, their number would be as vast as the salt in the sea. If they weren’t as dumb as rocks, they could swarm across the whole world.” 
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    “Why now?” Helmuth asked Krako when he showed up the next day. He’d had a night to sleep on all the information, and now he had more questions. “Why is King Streit going to war against the Lesser again now?” 
 
    “Can we talk about something else?” Krako said.  
 
    “No. So either talk or leave.” Helmuth couldn’t believe his boldness. He wondered if his tongue would be so sharp the next time he faced the king. If he survives the Lesser, he thought. He should be so lucky.  
 
    “Fine. The barbarians are attacking the borders. An entire village was burned to the ground. When King Streit’s soldiers finally arrived, there was nothing left but bones.” 
 
    Frozen hell. So it’s true… “They’re cannibals,” he said.  
 
    Krako nodded, wrinkling his nose at the word. “There are few things Crimeans fear. We fear the House of Streit. And we fear the Lesser. Nothing else.” 
 
    Unsummoned, an image of one of the Lesser—a larger, female one—sprang into Helmuth’s mind based on Jorg’s description. The immense, muscled barbarian leapt atop the king, who was powerless against the attack. His throat opened in an instant, and then she sank her fangs into his face.  
 
    Strangely, the image wasn’t as repulsive as he thought it would be.  
 
    He wondered whether the barbarians could ever be united. And if they were, was Krako right? Would they swarm across the entire world? 
 
    It’s what the world deserves, he thought darkly. He shook his head, wondering where the thought had come from. He couldn’t truly think that. 
 
    Could he? 
 
    There’s the Maimed Prince! Frozen hell save us all! 
 
    You have your own talents, but you are no warrior. This from his own father. 
 
    Get back to work! the soldiers in Blackstone had shouted after Harry had fallen from the roof. 
 
    King Streit is not a good man, Vrinn had said before jumping to his death.  
 
    I take things that are thrown out, unwanted, and I make them beautiful, the king had said.  
 
    “Kid!” a voice shouted, jarring him from his thoughts.  
 
    He found Krako backing away from him, chased by the gray fog pouring from Helmuth’s chest. He was no longer surprised by what he could do, no longer feared it. With naught but a thought, he sucked it back inside himself.  
 
    Krako stood panting, his eyes wide with fear, his hands held before him as if he might’ve been able to hold off the fog of despair Helmuth had accidentally summoned. But Helmuth knew such a thing was 
 
    Impossible.  
 
    Because I am 
 
    Unstoppable.  
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    The king returned to Rockland in a foul mood.  
 
    Krako had already informed Helmuth that the Crimean army had been defeated in the northern mountains. Well, sort of. It was hard to discern victory from defeat against this mountain-dwelling enemy, who attacked from the shadows and whose true number could only be guessed at. At the least, the king had retreated, leaving only enough soldiers to protect his borders.  
 
    Helmuth “stood” before him, balancing on his hands, his arm muscles flexing as they held his body aloft.  
 
    The king said, “You are still hideous. Pathetic. You cannot even stand.” They were words that once would’ve cut Helmuth to the quick. Not anymore. Instead, they seemed to bounce off his skin, skittering away and vanishing as if they’d never been spoken. “Have you even climbed the rope?” 
 
    “Three quarters,” Helmuth said.  
 
    The king snorted. “Pathetic. You were too scared to go on. You will never be anything. You will always be a cripple. You think walking around on your hands like a crab will make you strong? I could squash you under a single boot.” 
 
    Helmuth felt his anger rising, but tamped it down. The temptation was great to unleash his growing power, but it still didn’t feel like the right time. The king might shout for his soldiers. They might swarm him before he could disarm them with the fog. Or they might shoot arrows from afar.  
 
    No, when he finally decided to fight back, he needed to be certain he would win.  
 
    “Then do it,” he said instead, his voice low.  
 
    The king laughed—actually laughed. “I’ve missed this part of my life,” he said. “The thrill of battle has its allure.” Even when you lose? Helmuth wanted to say. “But this is my true calling. When I am finished with you, you won’t even recognize yourself.” 
 
    I already don’t, Helmuth thought. And I like it. 
 
    “Now climb. All the way to the top.” 
 
    Helmuth almost lost his balance, surprised by the turn of events. “Now?” 
 
    “Did I stutter?” 
 
    “I am not ready. In another week perhaps…” 
 
    The king stepped forward, grabbed his arm and shoved him toward the rope. Though Helmuth tried to brace his fall, his legs tangled and he landed hard on his cheek, wincing.  
 
    “You will make the climb now, or you will die.” 
 
    What? Helmuth stared at the king. So this is it, he thought. He didn’t have more time to plot and wait. There would be no right moment to unleash his power. It was now or never. But first, at the least, he should attempt the climb once more.  
 
    “Fine.” He pushed his body up and reached for the rope.  
 
    And then he started to climb.  
 
    His muscles responded immediately, settling into the rhythm they’d grown accustomed to after days of climbing. Clutch with one hand, reach with the other, pull pull pull… 
 
    The first half of the ascent was easy now, and though his face was tensed with the effort, he even managed a smile. He wished he could see the king’s face, his jaw dropping open at the progress Helmuth had made in such a short period of time.  
 
    That’s when he smelled it.  
 
    At first it was just a bitter tang in the air, a whiff of something he had never smelled in this carved out boulder palace. He almost stopped, but then thought better of it and kept climbing.  
 
    The first tendrils of smoke climbed past him, curling as they sought the fresh air and open sky above.  
 
    He stopped. 
 
    “Climb, boy,” the king said, a hint of amusement in his tone.  
 
    Helmuth looked back.  
 
    What the frozen hell? 
 
    The rope was alight with fire, streaked with curls of gray-black smoke that seemed to cling to it for a moment before going airborne. Like him, the smoke sought its freedom. 
 
    The king held a torch, casting a devil’s shade of red across his haughty, victorious expression.  
 
    Helmuth tried to summon anger, but found himself cold with fear. The first quarter of the rope had already been chewed away by fire, and even if he slid down and dropped he would suffer grievous injuries, maybe even death. His eyes wide, his throat tight, he realized the king’s prior words were a promise not a threat: 
 
    You will make the climb now or you will die. 
 
    Once, Helmuth might’ve given up. Frozen hell, not so long ago he might’ve even wanted this fate.  
 
    But everything had changed the moment he gained some semblance of control over the power inside him. I am fatemarked, he thought now. And this is not my fate. 
 
    He angled his head away from the fire, focusing on the blue sky and a single white bird winging its way across the endless expanse.  
 
    And Helmuth climbed. 
 
    Hand over hand, up and up, not even considering the fact that the task would be made easier with two good legs—because, in his world, that had never been a possibility. Smoke chased him, stinging his eyes, which began to water furiously, tears dripping from his chin.  
 
    But still he climbed, his vision blurred by smoke and tears.  
 
    Three quarters of the way up he passed his previous best mark. However, unlike the last time he reached this height, his arms did not wobble, did not weaken.  
 
    A pull higher. Two.  
 
    Threefourfivesixseven… 
 
    His sweat-slick hands slipped and he almost fell, clutching the rope with a single hand, gripping the woven strands so tightly he felt them cut through his callouses and into the meat of his palm. It should’ve been the end of Helmuth Gäric.  
 
    But he was strong now. It wasn’t the end. He gritted his teeth and swung his opposite arm back over, snatching the rope, regaining control.  
 
    Fire licked at his feet, hungry, clawing.  
 
    A sudden thought sprung unbidden into his mind. The fire at his heels was like the Lesser. Ravenous, uncaring of who or what they destroyed. Devouring all. Like a Horde, he thought. Confused, without direction, powerful only if united in a single purpose by a single leader, aimed at their enemies like an arrow shot by a master marksman.  
 
    I can be their leader. 
 
    The thought was outrageous, impossible, and yet in this moment, with flames burning his heels and smoke stinging his eyes, anything was possible. 
 
    But only if he made the climb and escaped the fire. Now. Here.  
 
    He shoved the idea to the back of his mind and set his sights on the end of the rope as it disappeared over the edge of the cliff. He reached higher, lengthening each upward pull, feeling the heat recede the slightest bit, a reprieve that felt like a hailstorm abating.  
 
    His muscles quivered, but didn’t weaken, bulging from his skin so hard he almost expected them to break through. Somewhere beneath him the king was shouting something, but he couldn’t make out the words, couldn’t hear anything but the beat of his own heart, not in his chest but in his skull, hammering away again and again and— 
 
    The sun hit him full in the face and for a moment he was blinded, almost forgetting himself and reaching up to block the light with his hand, a mistake which would’ve been fatal. The return of the heat at his feet snapped him back to reality and he flung himself over the edge of the boulder, grabbing an iron post hammered into its face, where the rope was tied. His next motion was to roll away just as the flames, pushed by a stiff wind, shot up and over, tearing through the rest of the rope and leaving a trail of ash where Helmuth had been a moment earlier.  
 
    Helmuth lay on his back, staring up at the most beautiful sky he’d ever laid eyes on. A rarity in Crimea, there was not a single cloud marring the glassy blue surface, and he might have been staring into a mirror if not for the lack of reflection. Moons were painted on the cobalt expanse, one green, one red, both full. It was something that only happened twice a year, and he knew that on this night they would come together and kiss for a single, stolen moment before going their separate ways, only to meet again half a year later.  
 
    In the daylight, they were fuzzy and faded. 
 
    But in the night, Helmuth knew, they would be as radiant as mirrored globes under the light of a noonday sun.  
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    Helmuth now knew that the king’s shouts had been to his guards, his soldiers. Which made Helmuth realize something else: 
 
    He didn’t expect me to make the climb. He expected me to die. 
 
    However, once the king realized there was a chance Helmuth would outrun the fire, he’d sent his guards to clamber up the sloped portion of the boulder on the opposite side. He thought I would try to escape. Me, a cripple with no strength in my legs. 
 
    Once, Helmuth would’ve scoffed at such a notion, but not now. He is smart to fear me escaping. It will make it harder, yes, but not impossible. 
 
    Now, as the guards placed him before the king, who sat in his stone throne, Helmuth felt much larger than his true stature.  
 
    “Go,” the king said to the guards, and they went. 
 
    Helmuth said nothing, relishing the silence and the power it gave him. 
 
    “See what I have made you?” the king said.  
 
    It should’ve sent Helmuth into a rage, but he was fully in control of his own emotions. Staring up at that perfect sky had brought him peace. Control. It had honed his desires, his goals. He remembered that mad, fleeting thought about unifying the northern barbarian clans. He remembered that word that had burst into being like a shadow cast by the first rays of dawn sunlight.  
 
    Horde.  
 
    It felt so right, in the same way that calling them the Lesser felt so wrong. For the barbarians were not Lesser. They were More. They had defeated the most powerful nation in the world for years, decades, centuries. They were unbeaten, despite the impossible odds stacked against them, despite being a fractured people, leaderless.  
 
    If the clans are ever unified… 
 
    Helmuth smiled at his own thoughts, envisioning a time when he loomed over the king, instead of the other way around.  
 
    “What are you smiling about?” 
 
    “I made myself,” Helmuth said simply.  
 
    “Bah!” the king scoffed. “You would’ve never climbed to the top if I hadn’t been here.” 
 
    “It would’ve taken longer, perhaps,” Helmuth said. “But I would’ve made it.” 
 
    The king’s expression changed from one of gloating to one of anger in an instant. “You think my father and grandfathers conquered the world by being patient? Patience is akin to cowardliness, an excuse to hide from your fears.” 
 
    They were a lot of words, but the king wasn’t really saying anything. Nothing true, at least. Because he would be patient, and it would be the king’s undoing. Helmuth said, “May I go back to my room?” 
 
    The king stared at him for a long moment, and Helmuth thought he might deny the request. But in the end, being asked for his permission was enough to remind the king that he was the one in control.  
 
    Let him think that. 
 
    King Streit waved a hand as if he couldn’t care less what Helmuth did.  
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    Helmuth bided his time, continuing his daily strengthening regimen. The king didn’t summon him for over a week.  
 
    And then he did: 
 
    The fear in the gray-haired woman’s kind eyes was enough to tell Helmuth to be wary.  
 
    In the throne room, King Streit lay on a mattress, his eyes closed, his cheek pressed against the pad. A thin sheet was cast over his body, almost how one would cover a corpse.  
 
    Helmuth had made little sound as he entered, but the king must’ve sensed his presence, because he said, “Come closer.” 
 
    A tendril of unease crept its way up Helmuth’s spine as he crabbed over.  
 
    Something was off. Facts lined themselves up in his head, and then began to stack on top of one another, like the blocks of a tower. Or a building, rising through the clouds, higher than anything else in the world. 
 
    The gray-haired woman’s sad eyes.  
 
    Krako’s fear of the king.  
 
    King Streit kicking out his crutches. 
 
    Forcing him to climb. 
 
    Strengthening him physically while beating him down mentally, emotionally.  
 
    The boys in the rooms, with their unseeing eyes and broken expressions.  
 
    And at the top of the tower: 
 
    Vrinn. 
 
    King Streit is not a good man. 
 
    “The oil,” the king said now, his eyes remaining closed. Helmuth noticed the glass vial of honey-colored ointment resting near the makeshift bed.  
 
    King Streit was completely at ease. He feared nothing, certainly not this crippled boy he believed he was about to break forever. It would be so easy, Helmuth knew. He could summon his anger, send the fog into the king, watch as he quaked with fear at the things he saw. That Helmuth made him see.  
 
    Is this the right time? He still felt like there was something missing, some sign, but the thought of touching the king made his skin crawl with invisible spiders.  
 
    The king was staring at him. “The oil,” he repeated, the lazy lilt of his tone replaced with the sharp steel of command.  
 
    Helmuth picked up the vial and dipped it to the side, allowing several drops to splash onto his hand. He rubbed his hands together, letting the greasy substance coat his palms, his fingers. As he did so, the anger melted from the king’s face and he closed his eyes once more. “Remove my covering,” he said, sounding tired.  
 
    Helmuth did, and though he’d already known what he would find, bile still rose in his throat at the sight. The king’s pale body was unclothed, revealed in its entirety, his skin smooth and hairless, the shadows of his taut muscles evident beneath his skin.  
 
    “Rub the oil into my skin,” he said.  
 
    Helmuth hesitated, but only for the barest of instants, and the king didn’t seem to notice. His fingers touched the evil man’s shoulders softly, painting them with streaks of oil.  
 
    “Harder.” 
 
    He obeyed, not because he was this man’s servant, or plaything, but because earning his trust, convincing this man that he was broken, was a means to an end.  
 
    “Harder,” the king repeated, and he dug in with his fingers, which were strong now, accustomed to hauling his own weight around and gripping a rope.  
 
    Helmuth felt like he was being drawn toward a wall of flames, the heat scorching, burning, blistering his skin.  
 
    “Lower.” 
 
    He obeyed.  
 
    “Harder.” 
 
    No hesitation. 
 
    “Lower.” 
 
    A means to an end.  
 
    “Lower godsdammit!” 
 
    Helmuth stepped into the fire.  
 
    “Harder!” 
 
    And, to his surprise, he was not burned. 
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    Helmuth awoke to the earth trying to tear itself apart. He gripped his mattress with strong hands, watching as the cracks in the ceiling widened, snowing dust into his eyes.  
 
    His bed jolted, lifting onto two legs for a moment before crashing back to the floor.  
 
    Helmuth already knew this earthquake was ten times worse than the one he’d experienced with Krako on the road. No, a hundred times worse. And that one had almost killed him.  
 
    But he was a different boy now. No, a boy no longer. A man, strengthened by experience and something else indefinable.  
 
    He pushed over the side of the bed and crabbed to the door. The hallway should’ve been a place of chaos, people running about, trying to escape a shelter that suddenly had the potential to become a mass tomb. Instead, the boys peeked from their rooms, as silent and still as ever.  
 
    They don’t care if they live or die, Helmuth thought. Like Vrinn.  
 
    And then King Streit himself was there, striding down the hall, not even staggering as the earth bucked beneath him. Perfectly balanced. He wore nothing but a purple, silk robe, a boy trailing behind him as if tethered to the king by an invisible leash. “Out!” the king bellowed. “All of you. Follow me!” 
 
    His eyes met Helmuth’s for a moment before skating on. The king had no doubts that every one of his playthings would follow without question. For they’d been broken like wild horses, their spirits his to control. 
 
    Not Helmuth’s.  
 
    He went the opposite way, hand over hand, faster now than he was even a week ago. Not as fast as someone with the use of their legs could run, but as quick as a hurried stride.  
 
    The walls shook. Something fell from the roof and Helmuth dove to the side, the fist-sized stone narrowly missing his head.  
 
    He didn’t consider how close a call it had been, simply pushed back up and continued on. 
 
    He stopped when he saw a form emerge from the dimness, and he brought heat to his chest, prepared to use his fog of despair on the soldier who barred his way.  
 
    It was no soldier. The gray-haired woman stepped forward. “Good luck,” she said, and then scurried past him in the opposite direction.  
 
    “Wait,” Helmuth said, feeling foolish but unable to help himself.  
 
    She stopped, her eyebrows raised in question.  
 
    “What is your name? Please.” 
 
    Her expression softened, and she said,” Lenora. Now go!” She hurried away. 
 
    Helmuth allowed himself only a second to watch her—Lenora—before turning around. Ahead, there was a cracking sound, and he saw the earth begin to yawn open like rough lips parting. The crack moved to the walls, which snaked apart, then the ceiling. Jagged stones and rock dust rained down.  
 
    Helmuth finally did his own equivalent of running, pushing his crabwalk into something of a gallop, a jolting, lurching race against the only thing blocking his escape… 
 
    It was no longer a crack but a gap, widening by the second. Soon it would be too far for him to bridge. He raced forward, his concentration never wavering as he closed in, hitting the edge at a speed he’d never before achieved, planting his hands and pushing off and 
 
    He leapt. 
 
    It was a shadow of a true jump at best, but it felt like he was flying, and he wondered if it was how Vrinn felt for a second before the fear set in. He hoped so.  
 
    The landing was rough, his hip and shoulder pounding into the unforgiving ground, his hands and elbows scraping along the rough surface. He rolled once, twice, and then was back on his hands and moving onward, a huge smile on his face as he bit back a cry of pain.  
 
    As expected, the rear exit was unblocked, unguarded. None would try to escape from the king, especially not a crippled, broken boy in the midst of the most powerful earthquake Crimea had seen in over a century.  
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    Months later 
 
      
 
    Initially, Helmuth had snuck onto a wagon bound northward, nestling his body between crates full of chickens and woven hemp pots overflowing with seeds.  
 
    Of course, the stowaway had eventually been discovered, but the man who owned the cart was reasonable, (if somewhat mad, considering he’d been trying to outrun an earthquake) especially after he discovered he could earn coin by hustling those who didn’t believe a cripple could climb ropes and heft barrels onto his shoulders.  
 
    So Helmuth earned his passage northward, where the man, whose name was Jeb, swore there was even more coin to be made. “The soldiers stationed on the border like eggs as much as anyone,” he liked to say. “Most are too skeered to go anywhere near the mountains.” 
 
    “Because of the…Lesser,” Helmuth had asked, barely catching himself before he said “Horde.” 
 
    “Savages,” Jeb spat. He twirled a stalk of hay between his fingers, a habit of his.  
 
    They stopped speaking when the earth began to rumble beneath them. The aftershocks had been coming and going, never seeming to lessen in their strength. “They could go on fer years,” Jeb had said. “Quake like that? The earth’ll never be the same.” 
 
    Something about it felt right to Helmuth. Because I will never be the same, he thought now.  
 
    The rumbling ended and Jeb grinned. “Kind of soothing, don’ you think?” 
 
    Helmuth grinned and nodded. It was exactly what he had been thinking.  
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    A week later Helmuth got his first glimpse of the mountains. Though he’d seen true mountains for the first time on his journey from Castle Hill to Blackstone, the Mournful Mountains were like pebbles next to the Northern Fangs. True to their name, they were huge, black spikes that entered the clouds only to reappear above them, piercing the sky.  
 
    “They’re something, ain’t they?” Jeb said, gazing in the same direction as Helmuth.  
 
    “They’re…” Like destiny. The word he’d used to describe Vrinn sprang to mind. “…beautiful.” 
 
    “Aye. They are. Too bad we can never see them up close.” 
 
    “Aye,” Helmuth said. But I’m going to.  
 
    I’m going to. 
 
    That night, he stole away from their makeshift camp. The old merchant’s plan had been to approach the Crimean encampment on the morrow with basketfuls of freshly laid eggs. Sorry, Jeb, you’re on your own, thought Helmuth as he crabbed westward. I hope you make loads of coin. 
 
    In the dark, Helmuth couldn’t see where he placed his hands, and soon they’d been pierced by sharp stones in a dozen places, but his thick layers of callouses were enough to stave off the worst of the pain. Thanks, King Streit, he thought. 
 
    To the north, he could see the lighted edge of the Crimean encampment, which was in the foothills of the mountains. According to Jeb, bloody battle after bloody battle had been fought in these lands, but whenever the Crimean soldiers tried to advance, the Lesser would simply retreat into the cover of the mountains, disappearing into caves and tunnels. From there on out, they would attack sporadically and randomly at all times of day or night, eventually driving the Crimeans back across the border.  
 
    Helmuth knew such tactics would frustrate King Streit to no end, a fact that brought a smile to his face even as a particularly sharp rock bit into his palm.  
 
    After he was clear of the edge of the border guard, Helmuth angled northward, resuming his jaunt across the rocky, barren land. There was something about the night that made these lands more beautiful, less desolate, and Helmuth wasn’t scared of being alone in the dark.  
 
    No, he’d faced worse and emerged from the fire unscathed. Or at least mostly. 
 
    The mountains loomed closer, an impenetrable black wall. Despite the impossibility of such a thing, Helmuth didn’t doubt for one moment that he could climb them. I will climb them, he thought. As high as necessary to find the…the Horde. The word he’d chosen to describe the barbarians brought gooseflesh to his arms, legs and the back of his neck.  
 
    The lights of the encampment slowly moved past and behind him. As he moved beyond the edge of the thing the world called civilization, elation bloomed in Helmuth’s chest. It lasted for one second. And then— 
 
    “Don’t move.” The voice was spoken with the sharp tongue of one used to being obeyed, and Helmuth couldn’t help but to freeze in place. Footfalls moved nearer. He didn’t have to look to know it was a soldier on patrol.  
 
    No matter what he said, what lies he managed to spin, Helmuth knew the man would not simply let him slink off into the mountains.  
 
    This man works for the king. 
 
    But maybe he is being forced.  
 
    He would not hesitate to kill me on the king’s command. 
 
    Perhaps his family has been threatened.  
 
    His family is the enemy. They all are. You don’t belong with any of them. You never did. 
 
    And you think you belong with the Horde? The Lesser? As if they are your own? To them, you are the enemy too. 
 
    You can unite them! You can turn them into the force they deserve to be, one to be feared. You can have your vengeance on all those who have harmed you! 
 
    The inner argument raged quickly during the time it took for the soldier to reach him. When the voices dimmed, he was left feeling slightly hollow.  
 
    The soldier stood before him. He was a thirtyish man with close-cropped black hair and eyes of a color undiscernible in the dark of night. Though he hadn’t drawn his sword, his hand rested casually on the hilt, and Helmuth had the feeling he was a quick draw. A career soldier, probably. 
 
    The man’s eyes flicked from Helmuth’s face to his legs and then back again, his expression settling into a frown. “What is your business here?” he asked.  
 
    Lie or truth? Did it matter? There was no going back now, no other option. And this soldier was alone, at least for now.  
 
    “I’m going to unite the barbarian tribes and kill the king,” he said evenly, collapsing the wall holding back his anger in the same instant.  
 
    Fog poured from his chest and enveloped the man, who didn’t even have time to scream.  
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    Helmuth had never killed someone, and despite his desire to end the king’s life, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to draw the soldier’s own blade across his throat. Instead, he’d left him cowering in the fetal position, his eyes wild and tear-blurred.  
 
    I am weak, he thought. I owed that man nothing. I should’ve done it. I should have. 
 
    And what about the gray-haired woman who bathed you and brought you food and water? Lenora. 
 
    What about Krako, who was kind to you, who never told the king your secret? 
 
    What about the other broken boys in those silent rooms beneath the boulder?  
 
    Helmuth set his teeth and growled between them, “None of them did anything for me. They were pawns. They deserve what’s coming.” 
 
    They all do. 
 
    Filled with anger and determination, Helmuth started up the first slope, a gentle rise that would steepen gradually at first, and then quickly.  
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    A few hours later, Helmuth was pressed flat against the side of a cliff, a sheer drop into darkness the only net to catch his fall. Though he was prepared for this from the rope in King Streit’s throne room, climbing a rock wall was wildly different to climbing a rope. Especially in the dark, where each handhold was a risk.  
 
    His arms were tired, but not spent, and he could see the top of the cliff less than a stone’s throw above him. 
 
    I can make it. I will make it. With these thoughts spurring him on, he reached for the next hold, a promising chunk of fist-sized rock protruding from the cliff face.  
 
    The rock broke away the moment his fingers wrapped around it, crumbling like crushed ice. He let out a short, sharp cry, his other hand clenching its own hold as gravity swung him down and to the side, his useless legs dangling beneath him.  
 
    Sweat poured from his fingers, making his grip slick. They began to slide free… 
 
    He threw his other hand blindly at the rock, scrabbling for anything resembling a hold. Just as his opposite hand slipped away, he found purchase, his momentum reversing and swinging back the other way.  
 
    But he was ready for it this time, already locking on a shadow in the cliff that hinted at a deeper hollow. He jammed his free hand into it, finding a knob to clutch. His balance restored, he hung there for a moment, just breathing, his stomach filled with air.  
 
    And then he started to climb once more, fighting off the slight tremor in his bones.  
 
    Soon he reached the shelf, dragging himself over the edge to find a wide promontory surrounded by rock on three sides and empty air and certain death on the other. The shadows were thick, and he knew he would need to feel his way forward in the dark to discern where to go next. But first, a moment of rest.  
 
    He closed his eyes, shaking out his arms.  
 
    When he opened them, he was surprised to find the area lit by duel beams of light from the moons that had emerged as the clouds parted while he rested.  
 
    The shadows were gone, replaced by hulking hairless forms of muscle and flesh.  
 
    And eyes, dark orbs of darkness filled with predatory menace.  
 
    Below them, mouths opened to reveal glistening sets of fangs.  
 
    And then the barbarians attacked.  
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    In the instant before they fell on him with their claws and fangs, Helmuth knew he could destroy them all with naught but a thought. Or at least destroy their minds. His fog would roll over them and the things they would see… 
 
    It would unravel them like so much thread.  
 
    But he also felt a sort of tenderness for them. They were hated, outcasts. Deemed to be lesser than humans.  
 
    Just like me.  
 
    All because of the way they were born. 
 
    So though Helmuth did allow a fraction of his anger to bloom in his chest, he restrained himself. Slithers of fog snaked out, roping around the first two of his attackers, who stopped dead in their tracks. For a moment they stood there, hunched, their hands touching the ground, their expressions that of confusion. And then they tucked their heads into their hands and their thick knees to their broad chests. They rocked back and forth, an eerie keening sound rising from the backs of their throats.  
 
    Despite what had happened to their comrades, the others moved past them, closing in on Helmuth. He released more fog, taking them one by one, forcing them to their knees.  
 
    For a moment, he felt the jubilation of victory, but it was swiftly replaced by a shroud of dread and despair. He sat there, puzzled, wondering why his moment of triumph would be clouded by such ill feelings.  
 
    Realization hit him.  
 
    Because I am doing to them what my own abusers have done to me. Because I am no better. I am forcing them to my will, rather than letting them choose. 
 
    But if he let them choose… 
 
    They might rip him to shreds and fight over the scraps of his body like dogs over a half-chewed bone.  
 
    And yet…that was what he knew must occur. If this was going to work, his Horde would have to choose him.  
 
    Slowly, he reined in the fog, drawing it back inside him.  
 
    One by one, the barbarians looked up, their eyes locking on his. Tremors ran through them, as if suddenly released from a paralysis. They sprang forward once more and Helmuth closed his eyes.  
 
    Pain bloomed in his arm as daggers sank into his flesh. His eyes flashed open as he felt himself being lifted as easily as a child picking up a small stone, and then thrown, his body going airborne, the world spinning as he twisted.  
 
    He never landed, his body caught by another of the barbarians, a huge one—a female, he realized, her size giving her away, although her features were not dissimilar to those of the males. Instead of biting him, she raked her claws down his chest and he screamed, feeling his shirt shred in half, a portion of his skin falling away with it.  
 
    Again he was tossed like a ragdoll, only to be caught by another, which backhanded him across the face, slamming him to the ground. Helmuth saw stars and again he had the urge to release his fog of despair. He knew he could end this violence. He knew he could dominate these fierce warriors, bend them to his will.  
 
    But he wasn’t angry at them, and he couldn’t pretend to be.  
 
    They were his people, even if they didn’t yet know it.  
 
    They were all around him now, their dark eyes penetrating him, beating down upon him. They took turns, kicking him, punching him, running their claws across his flesh, opening him up until his blood ran freely.  
 
    They stopped, and in the pause in their assault the pain ratcheted to a whole new level, searing him like a side of bacon tossed on a griddle. He gritted his teeth, refusing to cry out, refusing to beg.  
 
    Because he felt alive. Perhaps for the first time in his short life, Helmuth Gäric felt truly alive.  
 
    “Horde,” he murmured, the only word he could manage. Their heads cocked to the side, as if confused. “Horde,” he said again.  
 
    And then, bruised and broken and bleeding, Helmuth unleashed his power.  
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    Many years later 
 
      
 
    Uniting the clans had been a slow process. Drastic change always is. There had been great battles between the barbarian clans. Many had been killed, feasted upon by those that survived.  
 
    Several times various clans had tried to kill Helmuth, but those who followed him, who believed in him, had defended him. He avoided fully unleashing his power, like he had that first night on the cliffs of the Northern Fangs. If he was to build the most powerful army the world had ever seen, one stronger than the Crimeans, he knew they had to choose to fight for him. Had to choose to unite. Anything less would risk failure. 
 
    And Helmuth couldn’t fail. Not anymore.  
 
    Now, they were ready. The last dissenters had either been killed or driven deeper into the mountains. His followers now outnumbered the stars in the sky. They were hungry for human flesh, thirsty for blood.  
 
    And, for the first time in centuries, or perhaps ever, they had a leader.  
 
    And their leader had a plan.  
 
    Staring out across his many, his warriors, his army, his Horde, Helmuth felt like one of them. He was still human, yes, but where he had never been accepted amongst his own kind, he was accepted here. Revered even.  
 
    And now he had legs. Legs of yew and iron, perfected over many years of experimentation and effort. At first learning to walk on them had been frustrating, his falls more numerous than his steps. But like any child learning a new thing, he had taken one step at a time, and now he could run. Actually run.  
 
    He knew exactly where to run.  
 
    First he would take King Streit’s colonies, those many nations that his forefathers had conquered, stripping them away. 
 
    Next he would come for King Streit himself. And he would relish the man’s death.  
 
    And then.  
 
    Yes, then.  
 
    The Four Kingdoms.  
 
    Yes, they shall be last. 
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    A personal note from David… 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a positive review on Amazon.com. Without reviews on Amazon.com, I wouldn’t be able to write for a living, which is what I love to do! Thanks for all your incredible support and I look forward to reading your reviews. 
 
      
 
    Excited for the last book, Lifemarked? Well, I am currently working on it and hope to release it by the end of 2017. While you wait, I think you might enjoy a few books from my backlist, particularly, The Slip Trilogy, a SciFi dystopian series with complex, well-developed characters set in a world of fear and population control. Keep reading for a sample from Slip! 
 
   


  
 

 The Fatemarked 
 
    (d)= deceased 
 
      
 
    ***For a complete online listing of sigils, symbols and fatemarks from The Fatemarked Epic: http://davidestesbooks.blogspot.com/p/fatemarked-sigils-symbols-and-fatemarks.html 
 
      
 
    [image: ] Lifemarked- Roan Loren (the Peacemaker)  
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    Royal Genealogy of the Four Kingdoms (three generations) 
 
    (d)= deceased 
 
      
 
    The Northern Kingdom (capital city: Castle Hill) 
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    (d) Wilhelm Gäric (the Undefeated King) 
 
    (d) Ida Gäric 
 
      
 
    Born to Wilhelm and Ida: 
 
    Helmuth Gäric (the Maimed Prince) 
 
    (d) Wolfric Gäric (the Dread King, political marriage to western princess, Sabria Loren) 
 
    (d) Griswold Gäric (usurper) 
 
    Zelda Gäric (childless) 
 
      
 
    Born to Griswold: 
 
    (d) Dirk Gäric 
 
      
 
    Born to Wolfric and Sabria: 
 
    Annise Gäric 
 
    (d) Archer Gäric 
 
    Bane Gäric (The Kings’ Bane) 
 
      
 
    The Western Kingdom (capital city: Knight’s End) 
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    (d) Ennis Loren 
 
    (d) Mira Loren 
 
      
 
    Born to Ennis and Mira: 
 
    (d) Gill Loren (married to Cecilia Thorne Loren) 
 
    (d) Ty Loren 
 
    (d) Sabria Loren (political marriage to Wolfric Gäric) 
 
      
 
    Born to Ty: 
 
    (d) Jove Loren 
 
    Sai Loren 
 
    Wheaton Loren 
 
    Gaia Loren 
 
    Ennis Loren 
 
      
 
    Born to Gill and Cecilia: 
 
    Roan Loren 
 
    Rhea Loren 
 
    (d) Bea Loren 
 
    Leo Loren 
 
      
 
    The Eastern Kingdom (capital city: Ferria in Ironwood) 
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    (d) Hamworth Ironclad 
 
    (d) Lydia Ironclad 
 
      
 
    Born to Hamworth and Lydia: 
 
    (d) Coren Ironclad (Thunder) 
 
    (d) Oren Ironclad (the Juggernaut, married to Henna Redfern Ironclad) 
 
      
 
    Born to Coren: 
 
    Hardy Ironclad 
 
      
 
    Born to Oren and Henna: 
 
    Gareth Ironclad (the Shield) 
 
    (d) Guy Ironclad 
 
    (d) Grian Ironclad 
 
      
 
    The Southern Empires 
 
    Empire of Calyp (capital city: Calypso) 
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    (d) Jak Sandes 
 
    (d) Riza Sandes 
 
      
 
    Born to Jak and Riza: 
 
    (d) Sun Sandes (the First Daughter, marriage union to Vin Hoza, emperor of Phanes, now severed) 
 
    Windy Sandes (the Second Daughter, childless) 
 
    Viper Sandes (the Third Daughter, childless) 
 
      
 
    Born to Sun and Vin: 
 
    Raven Sandes (the First Daughter) 
 
    (d) Fire Sandes (the Second Daughter) 
 
    Whisper Sandes (the Third Daughter) 
 
      
 
    Empire of Phanes (capital city: Phanea) 
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    (d) Jin Hoza 
 
    (d) Dai Hoza 
 
      
 
    Born to Jin and Dai: 
 
    (d) Vin Hoza (marriage union to Sun Sandes, empress of Calyp, now severed) 
 
    (d) Rin Hoza 
 
    (d) Shin Hoza 
 
      
 
    Also born to Vin and Sun: 
 
    Falcon Hoza 
 
    (d) Fang Hoza 
 
    (d) Fox Hoza 
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 An excerpt from Slip, available in boxed set form NOW! 
 
      
 
    PART 1: THE BOY WITH NO NAME 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Past article from the Saint Louis Times: 
 
    Controversial Population Control Decree Written Into Law  
 
    Since the cataclysmic natural events referred to globally as the Rise and the Fall, American lawmakers have discussed various ways to control the growing population to ensure sufficient resources for survival. A five-year study has determined that the ideal economic and social population for the Reorganized United States of America is 504 million. As our great country is on the verge of reaching our ideal population, a population control system will be instituted on the 5th of December of this year. Prior to pregnancy, all couples planning a family must register with the Department of Population Control of the Reorganized United States of America, and pay a nonrefundable processing fee. After processing, each couple will receive a ‘pregnancy offset,’ which the media is casually referring to as a Death Match, someone who is likely to die in the near future. Only when their Death Match has died will the couple be authorized for pregnancy and child-bearing, thus maintaining the population status quo. This process has been coined Birth Neutrality, and is being referred to as ‘the cornerstone of our survival,’ by recently elected President Ford. In the event of an unsuccessful pregnancy, the Death Match will be voided and provided to another couple in need of a match. At that time, the couple may reapply and try again. Punishment for non-compliance will fall under the jurisdiction of the newly established Department of Population Control, which has been nicknamed Pop Con.  
 
      
 
    For more information on the topics discussed in this article, speak “Pop Con and you” into your holo-screen.  
 
      
 
    Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now.  
 
      
 
    Comments: 
 
    JimBob006: I think this is a positive step forward. My grocery store is always packed and the shelves are empty. More people will mean even less food to go around. Something’s got to give. 
 
      
 
    CyborgLuvr12: This is bulls!$*! 
 
      
 
    LingLi8: Now I know how my great-grandparents felt.  
 
      
 
    GovHater: JimBob006 probably works for Pop Con. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Michael Kelly’s stomach is in knots. 
 
    It’s no different than he’s felt since his promotion to Head of Population Control, except that the knots seem to tighten with each word that his second in command, Corrigan Mars, speaks. “Finally,” Corr says slowly, “we’ve got a Slip.” 
 
    Damn, he thinks, but he can’t say that. “What do we know?” he asks instead. As usual, he’s playing his role and playing it well.  
 
    “Not much,” Corr says. “Except she’s young, maybe three or four years old, female.” 
 
    “The doctor?” Michael says. 
 
    “Dead. He was particularly good at keeping secrets, even under our most sophisticated interrogation procedures. His mind was stronger than his body.” 
 
    Michael knows exactly what that means, and it makes him cringe inwardly. Torture. But he doesn’t show his revulsion on his face, his false expression stalwart and emotionless. “Just one child slipped through the cracks though, right?” Michael’s chest tightens when he realizes his mistake. His loose tongue. He called the Slip a ‘child.’ A child born illegally is no child, is nothing more than an enemy of the state, something he should know better than anyone. 
 
    Corr blinks once, but if he notices the error he doesn’t show it. Instead he only nods in confirmation. “There were others, but none had reached the age of mobility. The doctor started doing illegal births a few years back. He began slowly, as most of them do, but then ramped up operations as he gained confidence. The Slip was his first.” 
 
    “How’d we catch the others?” 
 
    “After the first, the doc started keeping records. He used code names and misdirection, but we managed to crack the code during his interrogation. From there it was relatively easy. The Hunters tracked every last UnBee down.” 
 
    UnBees, Michael thinks, hating the slang term more than ever. Unauthorized Beings. “How many?” he asks, wishing he didn’t have to. Wishing he could walk out and never return.  
 
    “Dozens.” His old friend says it with a smile, like killing more children than can be counted on two hands is something to be proud of. When did the gap in their beliefs widen into an eternal chasm? 
 
    “Good,” Michael says, bitterness coating his tongue. “Catch the Slip. Use every resource we have available. Our careers may depend on it.” 
 
    The smile never leaves Corr’s blood-red lips. “Don’t you worry, Boss. We’ll catch her and we’ll kill her. Her parents, too.” 
 
    The moment Corrigan Mars exits his office, Michael Kelly slumps back in his chair, his body shaking with regret. All he wants to do is run home to be with his son, the boy with no name. 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The boy doesn’t even know his own name.  
 
    At age five he wonders if it’s ‘Son,’ as his father always calls him. 
 
    “What’s my name?” he asks his father. 
 
    He knows his father doesn’t like the question because he won’t look him in the eyes. “You are special, Son,” his father says into his ear. “You don’t need a name. A name will only let them control you. Even the smallest and most unwanted seed can slip through the cracks and, against all odds, grow up to be a tall, strong, beautiful thing.” 
 
    He doesn’t know what his father means, but he stays silent. He sits on the bed and watches as his father pulls on his black pants, black belt, black shirt, black tie, black coat, and black shoes. Even his father’s socks are black. But he sees his father’s secret: His red underwear is like a brightly colored kite that someone has thrown a dark blanket over, smothering its brilliance. It reminds him of the kites he sees the other kids fly sometimes, rising over the sheet-metal fence surrounding the backyard. A memory flits through his mind. 
 
    “What are they?” he once asked his father.  
 
    “Kites,” his father said, standing next to him and gazing at the bright sky, shielding his eyes with his hands. 
 
    Mimicking his father’s stance and posture, the boy asked, “Are they magic? Like the dragons on the holo-screens?” 
 
    His father laughed, and it was like music to his ears—he hadn’t heard such a beautiful sound from his lips in a while. “No, Son. The other children are flying them. Do you see the strings? Look hard.” 
 
    Other children. He knew who his father meant. He’d seen them through a tiny hole he found in the metal barrier, just big enough for him to peer through, one eye closed and one open. He’d been trying for weeks to gather up enough courage to ask about them. 
 
    He looked very hard, but still couldn’t see the strings, which was strange because he could usually see everything. The kites seemed more like magic to him. He desperately wanted to run to his secret hole to look for the other children, but he didn’t dare. 
 
    The memory flies away, just like the magic kites. 
 
    Dressed fully in black—other than his hidden red underwear—his father is ready to leave for the day, to go to a place called work. Sometimes he calls it Population Control or Pop Con, too. The boy knows his father must be an important man there, because they always need him. His father never seems happy to leave, however, so the boy wonders why he goes at all. But he doesn’t ask his father. He saves that question for Janice. 
 
    As usual, Janice is late, looking as if she just woke up, with wisps of static-charged hair shooting out of a messy bun; and, as always, Janice wraps him up in the biggest hug of his life, even bigger than the one she gave him the day before. Even as he squeezes back, he wonders if one day she’ll squeeze him so hard he’ll pop. 
 
    “I swear you’ve grown three centimeters taller since yesterday, child,” Janice says, standing up from the hug. The boy’s not sure if she’s right, but those piercing blue eyes of hers do look a little closer than before.  
 
    “Can we measure?” he asks, looking at his father for permission. 
 
    His father smiles, but it doesn’t look right. His eyes don’t crinkle at the corners like they usually do. They look wet and glossy. But then he blinks and they’re back to normal. He tousles the boy’s hair and says, “Ask Janice. I’ve got to go.” 
 
    His father reaches for Janice stiffly, almost like the robots on his second favorite holo-screen program, Bot Heroes, and touches her shoulder. His lips part like he wants to say something, but then they close and bulge outward. He turns away and strides for the door, which opens from bottom to top with a whoosh as he approaches. He stops briefly and looks back. “Listen to Janice, Son,” he says. “See you later.” 
 
    “See you later,” the boy says, copying his father’s words because they taste so good in his mouth.  
 
    The door whooshes closed and the boy looks at Janice, who’s wiping her eyes with the cuff of her white, silky shirt. He wonders if there’s something in the air today that causes wet eyes, but his feel so dry they’re burning a little. 
 
    “Janice?” he says. 
 
    She finishes dabbing her eyes, flashes a quick smile that fades as quickly as his father’s smiles do these days, and says, “Speak your mind, child.” 
 
    The question about why his father goes to work when he doesn’t like it rolls around on his tongue, but he swallows and it disappears, replaced by a different question. “What’s my name?” he asks. 
 
    Janice closes her eyes. Her face is as blank as one of the white sheets of paper the boy uses to draw on, but there’s no mistaking the quiver on her lips, the tiny drop of liquid that squeezes from the corner of one of her eyes, like juice from a lemon. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says. “I just…don’t understand.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Janice says, opening her eyes and once more wiping away the moisture, this time with her knuckle. “All I know is that caged monkeys will rebel every single time.” The boy wonders what monkeys have to do with anything, but he doesn’t ask, because Janice’s eyes have that faraway look they sometimes get, like her mind has left the house while her body remains.  
 
    He sits on the couch and waits for it to pass. 
 
    After a few minutes she flinches, as if startling from a heavy sleep. “Let’s get you measured,” she says, forcing a smile.  
 
    She was right. He has grown three centimeters since the last time they marked his height on the wall by the incinerator. 
 
    But she never answers his question about his name. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    When he’s six years old, they have a big celebration. 
 
    Everyone he knows is there. Father and Janice at the same time, and for more than the time it takes to say hello and goodbye.  
 
    It takes a full twenty-six minutes for the food-maker to prepare the cake, but he watches the whole time through the hazy window. He can almost catch a whiff of the smell on the tip of his nose. He can almost taste the sweetness on the tip of his tongue. 
 
    When the bell dings and the door pops open, he has to resist the sudden urge to grab the cake and shovel it into his mouth. His nose twitches when he smells the aroma. Having his father take away his backyard privileges might almost be worth being the first to taste the warm chocolate. 
 
    “It’ll be hot like burnt toast,” Janice says, reaching past him to remove the cake. “We have to let it cool down.” As she places it on a wiry pedestal on the counter, his eyes never leave the rich, brown form. It’s the same shape as everything that comes out of the food-maker—square—but it looks so much better. 
 
    “Why is it called devil’s food cake?” he asks Janice. “Aren’t devils bad?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell the difference between devils and saints these days,” Janice says, pinching his earlobe. 
 
    He ducks and giggles, trying to pull himself up onto the countertop. Now that he’s six years old he thinks he’s surely old enough to climb like the kids he sees clambering onto tree branches. The ones he wishes he could talk to.  
 
    He struggles for a moment, his legs skittering against the side of the counter, his arms shaking with strain. Just as he’s about to fall back to the floor, a strong arm surrounds him and lifts him up.  
 
    He’s sitting next to the cake. 
 
    “It’s called devil’s food cake because it tastes so good it’s almost wrong to eat it,” his father says, a gleam in his eye. 
 
    “But it’s not wrong?” the boy asks. 
 
    “Not everything that people say is wrong actually is,” his father explains. 
 
    Like many things his father says, he’s not sure he understands. Why would people say something is wrong when it isn’t? But he doesn’t ask, because all he really wants is to eat the cake.  
 
    His father begins to set out plates and forks, but Janice waves him away. “Let’s just eat it,” she says. 
 
    “It hasn’t cooled,” his father says. 
 
    “It’s cool enough,” Janice says. “You first.” She motions to the boy. “Happy birthday, child.” 
 
    A hungry gleam in his eyes, the boy reaches for a fork, but she stops him with a hand on his wrist. “Not with that,” she says. “Use your hands.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes widen, and for a moment he wonders if she’s testing him, but she only nods toward the cake, a wild look in her eyes. The boy grins so wide he thinks his face might split in half. 
 
    “Janice,” his father says. 
 
    “It’s okay, Michael,” Janice says. Michael? Is that his father’s name? He’s never heard Janice call him that. He can’t remember her ever calling him anything. 
 
    But he can barely think about that, can barely think about anything but the tantalizing smell of the devil’s food cake resting next to him.  
 
    Before his father can stop him, the boy reaches over and pushes his fingers into the cake, feeling the gooey warmth surround his skin. When he pulls his hand back, a fist-sized clump breaks apart. With unabashed glee, he stuffs it into his mouth. Although he opens his lips as widely as he can, smears of chocolate rub onto the skin around his mouth. He can even see a dab of chocolate hanging from his nose. He doesn’t care about any of that though, because…mmmmm! 
 
    It’s the best taste he’s ever tasted. Better than spaghetti—the red and white and brown squares that are usually his favorite food.  
 
    Unexpectedly, his father laughs. “Son, it’s all over your face. Let me help you.” He reaches for him with a cloth, but Janice’s hand shoots out faster, grabbing a handful of cake and smashing it into his father’s mouth. 
 
    “Janice!” Michael screams. At first his tone is one of protest, but as he licks his lips it morphs into one of delight. “God Almighty, this is…heavenly,” he says. “I’ve never tasted anything like it.” 
 
    Then, quick as a beam of light, he grabs a clump of chocolate and pushes it into Janice’s face. The boy stares, astonished, trying to hold back the laugh that rises up in his chest. Janice’s face looks as if she’s been playing in the mud.  
 
    To the boy’s utter shock, she laughs, her signature high squeal. It’s the truest laugh he’s ever heard, borne by a grown woman with a chocolatey smile.  
 
    For the next half hour they eat cake with their hands, oblivious to how silly they must look with chocolate all over their mouths.  
 
    Spent with his father and Janice, it’s the best day of the nameless boy’s short life. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Young Harrison doesn’t understand.  
 
    No matter how many times his mother, Janice, tells him that his father is too busy to see him, he just can’t seem to wrap his small mind around why. None of the fathers of his friends at school are too busy to see them, so why his father?  
 
    “I’ll be here after school,” she says.  
 
    “You mean after sports, right?” Harrison asks. His favorite part of every day is hoverball practice. He figures if he can get good enough his dad will have to come see him play.  
 
    “Yes. After sports. Be good. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 
 
    She says that a lot, so he doesn’t give it much thought as he opens the door, accepting his portable food-maker, which will cook his lunch, from his mom. “Bye, Mom,” he says, shutting the door without looking back. He hustles away from the aut-car, hoping she’ll program it to pull away without making a scene. For some reason, she can’t always seem to help herself, like when she directed the car to honk its horn a half-dozen times, or when she made it blare some kind of old lady music through the open window. His friends still make fun of him for that.  
 
    When he hears the engine whir and the vehicle drive off, he lets out a sigh of relief, glad she was normal today.  
 
    “Incoming!” someone yells. 
 
    At the edge of his vision, Harrison sees the hoverball zipping toward him. Without thinking, he jerks to the right, thrusting the hand carrying his portable food-maker upwards to protect his head. With a heavy thump, the hoverball slams into the food-maker and ricochets away. 
 
    Horrified, he inspects the dented frame of his food-maker.  
 
    His best friend, Chuck Boggs, jogs up to him and slaps him on the back, laughing hysterically. “That. Was. Awesome!” he exclaims between fits of laughter.  
 
    Despite the damage to his food-maker, Harrison can’t hold back a smile. “How fast was I?” 
 
    Chuck brushes a wild tuft of reddish hair out of his eyes. “Like a speeding aut-car. No, like lightning. Or a rocket. Yeah, you were as fast as a rocket!” 
 
    Harrison keeps on grinning. “Do you think Coach will put me at keeper on Saturday?” he asks.  
 
    “Duh,” Chuck says. “You’ve got the quickest hands of any kid on the team. And you never fall off your hoverboard.” 
 
    Although he gets a thrill from his friend’s compliments, the food-maker weighs heavy in his arms. “My mom is going to kill me,” he mutters, displaying the massive dent.  
 
    “Nah. She’ll get over it and just buy you a new one. How’s your weird mom today anyway?” 
 
    He feels a pang of anger in his stomach, but he clenches his gut and it goes away. “As weird as ever,” he says, which, as usual, makes Chuck laugh. Making fun of his mom seems to be a sure-fire way to make and keep his friends. He may not ever see his father, but at least he has a lot of friends.  
 
    “Come on. Let’s go,” Chuck says, pushing him in the direction of the school, where dozens of kids are filing inside. As they push into the flow, Chuck says, “I heard they’re closing in on the Slip.” 
 
    Harrison shrugs. All Chuck ever seems to want to talk about is the Slip. Chuck’s father works for the cops, so he guesses it makes sense, but at the same time, just because Harrison’s father works for Pop Con doesn’t mean he follows the Slip news.  
 
    “So you don’t know if the rumors are true?” Chuck asks, nudging him with an elbow when Harrison doesn’t respond. 
 
    Harrison wishes he could be honest with his friend, could tell him that he barely sees his father, much less talks to him. “It’s top secret,” Harrison says instead.  
 
    “Oh, come on! You’re killing me!” Chuck says.  
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    As they enter the building through the body scanners, Harrison wonders whether finding the Slip would mean his dad wouldn’t have to work so much. 
 
      
 
    If you are enjoying this book, click here to download The Slip Trilogy! 
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