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 Important Author’s Note 
 Many of you will be expecting a continuation of ALL of the stories from Kingfall. Rightly so. However, due to the numerous storylines occurring simultaneously, as well as the introduction of new significant characters and plot threads, it was necessary to split the world of Kingfall into two pieces: the western side (Teravainen, Odin and Travail) and the eastern side (Avadon and Calabria). In volume II, Dragonfall, the story occurring on the western side continues to unfold as Peony, Dane, Ando and Aisling (as well as others) fight to survive and learn more about the meaning behind the recent appearance of the long-hidden godblades. In volume III, Magefall, I will return to the eastern side of the continent, with Sampson, Roman and Grym’s fates hanging in the balance. Volume III will also begin to bring the two halves of the continent together. 
   
 For those of you who love epics, I think you will enjoy this sprawling format! For those who are less patient and want answers NOW, I don’t blame you! I only ask that you try to be patient with me as I do have a plan and it will all be worth it in the end. I don’t think I let you down with Fatemarked, and I don’t plan to with Kingfall either! Final note: I am determined to release the sequels as quickly as possible so even the most impatient readers will be able to get their answers sooner rather than later! With a bit of luck and lots of hard work, the entire five-book series will be published in early 2022. Thank you for all your support and kindness. Happy reading! 
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 PART I 
 423 A.W. 
   
 Peony     Dane     Amari 
 Jarrod      Quill    Ando 
   
 The original wielders of the six godblades became known as the Knights Shadow and the Knights Bright, respectively. There was symmetry amongst them, and yet it wasn’t enough to balance the scales of justice and vengeance. The Godswar might have never ended were it not for a final blade. The one blade that could bring unity to a world split in two pieces, one bathed in shadows and the other gleaming with light. 

Di Puronompara.

 The Pureblade. 
   

The Kingfall Histories






 One 
 Peony Normandian 
 Dragonsmount, Travail 
   
 AS PEONY GAZED DOWN AT THE TUMULTUOUS WATERS OF THE SACRED SEA FROM ATOP DRAGONSMOUNT, she wondered whether the waves were ever frightened of breaking upon the shore. Or did they take solace in being amongst their friends, the other waves, as each met their predetermined fate?

 She sighed, knowing her thoughts were merely a reflection of her inner turmoil. “Stop it,” she muttered. “You’ve been alone before and it hasn’t killed you yet.” 
 The truth was, much of her childhood had been spent alone. Peony and her brother, Osric, had never been particularly close, while her mother, she had recently learned, had purposefully kept her at arm’s length to protect both their hearts from breaking when Peony was inevitably forced to leave Chrysallis. Her father, on the other hand, had been her best friend. The only problem: he was the King of Odin, which meant he had little time to spare for his daughter.  
 And yet…this felt like a different kind of alone, one crowded with voices in her head.  

Hoom. Daneus’s booming voice filled her mind, offering what she’d learned was a sort of dragon greeting.  
 She couldn’t help the smile that teased the edges of her lips. Hoom yourself, she replied.  

He’ll come around. Just give him time. And space.

 She didn’t need the dragon to specify who he referred to. Dragonmaster Dane, her bondmate of less than a week, hadn’t returned to their cave the night before. Not that she blamed him. He was grieving the loss of his cousin, Dragonrider Lei, a woman who Peony had grown very fond of in just the few short days she’d known her. Lei had been energetic and playful and caring and confident and good. And, Peony knew, if they’d had more time together they might’ve become fast friends.  

Peony?


Yes?


You’re not alone. As long as blood runs through my veins, you will never be alone again.

 Peony felt such warmth fill her that she was tempted to check she wasn’t sitting on a bed of flames. Thank you, she said.  

WHAT HE SAID, another familiar voice declared. Like the dragon’s voice, this voice was audible only within the confines of her own mind. It was the voice of her sword, which just happened to be an ancient godblade forged of magenum and starlight that gave her the power to do absurdly powerful things like leaping off cliffs and charging into battle without getting herself killed.  

Thank you, too, Peony said.  
 YOU’RE NOT ANGRY WITH ME? 

Should I be?

 I JUST THOUGHT… 

That I would blame you for everything that happened—for Lei’s death—because you encouraged me to go to Kerr’s Crossing?

 THAT ABOUT SUMS IT UP. 

I don’t—can’t—regret that decision. If we hadn’t gone, that man wielding the shadowblade would’ve breached the gates and Avadon would’ve been overrun with demons and Grizari. Do you think they would’ve been content destroying one nation? Mayhaps, but it’s not a chance I was willing to take. After all, Odin is Avadon’s neighbor to the west. That man…


SAMPSON GAARD, the blade said.  

What? That’s impossible. 

 IT WAS HIM. 

How could you know that and why didn’t you tell me earlier?

 THE TIME WASN’T RIGHT. AND I’M TELLING YOU NOW. AS FOR HOW I KNOW, THAT IS A MORE DIFFICULT QUESTION. I DIDN’T KNOW UNTIL I MET HIS SHADOWBLADE IN BATTLE. IT’S HARD TO EXPLAIN. 

But…Sampson Gaard is known to be blind. The man I fought looked into my eyes. He had sight—I’m certain of it. 

 TEMPORARY SIGHT PROVIDED BY THE SHADOWBLADE.  

He almost killed me, Daneus interjected. The way he turned my fire back upon me was…sorcery.

 THAT WAS THE BLADE, NOT SAMPSON. AND HE WAS ONLY PROTECTING HIMSELF FROM BEING BURNED TO A CRISP. 

Why are you defending him? Peony asked. He was the one who stirred the Grizari to war. I wouldn’t be surprised if he caused the Rift in Beggar’s Canyon to widen as well. 

 Rather than answering her question, her brightblade asked, COULD YOU TOSS ME FROM THESE CLIFFS RIGHT NOW? Suddenly, the blade materialized in her hand, which instinctively tightened to grip it. Bright gold runes flashed across its surface, which was as bright as the sun. Peony knew it should’ve hurt her eyes to look upon the blade, but it didn’t. She didn’t even have to squint.  

For what purpose?

 DOESN’T MATTER. COULD YOU?  
 As Peony gazed upon the brilliance of the blade, she considered the question. She envisioned herself standing up, rearing back, hurling her arm forward, hand opening… 
 Except, even in her own vision, her hand didn’t open, clamped fast upon the blade’s hilt.  

No, she admitted. I couldn’t. Realization hit her. Sampson Gaard had done what she herself wouldn’t have been able to do. He cast aside his own godblade, throwing it into the Roughwater River like it was nothing more than a stone he’d stubbed his toe upon. By doing so, not only did he relinquish the power afforded to him by the blade, but he gave up his newfound eyesight, returning to blindness. That must’ve taken great strength.


GREAT STRENGTH INDEED, her blade said, vanishing in the twinkling of an eye once more. REJECTING ONE OF THE GODBLADES IS AN ACT THAT HAS NEVER BEEN ACCOMPLISHED. UNTIL NOW.


What does it mean? That the shadowblade is lost? The question came not from Peony, but from Daneus. 
 IF ONLY. THE GODBLADES ARE STIRRING. FOR WHAT PURPOSE, I KNOW NOT.  
 “Peony?” The voice came so unexpectedly that she almost threw herself from the cliffs. She’d been so fully focused on her inner conversation with the dragon and the brightblade that she hadn’t even heard anyone approaching.  
 She turned sharply to find Dane standing before her, eyes dark beneath furrowed brows.  

Dane’s approaching, Daneus said.  

Thanks for the warning, Peony said.  

My pleasure. 


DANE’S APPROACHING, her blade said.  

Don’t you start, too…

 “Hello,” Peony said, which felt like the most understated thing to say considering all that had transpired between them the last several days.  
 Dane took a step forward as if to approach her, but then stopped, grimacing as though in pain. Closed his eyes. She waited, wishing to delay his next words for as long as possible, because she wasn’t prepared to absorb the verbal thrashing she knew she was about to receive. His eyes opened slowly. “Do you despise me?” 
 “What?” she blurted out, his words as unexpected as a sunny day, like this one, in Travail. “I was going to ask you the same thing.” 
 Dane shook his head. “I could never despise you, Peony. I hate the way I treated you yesterday on this very spot. Like you didn’t belong. Like I couldn’t stand to be in your presence…” 
 Peony remembered the coldness she’d felt from him as he’d brushed past her. She remembered the determination that she’d mustered within herself to bear his pain and anger upon her shoulders as long as was required. That’s what a bondmate did, right? “People don’t do things for no reason. You were grieving for Lei. You still are. But I am too. I know you don’t think I have any right to feel sorrow for her loss, but I do. She was kind to me. She accepted me into the fold, no questions asked. I felt a kinship with her I haven’t felt with anyone in a long time, maybe ever. So yes, I am”—she bit off the swell of sorrow threatening to choke her—“hurting too.” 
 “I know.” The way he spoke those two words—with such fervor and brokenness—took Peony’s breath away. She stood, covering the distance to him in three long steps, falling into his arms even as her own surrounded him, the warmth of their bodies pressing against each other. She felt the beat of his heart against her cheek. He was alive and so was she. And Lei was not. Something about it all felt utterly unfair.  

I told you, Daneus said. Though he made peace with you even faster than he does with me. The dragon said the last bit rather grumpily.  
 “I sense you and Daneus are conspiring against me,” Dane said.  
 Peony started. “Sorry. He’s been a great comfort.” 
 “For me too,” Dane admitted. “He’s playing both sides, the rascal.” 
 “There shouldn’t be sides,” Peony said. “Not now that we’re bonded.” 
 Dane eased back to look at her. Peony felt captured by the depth of his gaze, which made her feel like she was the only person who existed in his world. “You are right,” he said. “We are two parts of a greater whole now.” 

Three parts, Daneus reminded them, speaking in both their minds simultaneously.  
 “Three parts,” Dane said.  

Why do you sound so grudging when you say that? Daneus asked.  
 Peony, despite herself, managed a smile. “Is he always so suspicious?” 
 “Yes,” Dane said. “You should’ve heard him when he learned of your godblade.” 

Fear of the unknown, Daneus said. Now that I’ve spoken to the blade, I suppose we can learn to get along.


I FEEL SO HONORED, the blade said.  
 “Speaking of which,” Peony said. “We need to talk about something else. There’s something else I have to do.” 
 Dane sighed. “You are the most determined woman I have ever met, Peony Normandian,” he said. “But whatever it is, it can wait. I want to show you something.” 
 Peony crinkled her nose. “What?” 
 “You’ll see soon enough.” 


   
 “What is this place?” Peony asked as they entered the alternating layers of shadow and torchlight inside the cave at the base of Dragonsmount. With each step, the temperature seemed to rise, and soon Peony’s skin glistened with sweat.  
 “You don’t like surprises, do you?” Dane said with a chuckle.  
 “Not particularly.” 
 “Well get used to it. I shall endeavor to surprise you at every turn.” 
 Their hands were clasped as they walked. Peony marveled at how natural it felt.  
 Just ahead, the ground seemed to move, smoke rising from its surface. “What is that?” she asked.  
 “Something we both need.” 

I would’ve appreciated an invitation, Daneus said, once more speaking to both of them.  
 “You could barely squeeze one foot in this place,” Dane said.  

It’s the thought that counts.

 Peony quickly discovered why the rocky floor ahead seemed to be moving. Because it wasn’t rocky at all, but a pool, steam rising from its surface like fog from the barrowlands on a crisp autumn morning back in Odin. Hence, the growing warmth. “Wait,” Peony said. “You never mentioned you had warm baths available right under our very feet.” 
 “I wanted to surprise you. We’re not complete savages. The hot springs were here long before my people.” 
 “So all that talk of bathing in the river was a lie?” Peony had pretended to be taking everything in stride, but warm baths was one luxury she was loath to give up.  
 “Partially. But some of us prefer bathing in cool water rather than warm water.” 
 “The foolish ones, obviously,” Peony said.  
 Dane laughed. “There’s even some soap infused with the aroma of flowers. I might’ve requested that your father send an entire crateful before we departed Chrysallis. Evidently it arrived the same day as the missive.” 
 “Thank you,” Peony said, overcome with gratitude. Though grief continued to darken the edges of her mind and heart, the brightness of joy continued to push back, which told her she was still alive, still fighting. She rose to her tiptoes and kissed him. She had almost expected him to freeze up, to push her away, to tell her it was too much, too soon, after…what had happened. Instead, he responded with a hunger of his own, picking her up, lips moving against hers, hand threading through her hair.  

I’ll see myself out, Daneus said. There are some things you can’t unsee.

 Peony laughed, shifting her position to kiss Dane’s cheek, jawline, earlobe. He did the same and then moved to her neck, causing a pleasure-filled shiver to run through her. She was quickly falling into the moment but forced herself to pause as she realized something. “These pools are open to all the dragonriders, correct?” she asked, gaze flitting past Dane’s shoulder, half-expecting to find Dragonrider Star’s steely-eyed stare cutting into her. Instead, the way out remained as empty as they had left it.  
 “The baths can be reserved if one has sufficient authority,” Dane said.  
 “You mean, like a dragonmaster.” 
 “Exactly.” 
 She bit her lip, feeling the same desire for her bondmate that she’d felt on their bonding night rise within her. “The water,” she said. “Now.” 
 He groaned against her but complied, carrying her to several stone steps leading into the largest of the pools, not even bothering to remove any clothing before descending into the warmth. Just past him, she saw their reflections, hazy because of all the steam. Dane with his blue-painted body, so strong, so capable. Her own body, half blue, the other half the image she’d seen every day in the mirror as she futilely attempted to comb the knots out of her unruly ginger hair. Both halves looked different now. Loss, she suspected, had changed her.  
 Before she could dwell on that thought any longer, Peony felt the beautifully warm water soak through her clothing, surrounding her skin, melting away the past and the grief and war and death and fear. 
 Melting away everything until she melted into him.  


   

“The difference between a hero and a monster sits on a razor’s edge,” Dane said, moving the soapy cloth across her shoulders and back.  
 “Hmm?” Peony murmured. Her eyes were closed. She felt so peaceful, like the evils and horrors of the world were on the other side of an uncrossable canyon. Like she was safe.  
 “It’s something my father used to say,” Dane said.  
 “What did he mean?” she asked.  
 “I asked him that very same question, but he never told me. He said it was for me to figure out.” 
 “And did you?” 
 “I thought I knew. I always believed he meant that circumstances forced a man—or woman—to fall one way or the other. Like, the wind might blow and topple you from the edge of the blade.” 
 “But you don’t believe that anymore?”  
 “I don’t know. I think it’s the choices we make that determine what we become.” 
 “For example?” 
 “Two godblades were found—” 
 “That we know of.” 
 “You think more have been retrieved?” 
 “Maybe, I don’t know. It’s something my blade said, about the godblades stirring.”  
 Dane kissed the back of her shoulder and then rested his chin on her. “This is exactly what I mean. You found a godblade, but so did the man we fought at Kerr’s Crossing, except he used his for evil while you used yours for good. You were the hero and he was the monster.” 
 “Sampson Gaard.” 
 “What?”  
 Peony released a laugh because his response had been identical to hers. She described the rest of her conversation with Daneus and her blade.  
 “Are you saying you think Sampson Gaard—assuming it was really him—should be forgiven for what he did?” 
 Peony shook her head and then twisted around until her lips were so close to Dane’s she could feel his breath on hers. “No, just that I don’t believe there is a blade between hero and monster at all. We are all heroes; we are all monsters. How we will be judged depends on how long we spend being each.” 
 Dane kissed her again. When they broke apart, he said, “I am a lucky man. You are beyond my every expectation.” 
 “Of course I am. And you are satisfactory,” she said. “With time you may achieve greatness, but only because of Daneus’s and my influence.” 
 “Very funny. Speaking of whom, perhaps it’s time we paid him a visit. We’ve lingered too long in the pools.” 
 “Must we?” 

I heard that, the dragon said.  
 Peony laughed. It’s not a reflection on you as much as my love for warm water. Anyway, I thought you were giving us some alone time. 


I did, though it’s not easy to completely sever our connection.


Does that mean you saw…?


How vigorous your alone time was? More like heard. You weren’t exactly quiet.

 Peony knew she should be embarrassed, but she wasn’t. For one, what she had done with Dane could not be anything other than beautiful. And for two, she didn’t think she could ever feel embarrassed of anything Daneus knew about her. Something about the bond she felt with the dragon was like…flying—that was the only way she could describe it. Noted, Peony said. Anyway, we’re coming to see you now. We have much to discuss. When there was no response from the dragon, Peony said, Daneus?

 This time he responded, except not only to her, but to Dane as well, his voice higher pitched than usual, frantic. Something is amiss. They are coming for you. You need to go. Now. 
 “What?” Dane said. “Who is coming?” 

I’ll explain later. Clothe yourselves and move. I’ll meet you—

 The rest of the dragon’s statement was drowned out by the rumble of footsteps across stone as dozens of dragonriders filed into the baths, surrounding the pool. Peony, not sure whether to be more aghast by her own nakedness or the fact that Dane’s own riders had defied his orders for privacy, shrank into the water until only her head was exposed. She eyed her clothes heaped in a sodden pile on the edge of the pool.  
 Dane, on the other hand, did the opposite of shrink, seeming to grow in size as he swelled himself up, fists knotted, jaw set. “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.  
 In the wake of his echoing question, the riders seemed uncomfortable—shuffling their feet, refusing to meet his eyes—but none of them spoke.  
 “Someone answer me, or I will personally beat the information out of each and every one of you.” 
 Peony had seen Dane angry before, but this was a whole other level, his face twisted with rage, and she knew it was not for himself, but for her, for how they’d violated a place she felt safe. She loved him for that anger but wouldn’t have him destroy his relationship with these men and women, regardless of whatever was happening. “This is because of me, isn’t it?” she said, searching their faces, trying to force them to meet her eyes. No one would. Still none of them answered.  
 “Enough,” Dane growled, moving through the water toward the steps.  
 “Calm yourself, Dane,” a voice finally said. It came not from the ring of riders, but from just outside it. The circle parted to reveal three more riders. Like all their kind, their skin was dyed to match the hue of their dragons. On the left was Brute, his skin as brown as the rocks within the cave. Consistent with his name, he was built like a boulder, his thick beard like moss growing down the sides of his face and chin. He stared straight ahead, and Peony thought he looked numb, as though his mind was a million leagues away. On the right was a human tigress, Dane’s cousin Star, black and orange stripes running up her arms, neck and face. If anything, the dye served to enhance her statuesque beauty rather than diminish it. While Peony had been inspecting the two on the wings, Dane’s focus had been entirely on the older figure standing between them, his skin as red as blood. His uncle, Drudge, the one who had spoken.  
 “Calm myself?” Dane said. “My bondmate and I were enjoying a warm bath before you marched in here in direct defiance to my orders to be left alone. You have violated your oaths and Peony’s privacy. I could strip you of your bond for such an act, which borders on treason.”  
 Peony wasn’t certain what it meant to strip a dragonrider of their bond, but it sounded serious, the threat hanging in the silence the followed. If Drudge was intimidated, however, he didn’t show it. On the contrary, his lips curled into a self-satisfied sneer. “I would agree, if a decision hadn’t already been made that makes treason against you impossible.”  
 Peony’s mind swirled as she tried to understand what was happening. She knew little to nothing about Travailian politics, and now she chided herself for spending so much time on other activities with Dane when she could’ve been having an intellectual conversation with him and learning more about her new nation. “The only way treason against me would be impossible is if I am no longer the dragonmaster,” Dane said. His eyes landed on Brute. “Is that what you’re saying?” 
 Brute said, “I’m sorry,” then turned and walked away.  
 “Dane?” Peony said. “They can’t do that, can they? How can they strip you of your title?” 
 Dane turned to meet her eyes, and she found the anger had drained from his gaze, replaced by a deep and persisting sadness. “I’m sorry, my bond,” he said. “The riders have spoken. I am bound by their decision.” 
 Peony’s lips opened, but then she closed them when she found she had no idea what she intended to say. What could she say? That she was sorry because clearly this decision was linked to him supporting her choice to fight at Kerr’s Crossing rather than Kingsfort? She knew as well as anyone that an apology couldn’t change the past. Nor could she say that she would fix things, because how could she? As much as she was trying to become a woman of Travail—going so far as to dye half her skin to match the hue of Daneus and Dane—she’d not even been in these lands amongst these people for a fortnight. She didn’t even know the names of half the people standing sentinel around the pool. That’s when a thought struck her harder than a bolt of lightning in the Stormlands.  
 “You could’ve informed us of this decision after we finished here,” Peony said, directing her words toward Drudge, whose eyes she finally met. “And yet you chose to march in here like an army ready to do battle. Why?” 
 Dane’s uncle laughed breathily and said to Dane, “Your bondmate is no fool, I can’t deny that.” 
 “Just answer her question, Uncle,” Dane said. “Or should I answer it for her?” 
 Peony’s eyes danced between Dane and his uncle, sensing an undercurrent to their vague words. “Someone tell me what is happening,” she demanded.  
 Dane turned toward her, regret in his expression. “Stay strong. I will do everything in my power to have you sent back to Chrysallis.” 
 His words might’ve been spoken in a different tongue, such was the meaning, or lack thereof, that they held for her. “I don’t want to go back to Chrysallis. This is my home now.” 
 “Dane, it’s time,” Drudge said.  

Time for what? Peony wondered. Dane, his eyes still focused on her, said, “Peony, listen to me. Don’t tell them anything. I will—” 
 “Apprehend him,” Drudge barked.  
 Several dragonriders splashed into the pool, reaching for Dane. He swung an elbow behind him, cracking one in the jaw. He fought free of another and pushed away a third. Fighting toward Peony, who remained frozen, almost fully submerged in the water as her world seemed to crumble around her.  
 “Don’t tell them anything!” Dane said again. “I will fix this. I swear it, Peony. I will fix this!” Dane continued to struggle, but it was fruitless, strong arms finally subduing him, forcing him out of the pool and then shoving him toward the exit.  
 She tried to scream his name, but her lips didn’t seem to work. She heard voices in her head—Daneus and her blade—but she couldn’t comprehend the words they spoke. Warm water surrounded her as she sank the rest of the way into the pool.  





 Two 
 Dane 
 Dragonsmount, Travail 
   

I’VE BEEN BLIND THIS WHOLE TIME, Dane said, staring out at the ocean through the thick iron bars. Perched on natural ledges just outside were three full-grown dragons, one of which was Drudgea, his uncle’s crimson steed known for her fiery temperament. The makeshift cells had been constructed decades earlier using natural caves carved into Dragonmount’s northward-facing cliffs. They were small and damp and provided little protection from the storms when they blew sideways through the openings. 


This is not your fault, Daneus said.  

No?
You’re going to blame Peony, too, then? Going to try to convince me she bewitched me with her feminine wiles?

 Daneus didn’t respond, and Dane could sense he’d stung his dragon with his barbed words. He sighed. I’m sorry. I am taking my anger and frustration out on you. I know you support Peony, that you’ve fully bonded with her. If my uncle were here…


You would only make things worse with your fists, Daneus said.  

Why shouldn’t I? He played me for a fool, pretending to offer me sage advice while all the time plotting to usurp my leadership. Worse, he’s accused me of being a traitor to my own people. Did you see the way the other riders looked at me? 


Yes. I saw everything through your eyes. They looked at you like you were their enemy. It hurt me too. I experienced the same thing with the other dragons. They were supposed to be my friends—well, some of them.


Wait…what? What are you talking about?


Did you really think they would allow the dragon of an accused dragonrider to roam free? I’m a prisoner too. Chained in the dragon cavern. Guarded by no fewer than six dragons, of which Starrus had taken on the role of chief guard. 


Gods, Daneus. I’m…I’m sorry. 


It’s fine. At least I can take as many naps as I want. 

 Neither of them said anything for a spell, during which time Dane realized he had no plan for getting himself out of this mess. The promise he’d made to Peony to ‘fix things’ felt like it was already slipping out of reach. Is she all right? How are they treating her? 


She’s fine. All things considered she’s being treated relatively well. She’s not in a cage, at least. But she is being kept in your cave with guards posted without. And Star is inside with her.


Shite, she is? The very last person, his uncle excepted, he wanted with Peony right now was his cousin. Given their…history…Star had no love for Peony.  

Yes. But so far she’s just been sitting silently glowering at her. But never fear, Peony is glowering right back. 

 A strange combination of emotions warred within him. Pride for his bondmate, who had more mettle than any Travailian could have expected of an Odinian princess. Fear for what would happen to her if he were found guilty of treason. Sadness that they were apart, that he couldn’t touch her, hold her, tell her everything was going to be all right. And concern that she might do something rash and unexpected. Tell me she’s not going to do anything foolish.


You mean like summon her magical sword and kill Star and her guards before fleeing Travail?

 Dane considered the notion. I’d rather her do that than request to speak to my uncle and petition on my behalf. 


Er…


She didn’t. 


Not yet, but I’d be lying if I told you she hasn’t been considering doing exactly that. Petitioning your uncle, that is, not fighting her way free. 

 Dane clenched his teeth. Peony had told him she’d longed her whole life to seek adventure, but he was pretty sure this wasn’t what she’d had in mind. I’ve failed her. 


Like I said, this is—


Not my fault. I heard you the first time.


You could’ve fooled me. Sometimes it feels as though you have clay stuck in your ears.

 The last thing Dane needed was another lecture. Nor did he require more time to think. If he were convicted of treason, the penalty would be exile if he was lucky, death if he was not. His death would shatter Daneus’s mind, which would in turn shatter Peony’s mind, transforming her from the vibrant, adventurous woman he’d opened his heart to into a shell of her former self. He’d seen it happen before, and he couldn’t bear to see it happen to her. He needed to resolve this another way, and if that meant swallowing his pride, so be it. “Drudgea,” he said through the bars. The red dragon’s spiked head tilted ever so slightly in his direction, though she didn’t meet his gaze with hers. “I want to speak to my uncle.” 
 The dragon’s head shifted back to facing fully out toward sea. He hoped she was communicating his message to Drudge. When hours passed without anything happening, it was clear she had not, or his uncle had ignored his request. Finally, exhausted and bored, he drifted off to sleep. 


   
 Dane awoke when a clanking sound reached his ears. He went from being in the throes of a deep sleep to fully awake and on high alert in an instant. It was dark out now, the sun long gone to slumber and the moons and stars hidden behind a thick blanket of gray clouds preceding the next storm.  
 A hulking shadow filled the cell door, which was now open—the source of the clanking.  
 Dane’s body relaxed. “I thought it might be my uncle come to kill me.” 
 “No, he sent me,” Brute said.  
 Dane was instantly on high alert again, scrambling to his feet, fists knotted and ready for a fight.  
 “To talk to you, not to kill you. Gods, Dane, do you really think me capable of such an act? Do you really think that much has been broken between us?” 
 Dane felt ill inside, because, yes, he had thought exactly that. Void, he probably deserved it after what his decisions had cost this man. “How are you…coping?” he asked, body no longer tensed as he slumped back down to a sitting position.  
 Brute eased the cell door closed. “You’ve been stripped of your title, accused of treason and locked in a cell guarded by dragons and you want to talk about how I’m coping?” 
 Dane chuckled. Put that way, it did seem rather absurd. And yet… “Yes,” he said. “That’s what I want to talk about. We haven’t had the chance since…” 
 “Since Lei died,” Brute said, the directness of the statement catching Dane by surprise and making his heart skip a beat.  
 “I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” Dane said. Even to his own ears it sounded weak.  
 “To watch her die? What good would that have done?” 
 “Maybe I could’ve done something, saved her, I don’t know.” 
 “Don’t be a damn fool,” Brute said, flopping down beside him. He propped up his large body on his arms as he leaned back. “Lei was a force of nature on dragonback, and yet I shadowed her everywhere she went during that battle. We fought together. We devastated the Terrans, who were ill-prepared for dragons, expecting to take Kingsfort over many days by siege, having surrounded the fortress by the time we arrived. I let my guard down. I have to live with that. You don’t get to feel guilty, to compete with my own guilt.” 
 “I do.” 
 “Then stop!” As he spoke the words, Brute reached over and shoved Dane back.  
 Dane breathed through his nose, unsure what to say next. Lei was dead. There was no changing that. He didn’t know whether he could’ve saved her if he’d been there, but he couldn’t talk about being guilty in front of his best friend, who had been there and was unable to save her. He had no comfort to offer him, no sage words to ease his pain. Except, “I miss her too.” 
 In the darkness, the whites of Brute’s eyes locked on his, and for a moment he thought the man might attack him. Instead, his breath hitched and his head sank into his hands, body shaking with silent sobs. Dane encircled him with his arms and just held him as he cried. “I miss her so much,” the man sobbed. “Sometimes I wake up and reach for her in the night, only to find an empty space where she’s supposed to be.” He snapped his head free of his hands rather suddenly, causing Dane to flinch back. “I hear her laugh sometimes. Her voice too. Echoing in our cave. Telling me off for something stupid I’ve done. Do you think I’m going mad, Dane?” 
 Dane shook his head. “No. You’re grieving.” 
 The big man snorted. “Aren’t you? Are you hearing voices too?” 
 “Everyone grieves differently.” 
 “That’s what Star says too.” 
 “Star?” 
 “Aye. She’s been a great comfort to me. Without her, I might’ve thrown myself from Dragonsmount already.” 
 “Don’t say that.” 
 “You’re right. I wouldn’t do that to Brutus. He’s all I have now.” 
 “You have me.” 
 Brute’s entire demeanor suddenly changed, his eyes dry, his expression serious. “Does Peony wield a magical blade?” he asked.  
 The question hit Dane like a blast of gale force wind. In its wake, everything clicked together. So this is what Drudge is using against me. I have to play this the right way. He remembered what Brute had said at the very beginning of the conversation: He sent me…to talk to you, not to kill you. To talk or to try to get him to confess to something? He also remembered his own plea to Peony—Don’t tell them anything. He needed to follow his own advice. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 Brute’s mouth moved like he was chewing on something. “So that’s how you’re going to play this? We already have a witness.” 
 “What witness? Who?” 
 Brute ignored his question. “We already know she wields a blade of extraordinary power. How else could she have eluded two dragons and dragonriders and survived the drop from that cliff? Why else would you be willing to fly with her into battle at Kerr’s Crossing, forsaking your own people, who fought and died at Kingsfort!?” His voice had risen with each word, even as he rose to a standing position, until his final statement—which was more of an accusation—was shouted down upon Dane, filled with rage as he towered over him. 
 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dane repeated, forcing calm into his voice. The lie was the only way he knew how to protect Peony. 
 Brute shook his head and spat. “You make me sick, traitor,” he said, before turning and departing, locking the cell door behind him. He took two large steps to the edge of the platform outside the cell and then climbed onto a waiting Brutus, whose powerful wings carried his friend away.  

Friend, or enemy? Dane thought.  

Hoom. It’s getting harder to determine the difference these days, Daneus said. 

Do you know who their ‘witness’ is? 

 Dane knew the answer even before Daneus spoke it. Star. She claims she looked down from the cliff before running along the path. She claims she saw the sword appear in Peony’s hands. 


Do you believe her? 


No. I saw everything. It was Starrus who witnessed it, but she can only communicate through Star, which would be hearsay, so it’s necessary for your uncle’s accusation that it be Star who witnessed the sword appearing. 


And Lei is the only one who could’ve refuted Star’s claim because she was with her on the cliff that day. 


Exactly. 

 Dane sighed. Brute had mentioned the comfort Star was providing him during his time of grief. No doubt he believed her story too. Which meant he had no advocates amongst the dragonriders. The only question that remained was why his uncle hadn’t acted sooner against him. Clearly Star had told Drudge what had happened on the cliffs that day, including whatever Starrus witnessed, and yet he’d waited until now to supplant him. Why? 

It’s almost like he expected you to make a decision that would help his cause, Daneus said.  

And I did. I walked right into the jaws of the trap he’d laid. 


You couldn’t have known. He’s your uncle. 


I always knew he was a snake. I just didn’t realize he was venomous. There’s no way out of this—not for me. But Peony…


Your uncle will try to take her sword, Daneus said. 

I know.


She has bonded with it. It’s not so different than her bond with me. 


We can’t let that happen, Dane said, his thoughts tornadic as he struggled to come up with a solution. She won’t leave without me. But if she tries to rescue me, she’ll be killed. Even with her godblade she cannot win against a fleet of dragons. 

 Dane closed his eyes, picturing his bondmate. How she’d looked the first time he’d met her, whilst in her element within a palace formed of crystal. The first time she’d ridden Daneus, bold and daring and full of joy. When he’d watched her half-painted form ascend Dragonsmount for their bonding, stealing his breath from his very lungs. Her determination when she’d fought Sampson Gaard at Kerr’s Crossing, her courage as bright as the blade she wielded. And lastly, in the steam baths, the passion on her face a reflection of his own. Mayhaps their relationship was something shiny and new, but it had already been tested more than some bonds that had endured for decades. And he knew in that moment that he loved her more than life itself, that he would do anything to save her, to let her live the life she was meant to live, one of adventure where she was the heroine of her own story.  
 He made his mind up. I need you to tell Peony something, he told his dragon. You’re not going to like it, but I need you to persuade her it’s the only way to save me.

 And though his dragon was loath to lie to his new bond, he agreed. For it wasn’t to save him, but to save her.  
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 IT REQUIRED ALL OF PEONY’S WILLPOWER NOT TO DRAW HER GODBLADE AND RUN STAR THROUGH.


Listen to yourself, she thought. Who are you? She almost wished she could invite her family to Travail for tea, to see their expressions when they looked at her. Her brother would go pale, while her mother would be horrified. Her father…she suspected he would laugh. Despite all his meekness, he was the most like her in his ability to take things in stride and adapt to the changing world. I am a woman of Travail, she thought, answering her own question.  
 She glanced at Star, who hadn’t moved from her position at the entrance to the cave, maintaining a silent vigil. At least the woman had given up on her staring contest (Peony had won) and turned to passing the time sharpening a dagger. Wick…wick…wick.

 “Tell me what is happening to Dane,” Peony demanded. “What evidence of treason do you have?” 

Wick…wick…wick…

 Star didn’t even bother to look up, ignoring Peony as completely as one ignores something of utter insignificance—a flea, perhaps.  
 Unfortunately for Star, Peony had a great power at her disposal: the ability to be annoying as hell. “Fine, have it your way. I know a rhyme you may enjoy. I learned it as a child and used it to get my brother to leave me alone.” She cleared her throat like a performer preparing to deliver a dramatic monologue, remembering the look of horror on her mother’s face the first time she’d heard Peony recite the poem, calling it ‘uncouth and unfit to be uttered by the lips of a princess’. Peony grinned at the memory. “It is called ‘Lil Wee Coots’ and goes like this: 
   

‘Lil Wee Coots done lost his boots,


He searched the roof,


Then the cellar down,


An’ all through the town. 


 


They were nowhere to be found,


So he asked around.


Not the butcher, not the baker,


Not the whores, not the tanner, 


Not the sailors, nor the soldiers,


Not the clay molders, 


 


For his boots must’ve vanished in a flash of light, 


A mage in training, looking for a fight.


Or a bare-footed thief, thieving in the night. 


Whatever the cause, it wasn’t right.


 


Dejected and lost, 


His feet iced with frost,


He asked the innkeep whose words didn’t parse,


“Your boots are stuck up in your arse!”’

   
 She offered a sweeping bow in Star’s direction, which was the point where Peony’s audience would typically do one of three things: look away, red-faced and embarrassed; crinkle their noses in disgust; or laugh heartily.  
 Star did none of these things, continuing to sharpen her blade as though Peony hadn’t even spoken. “Tough crowd,” Peony muttered.  

Wick…wick…wick…

 She decided to change tact. “What can I do?” she asked.  
 She knew her question had taken Star by surprise, because there was a slight pause in her sharpening—wick…wick…………wick. The orange-and-black striped dragonrider sighed and put down her dagger. “Nothing. You can be quiet and wait.” Though it wasn’t the answer she’d hoped for, it was something at least, the silence finally broken.  
 “Is that what you would do if you were in my shoes?” 
 Star met her eyes, briefly, and Peony thought she detected a flash of the woman who’d helped her prepare for her bonding, tender and caring. Just as quickly, her expression returned to one carved from stone, as hard as the face of a statue. “I’m not in your shoes, princess.” The mockery was heavy in her tone.  
 A bolt of anger rose in Peony’s throat and her first instinct was to conjure the name of her father, King Bartholomew Normandian, and threaten this hateful woman with the might of the full Odinian military. That’s what a captured Odinian princess would do, after all.  

I’m not an Odinian princess, not anymore, she reminded herself. I’m a woman of Travail, the bondmate of a dragonmaster whose power has been usurped through trickery and deception. These thoughts led to her second instinct: To summon her brightblade. To use it to cut her way free of the home that had become her prison. To fight her way through dragons and dragonriders and free Dane and Daneus.  
 She almost laughed at such thoughts, and her blade joined in with her. IT MIGHT BE FUN, her blade said.  
 “What? No clever words or ridiculous poems or songs?” Star asked when Peony didn’t respond. 

And suicide, Peony thought back, ignoring her. 
 YES. THERE IS THAT. 

Then what do we do?


Hoom. The dragon’s mighty voice resonated in her mind before her blade could offer its opinion. I bring word from Dane.


Is he all right? Did they hurt him? Peony asked hurriedly.  

Not yet. They know about your sword.

 YOURS TRULY? 

Yes, Daneus said. Star is claiming to have witnessed it appearing in your hand, but it was really her dragon. 


I don’t understand. Why does that matter?


Because Dane knew of the blade, too, and he kept it from the dragonriders and then refused to use it at Kingsfort. 


Only because I persuaded him to take me to Kerr’s Crossing. 


That makes it worse, actually. Though you are bonded to him, he is the dragonmaster. He must act in the best interests of Travail at all times. 


And you don’t think preventing demons and Grizari from rampaging across Kingfall is in Travail’s best interest!?


Peony, Daneus said. I am on your side. I am merely stating the facts. Of course I agree with Dane’s decisions, even more so after seeing what Sampson Gaard was capable of with his shadowblade. 

 Duly chastened, Peony said, I know. I’m sorry. I’m just frustrated and scared. Treason is a serious accusation. 


There might be a way to save him. 


How? I’ll do anything. 

 Daneus paused, and Peony got the sense that he was uncomfortable with whatever idea he was about to impart. You must leave Travail forever. 

 Peony didn’t know what she expected him to suggest, but not that. Anything but that. What? No, I can’t. This is my home. And I’m not leaving Dane. He’s my bondmate. 


It’s the only way.


Why? 


Because then he can pretend the power of your sword put a spell on him, clouded his mind and judgment. 


This is your idea? Peony asked. Or Dane’s?


Dane knows nothing about this. He would never agree to such a thing. 

 All the anger and frustration left Peony, and in its wake she felt only numb, like her insides were scooped out, leaving her hollow and empty. She’d agreed to the marriage alliance with Travail for the good of Odin and because she needed to leave Chrysallis and do something more with her life. Instead, she’d found a man who made her happy, who she was beginning to fall in love with. A good man who’d been nothing but supportive, even when she made things harder on him. How could she just walk away from all that? 

You swear this will save his life? 


It’s his only chance.


HE’S RIGHT, YOU KNOW, her blade said.  

I know. 


Does that mean you’ll try to escape? Daneus asked.  

Yes. Later tonight. Don’t tell Dane until I am long gone. And then—


I’ll convince him to tell the lie we’ve agreed on. That your sword bewitched him. 


Good. Thank you.



   
 They’d discussed the plan for a while longer, until Daneus requested a bit of sleep. First, Peony needed to give her guards the slip. Then she would make her way down to the harbor and sneak onto one of the merchant vessels at anchor that would be departing for Chrysallis at first light. It was a simple plan that hinged on her ability to escape the cave. Based on what Daneus had told her, it was unlikely there were more than two to three dragons guarding the outside, along with their riders. Despite the sword she was believed to wield, her captors clearly considered her to be the least of their threats, which was something she could use to her advantage.  
 Peony laid down and pretended to sleep, cracking her eyelids just enough that she could make out Star’s form propped against the wall. If the woman decided to stay up all night to guard her, it would make things substantially more difficult. Even if she fell asleep, sneaking past her would be risky. If the woman sounded the alarm, reinforcements would come running and flying.  
 Thankfully, shortly after Peony lay down to sleep, Star stood and departed. Peony waited another hour or so to ensure the woman had truly gone and wouldn’t return. It was possible she was standing sentinel with the exterior guards, but at least Peony would be able to get to the cave mouth without alerting anyone to her plans.  

YOU WILL NEED MY HELP TO PULL THIS OFF, her blade said.  

No. Your brightness will draw too much attention. 

 WE SHALL SEE. 
 Peony wasn’t sure what that meant, but just hearing her blade’s voice did bring a measure of comfort. As did Daneus’s when it rumbled through the silence. It is time.

 Peony stood without a word, silently padding across the stonework and into the short tunnel that led from the inner cave to the outside. She paused in the shadows just beyond the cave mouth, which was fortunately shrouded in gray, the night cloudy. Somewhere in the distance, a streak of red lightning blazed down from the sky.  
 Someone spoke, a man, his voice gruff. “Gonna be a nasty one,” he said.  
 “Aye. Worst in a long time. Fits with the turbulent times. Never thought I’d see a change in dragonmaster in my lifetime.” 
 “Dane made his own bed, now he can lie in it.” 
 “The evidence against him is damning.” 
 “Aye. I suspect his father is in the coming storm, gods rest his soul. He would hate to see what his son has become, especially after Dom.” 
 The men’s callous, ignorant words grated on Peony’s nerves, but she knew she couldn’t act on her anger. Not if she were to save him.  
 Instead, on silent feet, she stole forward, hugging the rock wall. She was thankful for her form fitting, leather Travailian clothing rather than her frilly Odinian dresses that would rustle as she walked. Now she could see the men, who sat on the edge of the cliff, right where she and Dane had once sat on the night she revealed the blade to him, in all its glory. At the time she believed she was doing the right thing, being honest with her bondmate-to-be, when in reality she was sentencing him to death.  
 Now was her chance to right that wrong.  
 She almost darted out at that moment, but some instinct told her to proceed more slowly, so she inched her way from the darkest shadows, eyes flicking about her furtively. She froze when she spotted movement above. She shrank back, staring at the spot. There it was again. The toe of a boot jutting out from the top of the overhang. More than likely, there was at least one other guard as well, and probably two to three dragons higher up on the slope, as Daneus had surmised.  

WHICH LEAVES ME, her blade said. YOU KNOW SNEAKING AWAY IS IMPOSSIBLE, AND THERE’S NO REASON LEFT TO KEEP MY PRESENCE A SECRET.


I’m about to cause a major ruckus, Peony thought, wondering how in the name of the weeping gods she would be able to secret herself onto a ship while being pursued by a gang of disgruntled dragonriders.  
 Still, there was nothing for it. It was a risk she was just going to have to take.  
 Thus, as she stepped out from the shadows, she summoned her blade, which immediately lit up the area with a light brighter than the noonday sun though it was the dead of night. Shouts rang out, both from the guards in front of her, who scrambled to their feet, and from above. Brightform, Peony said, and immediately felt her body grow warm as light filled her, bursting from every pore, sending unnatural strength to her legs and arms.  
 She leapt over the first guard’s attack, which was in the form of a sword slash aimed at her stomach. Clearly, they’d been authorized to inflict mortal harm on her if necessary, a thought that sent a chill through her despite the warmth of brightform. And yet… 
 She had no desire to kill any of them. They didn’t know her and were only acting on misinformation, propaganda and lies concocted by Dane’s own uncle and Star. Well, it’s not all lies, she thought, even as she whipped her blade back behind her with such force that it slammed into the guard’s sword, knocking it from his grasp. She followed her initial attack with a kick to his chest, launching him into the cave. She ignored the second guard, who was being more patient in his approach, shielding his eyes with one hand from her brightness. She also ignored the two dragons that had taken wing from the slopes above. One was Brute’s massive brown dragon and the other a dark green dragon Peony didn’t recognize.  
 Instead, without thinking too much about it, she leapt from the cliff. The fall was shorter than the last time she’d done such a thing, and she landed easily in a crouch in the center of the path as it wound down from above. Rather than racing down the slope, she repeated the same motion, jumping to the next level and then the next. She continued this way until the shouts faded into the distance and she’d reached the base of Dragonsmount.  
 Though she’d never been here before, she knew from Dane’s description exactly where she was: the dragon cavern. The mouth of the cave was massive, a yawning maw of darkness.  

Peony? Daneus said. What are you doing? 


Getting you out, she said, only realizing the second she said it that she’d been subconsciously planning this all along.  

No, you need to make for the harbor, as planned.


Plans change. I’ve caused quite an uproar. There’s no chance I’ll be able to escape via the water. Now we need to hurry. How many dragons are guarding you?


None. They departed not an hour hence. I’m chained to the wall and my mouth is wired shut—they had no reason to guard me. Something is happening. 

 Peony couldn’t believe her luck. She didn’t hesitate to race into the cavern, the light blazing from her sword and body chasing away the darkness. As she entered, the rank smell of death assaulted her nostrils and she doubled over, stomach heaving. Dragons have to eat, Daneus said wryly. And humans have plenty of their own disgusting habits. 


Sorry, Peony said. It just caught me by surprise. Holding back the bile lodged in her throat, she forced herself to breathe from her mouth as she strode further into the space, which was an enormous cavern that stretched so far into the mountain that her light couldn’t reach the end. She spotted Daneus immediately against the righthand side, her heart breaking a little at the sight of him. Iron posts had been hammered into the wall in six places, heavy chains secured to each and then to the dragon’s wrists, ankles, tail and neck, pinning him like a fly trapped in a web. He couldn’t move more than an inch or two, and his mouth couldn’t be used to bite or breathe fire due to the coils of wire wrapped around his snout dozens of times. There was something unusual about the wire, a strange gleam that was all too familiar to one who’d grown up surrounded by magic on a daily basis. And yet, according to Dane, his people didn’t have mages or even a supply of magenum.  

Not to his knowledge, Daneus said. Evidently his uncle is full of surprises. 

 Peony filed away the thought in her mind, as time was of the essence. She ran toward Daneus, making short work of the chains by severing their hold with her blade, the dragon’s body uncoiling as he stretched each of his stiff muscles, which popped and crackled. Then he lowered his head toward the ground so Peony could access the wires binding his mouth. He closed his eyes against the brightness of her form. Careful, the dragon warned. The wires thrum with sorcery.

 He didn’t have to tell her, as she could feel the pulse of the magical energy radiating from the glowing coils. What do you make of it? she asked her blade, simultaneously mentally shutting down her brightform. Her body responded, the shine dimming and then vanishing from her body entirely, though her blade continued to blaze with the brilliance of the sun.  
 THEY WERE IMBUED WITH WARDS AT THE TIME OF FORGING. EASY ENOUGH FOR ME TO THWART IF THERE WAS NO CONCERN FOR THE SAFETY OF THE DRAGON.  

And if there was?

 RISKY. IT COULD KILL HIM. 

Daneus…


I heard. Leave them on for now. I prefer not to be dead. We need to go before the dragons return. 

 Peony felt horrible leaving his mouth wired shut, but there was no other safe option at the moment. She nodded, turned and sprinted for the cavern exit, hearing the raucous sound of a dragon moving overland behind her. Once they were outside, she clambered onto Daneus’s back. She was no longer in brightform, so it required more effort, but something about the burn in her muscles and sweat beading on her forehead made her feel alive. Ready? Daneus asked once she was settled and gripping one of his neck spikes, the one that had been carved by Dane into a rough grip.  

Go.


To where?


Where Dane is being kept prisoner. 


Peony, no. This is not what we agreed. 


I can’t leave him. He is my bondmate. We swore oaths to each other. I won’t break them now. 


Even if it means he will die?

 The last word spoken by the dragon seemed to echo in her head. We can fight our way through them, she argued. I wield a godblade. 


We cannot defeat all the dragons in Travail, blade or no, Daneus said. Wait.


What is it?


Dane wants me to tell you something. 


You’re speaking to him now? 


Yes. Of course. He wants me to tell you that if you care for him, you need to fly far away from here and not look back. 


HE’S RIGHT, YOU KNOW, her blade said.  

That’s not fair, Peony said. She was aware of the pleading in her own tone. Everything was wrong. Her entire life before Travail had been ordered, scripted, each day full of routine and appointments, but now…every decision felt like one of a thousand branches on a tree, each of which might lead her to an entirely different place, the outcomes unknown and unpredictable. She couldn’t plan or visualize where she would be or what she would be doing even a day in the future, and that scared the living void out of her.  

I know, Daneus said. Flying away from Dane will be the most difficult act of my life, but one I’m willing to perform to save him. 

 Peony closed her eyes. She’d been a fool. Here she was lamenting this decision, when for Daneus it would be a hundred—no, a thousand—times worse. He’d been bonded to Dane for years, the dragon-dragonrider bond so strong that the death of one meant the insanity of the other. Can you do this? she asked, which was something she should’ve asked earlier.  

Honestly? I…I don’t know. But I must try. 

 Peony opened her eyes, firmed up her chin, and nodded. If he could be brave, then so could she. Let’s go. Fly northeast, over the Bay of Sighs. 


Why? What is—oh.


Yes. We need to go to the Isle of Mages. Mayhaps the Archmage Council can help with the warded wires.


Thank you.


For what? 


For rescuing me.

 Peony felt the kind of warmth in her chest that can only come from earning the gratitude of a dragon. As Daneus leapt in the air, unfurling his magnificent wings, her blade vanished. Can you tell Dane something for me? Peony asked.  

Of course. Anything.


Goodbye Dane. May we meet again. And…I—I love you. 

 Daneus paused as he passed along the message. A few moments later he said, Dane says goodbye too. 


 Dane 
   
 As Dane watched them go, soaring over the gray ocean, he felt a swell of relief when none of the dragons or their riders pursued them. Peony was safe. Daneus was safe. When all else was stripped away, from the unexpected complexities of Travailian politics, to the war and marriage alliances, to the backstabbing of his best friend, cousin and uncle, the safety of those he loved was all that mattered.  
 For that, he could be grateful.  
 He was also grateful he’d been able to finally express his love to Peony through Daneus. When she’d said goodbye, all he wanted to say to her was I love you. So he did, without fear that the sentiment wouldn’t be reciprocated, because it was better to risk his heart and be rejected than to hide his true feelings away in a locked chest. And though she hadn’t responded in kind, he could live with that. He would strive every day, even locked in this cell, to earn her love.  
 When Daneus’s majestic form was so small he might’ve been an ordinary bird, Dane turned away, wondering if and when his ability to communicate with Daneus—and by association, Peony—would be severed. He’d never been far enough away from his dragon to lose the ability to speak to him through their mental tether.  
 He tried not to dwell on the idea, lest he become obsessed with testing their tether every second of every day until it vanished, which would only serve to distract Daneus from his objective of keeping Peony safe. Thankfully, a distraction presented itself as Drudgea unexpectedly launched herself from her perch for the first time since Dane had been confined to the cell. He watched her swoop past and then pump her wings to rise toward Dragonmount’s peak.  

Daneus was right, he thought. Something is happening. It was something more important to his uncle than Peony and Daneus escaping, obviously. But what?  
 While he considered the puzzle, a streak of red blazed past before circling around and landing outside, clinging to the cliffside: Drudgea returning. Except this time, she wasn’t riderless, his uncle’s red-dyed form astride her back. He carefully climbed down onto the ledge and picked his way across to the main platform outside Dane’s cell.  
 “You finally deign to grace me with your presence, Uncle,” Dane said. “I am honored.” 
 “Save it,” Drudge said. “Back away from the cell door.” 
 “Afraid I will escape as Peony and Daneus did?” 
 His words were an attempt to wound his uncle’s pride, but instead Drudge only smiled, which made Dane frown. “Didn’t Daneus inform you of how easy their escape was? Almost as though I’d opened the door and let them walk right through it, wouldn’t you say?” 
 Dane’s frown deepened. He’d backed away from the cell door, but his uncle made no move to open it, content to communicate through the bars.  

A wise move, he thought. If he enters, I might strangle him to death. “You let them escape. Why?” 
 Instead of answering, his uncle reached into a satchel slung around his neck and retrieved a scroll, unfurling it grandly. He recited: 
   

‘King Bartholomew Normandian,


 


It is with regret that I hereby sever the marriage alliance secured by my union with your daughter, Peony Normandian. I acted in good faith and provided the requested military assistance in order to defend Kingsfort against the Terran siege, losing a dragonrider in the process. 


 


In the wake of the tragedy, I learned that my wife had coerced me into splitting my forces between Kingsfort and Kerr’s Crossing under false pretenses. Overcome by guilt, Peony has fled Travail on the back of my own dragon, who has become her coconspirator. Her motives remain unclear, but her actions have forced me to dissolve our bonding under Travailian law and sever the marriage alliance with Odin, effective immediately. 


 


I wish Peony nothing but the best, but her endeavors will no longer be supported by Travail. If she attempts to contact you, I hope that you will encourage her to return my dragon to Dragonsmount and persuade her to make amends for her reckless actions. 


 


I am sorry it has come to this, but first and foremost, I must act in the best interests of my people and nation. I trust you will understand and that this decision will not impact future relations between our countries. 


 


With regret,


 


Dragonmaster Dane of Travail’

   
 Dane’s anger had grown with each lie emerging from his uncle’s mouth, and by the time Drudge’s speech had concluded, he was seething with rage. “This is why you allowed her to escape? No matter, I will not sign your lie-filled letter. You can threaten me, torture me, kill me. My life matters not compared to this treachery.”  
 Drudge’s eyebrows lifted high onto his forehead, stretching for his hairless scalp. “Kill you? Of course not. At least not yet. You will receive a fair trial, as is your right. And I don’t require your signature, we have sufficient signed documents to imitate your mark well enough that King Normandian won’t suspect the forgery.” 
 Dane tempered his anger by taking deep breaths through his nose. Anger wouldn’t help him or Travail, not so long as he was locked in this cell. He needed answers. He needed to understand his uncle’s ultimate objectives, because it was now clear he’d been played from the beginning, from the moment his uncle advised him to accept the very marriage alliance he now sought to sever. “What is this about? You gaining power? Ending the alliance with Odin makes you less powerful, not more. The Terrans may have been defeated at Kingfort, but our intervention will only make King Gaard turn his attention toward Travail.” 
 “King Gaard is dead.” 
 “What? That’s impossible. He wasn’t even at Kingsfort.” 
 “It’s true, according to news from Wolfsgaard. His son, Jarrod, rules now.”  
 “The heir is Crown Princess Amari Gaard,” Dane said, trying to wrap his mind around this new information. 
 “The official report is that she assassinated her own father and then took her own life. That she had an affliction of the mind similar to her mother’s malady. She poisoned her mother, as well. Jarrod is the only Gaard left. Well, Sampson, too, though he has been missing for some time. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” 
 Dane felt like he was chasing something that was stronger and faster than he could ever hope to be. Anytime he drew close to the truth, it simply leapt further ahead. Obviously his uncle was baiting him, because there must’ve been reports of Sampson Gaard’s role in what transpired at Kerr’s Crossing, and Drudge knew that was where he and Peony had gone. A lie would only serve to strengthen his uncle’s position and his case that Dane had been withholding critical information from his own dragonriders. “There was a man matching Sampson Gaard’s description fighting alongside the demons and Grizari at Kerr’s Crossing,” he admitted. “I hadn’t had a chance to tell the dragonriders because of Lei…” 
 “Interesting,” his uncle said, as though this was the first he’d heard of it. “I wonder what a Terran prince, and a blind one at that, could possibly be doing all the way over in Avadon. Well, besides riling up the savages.” 
 Dane thought it was an interesting choice of word—savages—considering the Odinians threw the same word around when casually referring to his people. “Assuming it was Sampson Gaard, I have no idea,” Dane said, hedging. He was certain his uncle would’ve also received reports that the man fitting Sampson’s description wielded a powerful blade formed of shadow, but he wasn’t about to open the door to a discussion about ancient blades. “In any case, after we arrived, Sampson fled the battlefield. He was pursued by one of his own allies, a Grizari warrior who attacked him on the banks of the Roughwater. He narrowly escaped by plunging headlong into the river. I can only presume he’s dead.” 
 “Which would make Jarrod the last surviving Gaard,” Drudge said, as if this was the conclusion he’d been seeking to arrive at all along.  
 “It’s possible.” 
 “Good. Thank you. You have been most helpful.” His uncle turned to go.  
 “Wait.” Dane wanted to ask his uncle what he was going to do next but changed his mind. He didn’t want to give his uncle the satisfaction of hearing the note of pleading in his tone.  
 “Yes?” 
 “Just…I’m sorry if my actions contributed to your daughter’s death.” 
 His uncle cocked his head to the side. “Your remorse will be taken into consideration during your trial,” he said. 
 “Thank you, Uncle.” 
 With that, Drudge skirted the edge of the cliff, mounted his dragon, and departed. 
 Dane narrowed his eyes as he watched his uncle go, stewing over these new facts. With only one Gaard remaining in Wolfsgaard, Teravainen’s position had weakened. Odin remained strong, but without their marriage alliance with Travail they were also more susceptible to attack. Void, without the dragonriders’ assistance, they very well might’ve been defeated at Kingsfort. So what was his uncle planning? An attack on Teravainen? That didn’t feel right. If he were going to push into Terran territory, a military alliance with Odin would help his cause rather than hurt it.  
 Dane spun the situation around and around in his mind until he couldn’t keep his eyes open for a second longer. Just before he drifted away to sleep, he cast a thought out into the void. Daneus?

 All he received in response was silence.  





 Four 
 Amari Gaard 
 Wolfsgaard, Teravainen 
   
 HER TORMENT, MORE THAN ANYTHING ELSE—not the fear of being buried alive, nor the way her lungs couldn’t seem to get enough air to take more than half a breath, nor the darkness of the cramped coffin—was borne of the feeling of being utterly alone in the world.

 Her parents, dead.  
 Sampson, lost and out of reach.  
 And Jarrod…oh Jarrod, did you hate me so much you would rather I be dead? 

 “Please,” she murmured. “Please help me.” Her breaths were coming fast and short now as she struggled to pull in enough air to satisfy her body’s needs. The panic made her breathing even more rapid, and she realized she was clawing at the underside of the coffin’s lid with her nails.  

No, she thought. I will not die like a wild animal. I was the crown princess, and then the queen, even if I never had the opportunity to be anointed. I will die as a queen. She steadied her breathing, her lungs aching in her chest. She clasped her hands calmly over her chest. She closed her eyes and focused on a memory of her mother’s face. Not the way it was after her mind was broken, but before, when she was quick to smile and even quicker to embrace her children, even when they didn’t deserve it.  

I’m coming, Mother…

 Stars danced on the inside of her eyelids, and then began to swirl. She felt…tired. Exhausted, as though to open those star-filled eyelids would require all her effort, effort she wasn’t willing to give anymore.  
 She heard sounds, but they were distant, and anyway, what did sounds matter anymore? She focused on the stars, following them with her eyes as they swirled and spiraled, a wave of dizziness assaulting her as the black tide pulled her toward the shores of some undiscovered island. A cracking sound erupted so close it might’ve been in her very ear, wood splintering.  
 The sensation of being lifted, of rising from her body, into the air—I’m about to find out what comes after, Amari thought with excitement. The feeling ended as she landed on something cold and soft. Is this the after? she wondered. Why can’t I open my eyes? Why do my lungs still ache so?

 And then a voice: “Amari, breathe.” 

Breathe? What was breath to a lost soul? 

 Something, a finger, gently parted her lips, but still no breath came. Something firm, a palm, pushed on her chest and her mouth gaped the rest of the way open with a gasp. Sweet, burning air rushed down her throat, filling her lungs—I still have lungs?—and causing her chest to expand as she arched her back.  
 “Good. That is good. Just breathe. Your body has been through quite an ordeal.” 
 The voice was familiar, but her mind still felt foggy and she couldn’t place a name or a face with the voice, though she suspected it should’ve been easy to do so. The next breath came easier, the following easier still. Soon she didn’t have to think about it, though her eyes continued to remain stubbornly closed. “Whaaaaa…” Her voice sounded strange even to her own ears, croaky and ragged, like a frog had crawled into her throat while she was confined to the coffin. 
 “Don’t speak, Your Majesty,” the familiar voice said. “Just keep breathing. You need more time to recover your strength.” 

I’m alive? she thought. How is that possible? She wanted to ask but felt so weak she obeyed the advice of whoever had dug her up and saved her. Shadows swarmed, obliterating the field of stars. Sleep, a living sleep, took her.  


   
 She cringed when her eyes cracked open, assaulted by rays of sunlight piercing the edges of a shrouded window. She jammed them shut once more. She would request that the sides of her bedroom curtains be overlapped and tethered together so that no light could pierce them in the morning. Though she knew her father, as king, had always slept little and arisen before dawn, she planned to sleep in as long as she pleased.  
 She coughed, feeling an ache in her throat that reminded her of the horrid nightmare she’d endured. Poisoned by her own brother? Buried alive? Dug up by…she just realized who the familiar voice belonged to…Grimfire? “Gods,” she murmured. “My imagination has grown overly vivid.” 
 “Have a sip of water, Your Majesty,” Grimfire said, and her eyes flashed open as she instinctively scrambled back, crashing into a wall. “I’m sorry to have startled you.” The mage raised his hands to show all he held was a cup. The room around him was small and cramped, the complete opposite to her lavish palace bedroom.  
 “No no no no no no,” she said, shaking her head, the back of which was now hurting due to her unintentional crash into the wall. “It was a dream. A horrible, awful, sickening nightmare.” 
 “I wish that were true, Your Majesty,” Grimfire said, wearing his typical dark expression and scowl. The hood of his dark robe was thrown back such that she could see his entire face, which seemed to have even more lines than she remembered. His gray beard, however, had been cropped short. Just past him she spotted his staff, vials of glowing blue magenum dangling from cords.  
 “You’re saying Jarrod actually poisoned and buried me alive?” Her hand rose to touch her throat, which ached with each word.  
 “Yes, though I’m not certain he intended to bury you alive.” 
 “No? Well you weren’t the one in the godsdamn coffin when the dirt was being dumped on it.” She knew she should feel grateful that Grimfire had dug her up in the nick of time and saved her, but all she felt was exhausted and angry. Though one thing bothered her… “How did you know I was still alive?” 
 “Drink first. Then explanation.” 
 She was tempted to exert her authority as queen and demand that he tell her what she wanted to know immediately, but instead she took a calming breath and reached out to grasp the cup. She was in no position to make demands—not yet anyway. She placed the cup to her lips and drank slowly, relishing the cool liquid on her dry tongue and throat. When she’d polished off half the cup, she placed it on a small table beside the bed. “Satisfied?” 
 Grimfire nodded. “After the…incident…” Amari thought that was a very understated word to use for what had happened to her, but she didn’t interrupt him. “…I was in my laboratory inspecting my stock of potions when I discovered one missing.” 
 “Longsleep,” Amari said, remembering that moment of realization in the coffin, her shock at what her brother, who’d always been rather meek and mild, had done to her.  
 “Yes and no,” Grimfire said. “The vial that was missing was labeled deathbloom, but its contents were that of longsleep. Both liquids are similar in color, brackish and dark, except one kills its victim while the other sends them into a deep sleep so similar to death it’s almost indiscernible.”  
 “Why was the deathbloom vial filled with longsleep?” 
 “I must admit, it was mere happenstance. I ran out of vials and I’d never used the vial prelabeled as deathbloom because I’d been unable to find the rare flower, so I filled it with longsleep, thinking nothing of it. I was the only one who used my potions, so as long as I knew the difference there was little risk of confusion.” 
 “You’re telling me I’m alive because of a mistake?”  
 “Like I said, it’s unclear. At one time your brother took an interest in my potions. He was the only other person who knew the vial didn’t really contain deathbloom.” 
 “Would it really be better if he gave me longsleep and then buried me alive?” 
 “All I’m saying is he may have been confused. He acted rashly, which is very unlike him.” 
 “He’s been doing that a lot lately,” Amari muttered. “Because of Aisling’s presence. He is in love with her.” 
 “Well, you’re not only alive because of a mistake. Also because I dug you up, Your Majesty.”  
 “And I am most grateful and plan to reward you generously once I am back on my throne. Now, help me back to Wolfsgaard so I can murder my brother.”  
 “I’m sorry, that won’t be possible.”  
 “You would defy the command of your queen?”  
 “No, I am trying to help you. While you were in the coffin, Jarrod has already been anointed, and he has implicated you in your parents’ deaths.”  
 “What?” Amari felt the heat rising in her again, but it caused her head to spin so she closed her eyes and waited for the feeling to pass as she unclenched her fists. 
 “It’s true. You poisoned yourself because of your regret.”  
 “I did no such thing,” Amari protested.  
 “We know that, but the people do not.”  
 “Then I shall tell them.”  
 “It’s too late. Word has spread too far. You will come across as a madwoman trying to impersonate a dead princess. They saw your dead body marched through the streets. You will have to find another way.”  
 “Such as…” 
 Instead of answering, he reached inside his robes and extracted a scroll from a hidden pocket. He handed it to her. She opened and scoured the document, which was a report out of Avadon stamped with Glynn Kerr’s seal, three gold bricks, one atop the other two in the shape of a pyramid. Nothing jumped out at her the first time she scanned the report, which told of how the joint demon-Grizari attack was thwarted when a dragon ridden by none other than Dragonmaster Dane arrived on the battlefield.  
 She started at the top and went through it more slowly the second time around, reading every word. She froze when she reached a description of a human observed amongst the Grizari—a human wielding a dark sword believed to be none other than Sampson Gaard. “Impossible,” she breathed. “Sampson wouldn’t be fighting alongside the Grizari. He’s blind, for gods’ sakes.” 
 “Keep reading.” 
 Though a dozen questions appeared in her mind, she obeyed, reading the part about how Dragonmaster Dane was accompanied by a woman wielding a sword shining with a light as bright as the sun. Evidently the woman fought off the man with the dark sword, and he was seen fleeing the battlefield northward. According to the report, half the woman’s skin was dyed blue, the same hue as the dragon’s scales and Dane’s own skin, while the other half was pale white.  
 Amari remembered when her father had told her of the marriage alliance between Odin and Travail. “Peony Normandian?” she breathed, confusion clouding her mind. None of it made a lick of sense. How did an Odinian princess who was known for enjoying the finer things in life within her family’s crystal palace suddenly end up on a battlefield in Avadon wielding a blade that clearly contained magical properties? The marriage alliance was a new thing—could she really have changed that much in such a short time? The report’s final two sentences were part accusation, part threat: Please confirm or deny the presence of Sampson Gaard on Avadonian soil. Your response will determine Avadonian’s next course of action.

 “Has Jarrod seen this?”  
 The mage shook his head. “I managed to intercept it while you were still recovering.” 
 “How long have I been asleep?” 
 “Three days. I managed to spoon some broth and water into your mouth, but you’ll need days to recover your strength.” 
 “And then?” 
 “Then you need to find out whether the report is correct. You need to find Sampson. I can help you.” 
 Though she was grateful for what Grimfire had done for her, a bigger question loomed in her mind. “Why are you doing all this?” 
 The mage frowned. “It pains me that you need to ask. I supported your father for many years, but it wasn’t him specifically I was loyal to. I am loyal to the true ruler of Teravainen. Right now, that is you. Find Sampson and he will be able to vouch for your identity. Together you can reclaim the throne and bring Jarrod to justice.” 
 Amari closed her eyes as weariness washed over her once more. In only a few days, her entire world had been flipped upside down. She took a calming breath. I am alive, she thought. That is what matters. And, if the report was to be believed, Sampson was too. She clung to that idea as she made her decision, eyes flashing open.  
 “Thank you for saving my life,” she said, with more conviction than the previous time she’d said it. “Now, how do I get to Dunadin?” 





 Five 
 Jarrod Gaard 
 Wolfsgaard, Teravainen 
   
 JARROD GAARD HAD MANY THINGS HE MIGHT’VE DREAMED OF, BUT IN THE END IT WAS A TREE.

 As he looked upon the tree that had grown big and strong, he remembered the feeling of being small, of not existing. How he’d once looked upon the magnificent tree that was the centerpiece of the palace gardens and had that undeniable feeling that he could leave the world and no one would notice. Not his father. Not his mother, though only because of her illness. Not his siblings. And now, not even Aisling, who was lost to him.  
 He moved closer, his feet vanishing into a fog that swirled around the base of the tree. Something flashed on the trunk, drawing his attention. JCG. His initials, representing Jarrod Cronus Gaard, which he’d carved into the tree years earlier, to prove to himself more than anything that he was there, that he existed. He hadn’t thought about his middle name, his father’s name, in a long time. It was Terran tradition that a firstborn son’s middle name be the given name of his father. Nothing more. It didn’t mean anything. It didn’t mean he was like that horrid man in any way. Right? 
 The fog transformed into something wet and viscous: water, an entire whitecapped ocean of it, dragging him under. He breathed what he thought was air but turned out to be water, choking him. He felt like he was drowning and each time he came up for air there was another mountainous wave crashing over him, pulling him under once more.  
 And then, abruptly, the water and waves and sensation of drowning were gone, replaced by a room, shadowy and small. On the long table were various canisters filled with liquids of many colors. Scattered amongst them were sheets of parchment covered in markings and symbols and notes written in various languages he could not decipher. Along one wall was shelving stocked with vials and beakers and jars and all manner of other types of containers corked and stoppered to protect their contents, each of which was meticulously labeled, from spilling.  

I’ve been here before, as a boy, he thought.  
 And then, as though he’d thought himself into existence, that boy materialized before his eyes, gazing up at the highest shelf. “What’s that one?” he heard the boy that was once him ask. The boy pointed at the last vial on the end. “What’s ‘deathbloom’?”  
 Beside the boy, another familiar form materialized, that of the royal mage Grimfire, his beard slightly less gray, his cheeks and forehead slightly less lined. “Deathbloom is a black-and-red-striped flower,” Grimfire said, taking on the tone of one who enjoyed imparting knowledge to those interested in such things.  
 Young Jarrod crinkled his face in confusion. “Doesn’t look much like a flower.” 
 “The flower is harvested and then the petals are pressed between the walls of a vice to squeeze out the liquid trapped inside.” 
 “Why?” 
 “It’s a deadly poison. The deadliest, in fact. Ingesting a single drop, which is the amount that can be produced by one flower, will make a person very ill. Ingesting two drops will kill them.”  
 “Are you going to poison someone?” The boy’s eyes sparkled mischievously. Was I ever that innocent? Jarrod wondered within the folds of his dream.  
 “Actually, that vial doesn’t contain deathbloom, but longsleep. You’ve heard of that, right?” 
 “Everyone has,” young Jarrod said. “Makes you sleep like the dead.” 
 “Correct. I should really change the label but haven’t gotten around to it.” 
 Jarrod awoke screaming, chest heaving, breaths coming in waves. His nightclothes were covered in sweat, as were his bedsheets and pillow. The dream, which was really a memory, began to fade. “No,” he said. “No, no, no, no!” 
 He clambered from bed, nearly tripping on the leg of the claw-footed side table in his haste, and then sprinted for the door, throwing it open with such force that it slammed against the inside wall of his room. He ducked back inside as he remembered his boots, grabbing them and thrusting his feet inside. He raced along the empty, silent corridor, subconsciously dancing between the splattered bloodstains on the carpet outside his mother’s room, and then threw himself down the staircase with reckless abandon two steps at a time. His knees almost gave out as he hit the bottom landing, but he managed to steady himself on the wall before pushing onward into the main palace hall, the one painted red.  
 Just ahead a guard stood sentinel. “Ready my horse!” Jarrod commanded, the forcefulness and certainty of his voice reminding him so much of his father he might’ve paused to reflect on it if not for the panic that had risen from his stomach to his chest to his throat.  
 “Your Majesty?” the surprised guard said, head cocking to the side. “It’s the middle of the night.” 
 “Good point. My carriage would be better. I don’t want to be seen in the streets wearing my nightclothes. Hurry, now!” That final word brooked any further argument and the guard, to Jarrod’s satisfaction, scurried off, presumably to organize the royal carriage. “And bring shovels!” Jarrod added, the final command chasing the man down the corridor.  
 Jarrod stepped out into the night, standing on the very spot where he stood before Aisling and offered to give up everything—his title, his birthright, his wealth and privilege—to be with her. The very spot where she’d torn his heart from his chest and tossed it aside like it—he—was nothing to her.  
 A tear snuck from his eye to meander down his cheek, but he dashed it away, trying to focus on the present and the future. I am no king, he thought, thankful that the carriage had arrived so he couldn’t dwell on the thought for too long. He leapt inside before the vehicle had come to a full stop and then shouted, “Go! To the summer palace!” 
 With a whip-crack the quartet of horses sprang forward, dragging the carriage behind them. Through the castle gates they went and out into silent city streets, Wolfsgaard empty and full of shadows at this time of night. They traveled south, which was the most direct path to their destination, which was beyond the city walls in the countryside. As the trip dragged on, Jarrod cursed his family’s choice to construct their summer palace so far from their main castle. Mere seconds could make a difference in this race, and they were losing a lot of them.  
 When they finally reached the edge of the city, the gates were closed, as they should be to guard against dangers of the night. However, when the gatekeepers recognized the royal carriage, they swiftly cranked the massive doors open without Jarrod needing to leap out to shout a command. The carriage shot forward once more, before the gate had even fully opened. Jarrod was beginning to appreciate the driver and planned to increase his wages once they returned to the palace.  
 Wolfsgaard was at the highest elevation in all Teravainen, which meant the road leading south sloped steadily downward, allowing them to travel even faster. They passed various farmsteads, where, season by season, determined farmers worked the uncooperative land, which seemed to produce little and less each year. The unfertile land, his father had claimed, was the reason he sought to expand into Odin, where the land was green and lush, the soil soft and rich. Maybe that was true, but Jarrod knew his father sought power above all else.  
 Jarrod was so lost in his thoughts, he almost didn’t notice the spires of the extravagant structure rising from the farmlands, as out of place as a diamond amongst gravel. “Given the timing of your arrival,” the driver called back, “I’ll have to fetch the servants to have a room made up.” 
 “Not necessary,” Jarrod said. “I won’t be going inside the palace. Take me to the royal graveyard.” 
 The driver impressed him further by not so much as raising an eyebrow at the request, taking the first road that led to the small plot just north of the palace. The small area was surrounded by high stone walls guarded around the clock to prevent graverobbers from having the run of the place. As they skidded to a stop before the tall oaken doors, one called down, “Who goes there?” 
 “King Jarrod Gaard,” Jarrod said, stepping out. “Open up.” 
 The guard’s eyes widened but he quickly passed the command onward and soon the doors groaned open. Jarrod grabbed one of the shovels stowed beneath the carriage and shouted for his driver to bring the rest, to pass them out to the guards. Although Jarrod hadn’t been within the bounds of the final resting place for kings and queens, princes and princesses, in many years, he still remembered exactly where he needed to go.  

Jarrod will be buried here, Sampson here, and Amari here, his father had said as he showed his children their predetermined burial plots.  

But where will you go? young Amari had asked him.  

I will never die, the Terran Wolf had said, and, in that moment, Jarrod had believed him.  
 Jarrod shook away the memory as he reached the same spot, which looked much the same except lit by moonslight rather than sunlight, and now there were three headstones where before there’d been only two. The dirt before the new headstone was freshly churned and mounded. “Dig!” Jarrod shouted, jamming his own shovel into the dirt and then slamming his bootheel down to shove it in further. With a heave, he lifted a pile of freshly turned soil, tossing it aside haphazardly.  
 The guards and driver dug in around him, following his lead, and soon the hole was wide and deep. Only two men could fit inside to continue digging without their shovels clashing, so Jarrod ordered the guards to return to their posts while he and the driver finished the job.  
 His muscles ached and sweat dripped from his brow and soaked through his nightclothes, but still Jarrod worked, growing more frantic and impatient by the shovelful, and then— 

Thunk!

 Heart racing, he tossed the shovel out of the hole and sank to his knees to scrape the remaining dirt away from the coffin until he found the bronze latches along one side. His fingers shook, but he managed to conquer them enough to work the latches open. He remembered the way the coffin lid opened in two pieces, so he stood on one and eased open the other, dirt shivering against the opposite side as it fell away.  
 He peered into the darkness.  


   
 When Jarrod’s eyes flashed open, he sat up so quickly the room began to spin.  
 His room. The one in the palace at Wolfsgaard. What the Void? he thought. “It was all a dream?” he said aloud, brow furrowing. Of course it was. His sister was dead and buried, just like his father and mother. He’d given her a more than lethal dose of deathbloom. Just because he remembered Grimfire telling him years ago that the vial was mislabeled didn’t mean the wizard, who was meticulous in all aspects of his life, hadn’t corrected the error a long time ago.  
 And yet…the dream had felt so real. How he’d stared into the coffin, eyes slowly piercing the shroud of darkness, only to find… 
 Nothing. It was empty. No corpse. No Amari.  
 Sadness crept into the gaping hole in his chest once more. What have I done? he thought, not for the first or last time. His sister may have thought him weak, but she, along with Sampson, had been the closest things to friends he had. And now Sampson was gone and Amari was— 
 His thoughts cut off suddenly when he noticed something that shouldn’t have been there: 
 A clod of dirt on his bedclothes.  
 He stared at it, heart thumping, willing it to disappear. It didn’t. Slowly, he raised one of his hands before his face, mouth opening in horror as he examined the stain of dirt on his palm and beneath his fingernails. Just beside the bed were his boots, covered in loose soil.  

How did I get back to Wolfsgaard? he wondered. He had no recollection of anything after the moment he looked inside that empty coffin. Empty because… 
 The first feeling that rose inside him was an overwhelming sense of relief. Relief that he hadn’t poisoned his own sister, that he wasn’t a murderer, that, even if only subconsciously, he’d chosen the vial that gave Amari a chance to survive. That feeling was fleeting, however, swiftly replaced by dread and fear. He’d had her buried alive. And someone had known. Otherwise how else could she have escaped the coffin? But who? Grimfire? If the wizard had noticed the theft of the vial and suspected he’d poisoned his own sister… But then why hadn’t Grimfire confronted him?  
 And where was Amari now? He’d spun very public lies about her, blaming her for the murder of their parents.  
 He’d done all the horrid kinds of thing that might’ve actually, for the first time, made his father proud of him were he alive to witness it.  
 Fear filled him. She could appear at any moment, the fires of revenge in her eyes, and have Jarrod tried, sentenced and executed for his crimes.  
 The fear departed as swiftly as it had come, his gaze settling on his unfinished painting of Aisling. Her face was nearly complete now. His talent for artwork had grown in leaps and bounds the last several years, but this piece eclipsed all prior efforts. He wasn’t one to boast, but as he stared upon the beauty etched onto the canvas, he knew there was only one word to describe what he’d painted so far: masterpiece. A masterpiece its muse would never see. And she shouldn’t, he thought. She wouldn’t recognize the monster I’ve become. If Amari did return and have him executed… It is what I deserve. Aisling was right to reject me. I am damaged; no, broken, beyond repair. I was born broken. 

 He closed his eyes, wishing they could stay closed. Not for a day, or a month, or a year. Forever. They can, he thought. This world will be a better place without Gaards in it. And you may very well be the last, regardless of what you thought you saw in that coffin in the dark. 

 He opened his eyes and climbed from bed, a rare determination pushing strength into his body, the same sort of determination that led him to be bold in his dealings with Aisling, to confess his love for her. Forget I ever existed. Live the life you were meant to live. He could still hear her voice speaking those last words to him, could still feel them lancing into his skin like arrows. I can never forget you, Aisling, not truly. And as for his life…his first act after losing her was despicable and exactly what she might’ve expected from him.  
 Another memory appeared, this one filled with fear as, from across the room, he saw his mother leap from her own balcony, arms out to either side as though she thought she could fly. And then Aisling’s arms surrounding her, pulling her back from the brink, that feeling of relief.  
 As his mind swirled with memories of the last few weeks that seemed like an entire lifetime’s worth of feelings and experiences, Jarrod realized he’d been moving steadily toward the door. Not the door to the corridor, but to his own balcony. Now he stood before it, hand on the knob, already turning. His vision blurred, hot tears streaking down his cheeks.  
 He opened the door, wind buffeting his face. Stepped outside, shivering as the late autumn cold pierced his dirty nightclothes. Moved toward the balustrade, bare feet silent against the marble. Gripped the railing, cool to the touch, but firm. Strong. Like Amari. Like Aisling. Climbed onto it, wobbling slightly but maintaining his balance against the steady march of the wind off the water. As he stood on the edge of the knife between life and death, he wondered how he’d gotten here. Was it a product of his own mistakes, or an inevitable fate because of the family he’d been born into? 

Live the life you were meant to live.


I’m sorry, Aisling. I’m sorry, Amari. I’m sorry, Mother. I’m sorry. 

 He closed his eyes, which threw off his balance and he almost fell, arms pinwheeling. His eyes flashed open and then he did fall, feeling that thrill in his chest that comes from a sudden drop, the world seeming to tilt on its axis.  

Thump.

 He banged his hip and his elbow as he landed on the hard balcony floor. Tears dripped from his chin and jawline, forming beads of moisture on the marble. He wept not because he’d almost jumped to his death. No, he wept because he’d chosen to live, to face his sister’s wrath if necessary. And because he’d made a decision: 
 To become a man worthy of Aisling, even if she never returned.  
 A knock on his door startled him. He looked over his rumpled condition. He couldn’t be seen like this. Though he may only be king for a short while, he needed to look the part. He stood, padded back inside, closed the door, and called out, “Who is it?” 
 “Grimfire, Your Majesty.” The mage’s voice was muffled through the closed door. 
 Jarrod’s teeth locked together. Here it comes. He knows. “I require an hour before I can attend to court. Please postpone all business until I am ready.” 
 “There is no business in court today.” 
 “Then why have you disturbed me?” 
 “There has been a theft.” 


   
 After hurriedly making himself presentable, Jarrod joined Grimfire in what was supposed to be the most secure room in the whole of Teravainen. He’d been inside once before, with his siblings, as part of their education. Their tutor had been reading to them from The Kingfall Histories for several weeks, and they’d reached the section regarding what had been done with the eighteen lesserblades after the Godswar had ended. The moment Amari had learned that Teravainen was entrusted with four of the lesserblades—two darkblades and two lightblades—she’d demanded to see them. The king had agreed it was necessary, and a visit had been arranged.  
 Now, several years later, nothing had changed. Three separate doors had to be passed in order to access the room, each requiring a different key that had been given to Jarrod when he was anointed king, as well as a spell cast by Grimfire in order to breach the powerful wards. The room itself was a perfect circle with thick stone walls and no windows. Before they stepped inside, Grimfire had to utter additional spells and drain the contents of one of his vials of magenum—green flames spouted from his staff, swarming around the room without burning anything—in order to disarm the various magical traps intended to capture a would-be thief attempting to steal the room’s contents. Because the royal mage had been the one to create the defenses, only he knew the correct spells to disarm them, or at least that’s what Jarrod’s father had explained to him and his siblings during his first and only visit. 
 Thus, a theft was supposed to be unlikely. Impossible even. And yet, two of the four glass pedestals set in the center of the room, each of which was supposed to hold one of the darkblades, were bare. On each of the other two pedestals sat a brilliant sword that seemed to glow from within with an unnatural light. He remembered how, as a child, his eyes had been drawn to the lightblades, barely noticing the darkblades until he was almost upon them, and only then because of the contrast of their darkness with the lightblades resting directly beside them. As he approached the two lightblades, runes blazed along their surface before disappearing once more. He longed to pick one up, to feel its hilt against his palm. Not to use it—just to bask in the brilliance of its presence. It made him wonder how miraculous the godblades themselves must be. Though it was difficult, he pried his gaze from the lightblades to rest on where the darkblades should have been. “How?” Jarrod said, frowning at the empty pedestals.  
 “That, Your Majesty, is a question without an answer,” Grimfire said.  





 Six 
 Quill 
 Aeromand, Isle of Mages 
   
 WHEN QUILL WAS SIX YEARS OLD, HIS RARE ABILITY MANIFESTED ITSELF.

 His father had been a drunkard, a real monster of a man who enjoyed returning home pissed and staggering, laying his hands on his wife and children until, mercifully, he’d pass out on the floor. The only difference on the night that changed Quill’s life forever was that his father had been partaking of pure liquid magenum rather than ale. How his father managed to get his hands on the potent substance or afford to buy it—he was a poor man—Quill would never know.  
 In any case, as he barged through the door, stumbling, he dropped a vial of the glowing blue liquid. The man cursed, blaming his wife for leaving his boots in the middle of the floor when it was he who’d done it just a moment earlier, kicking them off as he’d entered. Having temporarily forgotten the dropped vial, he started in on Quill’s mother, the first blow so hard it spun her around, blood leaking from her nose. “Filthy woman,” he’d said, such venom in his tone he might’ve been speaking to his mortal enemy and not the mother of his children.  
 Quill and his two siblings, both younger, were cowering in the corner, making themselves “invisible” as his mother had taught them. The dropped vial bounced but didn’t break and then began to roll. Quill remembered being mesmerized by the tinkling sound and the beautiful glow as it rolled closer until it stopped when it bumped against his foot.  
 He picked it up, eyes wide and unblinking as he stared at the glowing liquid inside. He was so captivated by the magenum, in fact, that he didn’t notice that his father had finished with his mother, leaving her bruised and broken and sobbing on the floor, and had turned his attention to his children. Specifically Quill, because of what he was holding.  
 “Little brat thief,” the man said, staggering toward him, nearly falling when his hip bumped the corner of a table but catching his balance on the back of a chair. Quill’s siblings whimpered at his sides, but he did not, head cocking to the side and brow furrowing as he heard a strange humming that seemed to be coming from the vial. “Give it to me!” his father roared, lunging for him.  
 He didn’t think, just acted, slamming the vial on the floor between him and his father. Something flashed in his mind, a rune. At the time he couldn’t discern its meaning, except to feel that it stood for something that could protect him and his brother and sister. (Later he learned it was the rune for fire.)  
 From the shattered vial, flames as dark green as tree moss sprang up, leaping from the floor to his father, leaving the highly flammable wooden floor unscathed. His father, however, was not so lucky.  
 The unnatural fire covered him in an instant from head to toe, as though he were made of the green flames, a demon from the Infernal Pit perhaps. He shrieked something fierce and ran outside in search of a water source to douse the flames. A small stream ran through their backyard, and somehow the hateful man was able to reach it, tumbling headlong into the water, which only reached his knees. Quill and his siblings had raced after him, watching from the yard as, even submerged in the stream, their father continued to burn.  
 Quill still remembered what he’d felt in his chest at the sight of his father burning to death: 
 Nothing. It was the same thing he felt now, twelve years later to the day, the anniversary of the day he killed his own father with magic.  
 The mages had arrived a day later, plucking him from the cell he’d been confined to because of his crime.  
 (He wasn’t supposed to wonder what had happened to his mother, his brother, his sister.) 
 (But he did, always, on this day.) 
 Not that he wasn’t grateful for all that this new life had given him. A home in Aeromand that, from the moment he’d arrived, felt righter than anything else in his life ever had. Educated on the nuances of spellcraft and trained to unlock the power contained within magenum, he’d risen from mage trainee to mage acolyte to, finally, on the anniversary of his father’s death, a full-blown mage, rank 1. And now he’d been summoned to appear before the Archmage Council to receive his first assignment, something he hadn’t expected to occur for several weeks, if not months. Was it because they believed in him? 
 He didn’t know nor care—he’d been prepared for this day for a long time.  
 As he walked along the pristine street through the heart of the Isle of Mages capital city of Aeromand, he didn’t allow his eyes to skate past the magic all around him, as they’d usually do. On this day, he wanted to soak it all in as though he was six years old again and full of the wonder of a child experiencing something for the first time.  
 The structures he passed on each side were impossible, at least they would be if not for magic, their architecture defying the laws of the natural world, from bridges and staircases that moved, to buildings that changed in size and shape in response to the needs of those inhabiting them. Lining the immaculate streets and surrounding the various structures were trees, bushes and flowers that couldn’t be found anywhere else in the world because they’d been created from magic. Here was a flower that shot sparks every hour on the hour to mark the passage of time. There was a tree with limbs that curled and twisted to form images that mimicked the thoughts of those who passed by. (Quill crossed the street to avoid passing the tree; the last thing he wanted to see within its branches was his father’s fiery body as it burned.) Myriad other equally incredible wonders flashed past, though none rivaled the one that now rose directly ahead: Quill’s destination, the All-Seeing Eye. 
 The home of the Archmage Council was a massive pyramid constructed entirely of mirrored glass, which would’ve been impressive enough even without the fact that it was upside down, balanced precariously on its very tip. On each of its four angling sides was the image of an eye, representing the All-Seeing Eye, which had become the symbol of Aeromand and, more specifically, the symbol of the Council itself.  
 As Quill gazed upon the Eye facing him, he wondered whether his assignment would be that of a spy, sent to some faraway land to become part of the All-Seeing Eye. A thrill shivered through him at the prospect of traveling to the Four Kingdoms, or Crimea, or, gods willing, Sonaria. He glanced down at his dark blue-green robes swishing along the ground. Many viridian mages were assigned to be the eyes and ears of the All-Seeing Eye, so it was certainly possible.  

Don’t get ahead of yourself, he cautioned, steering his way through the busy plaza that led to the entrance to the upside-down pyramid. Mages of various rank and specialty, wearing robes of varying colors—vermillion, magenta, turquoise, viridian, ivory and obsidian—hurried across the square, some leaving the All-Seeing Eye and others entering it. All were far too busy for small talk, though many nodded to each other as they passed.  
 Quill ignored them all, trying to quell the butterflies playing tag in his stomach. Eventually he reached one of a dozen or so mirrored glass cubes resting just before the building. Another mage was already atop it, but then her body blurred and she vanished. On the adjacent cube, there was a flash of light and another mage was thrown to the ground, hands still clutched around his staff. “Please,” he said from the ground. “I need to see the Archmage Council on a matter of urgency.” The other mages in the area backed away from the man as though he were afflicted with a contagious disease.  
 “Shite,” Quill cursed, recognizing the magenta mage acolyte immediately. He knew it wasn’t a disease that plagued this man, but simple stubbornness. After a quick sidelong glance at the cube, he stepped out of line and rushed to the mage’s side. “Are you hurt?” 
 “Quill?” Rondo said. “What are you doing here?” 
 Quill sighed as he took in his friend’s disheveled appearance. His spectacles were askew such that one bloodshot eye looked half again as large as his other bloodshot eye. The dark circles under his eyes resembled bruises. His brown hair looked as though it had an unfortunate run-in with a bolt of lightning. His magenta robe was rumpled and dusty, and amongst all the full mage robes stood out with its white acolyte stripe running across the middle. The backs of his hands were scraped and bleeding from the fall from the cube, though they continued to grip his staff like his very life depended on it. The staff itself was an embarrassment. It had previously been broken in two places such that each piece had to be tethered together with cords. Quill had had the misfortune of witnessing both breakages and was lucky his eyebrows had grown back. “I have an appointment with the Council.” 
 “Seriously? That’s great!” Rondo said, eyes lighting up as he finally removed one hand from his staff for long enough to straighten his glasses. “I’ll come with you. I’ve been trying to see them for days.” 
 Quill was well-aware of his friend’s attempts to get inside the All-Seeing Eye. Everyone was aware, and Rondo had become the topic of much gossip in Aeromand. Ever since Rondo had been denied mage rank 1 for the fifth time he’d been showing up at this very spot on a daily basis. Quill hated that he was embarrassed on behalf of his friend, but he was. He was also acutely aware of the numerous eyes of the mages who were staring at them now. “I don’t think that’s the way it works. Maybe you should head back to your quarters. Get some sleep…”  
 “No time for sleeping. If I can just get an audience with the Seven, I can persuade them to reconsider. I’ve been practicing the transformation spell and the last time the rat turned into a beetle—that’s something, right? I mean, I was attempting to transform it into a dove, but…” 
 Quill pressed his fingers into his forehead as it began to throb. He liked Rondo, but as a mage he was useless. He’d been a mage acolyte for twelve years already, four more than the standard eight. And each year when he petitioned for mage rank 1 he was denied, not that Quill blamed the Council. Accepting him into the fold would be akin to allowing a child to play with fire and then scratching your head in confusion when the house burned down. Rondo had a lot of talents—he had a memory like a steel trap, for one—but his natural proclivities for magic were lacking to the point where Quill questioned the judgment of the mage recruiter that had brought him to Aeromand in the first place.  
 “I’m sorry,” Quill said quickly, having realized Rondo was still going on about the rat-turned-beetle, which he’d then apparently exploded into a pile of mush.  
 “Sorry for what?” Rondo said, forehead crinkling. The bridge of his spectacles had slid down his nose again, and he peered above the frames at Quill.  
 “I can’t help you. I’m here on official business. Now let me help you up.” 
 Rondo shrugged away from Quill’s offered hand. “It’s fine. I can manage. I understand you very clearly now.” His staff bowed but didn’t break as he used it like a crutch to hoist himself up. “Good luck with your ‘official business’.” He turned away, casting one final remark over his shoulder. “And congrats on rank 1. You deserve it. You’ll fit in well amongst the other mages.” 
 “Rondo, come on,” Quill said, feeling instantly bad. He knew he’d succumbed to the pressure of being watched by those who were now his peers, and in the process been unkind to the one person who’d been nothing but good to him. Rondo ignored him, disappearing into the crowd as they parted before him and then closed again in his wake. 
 Quill considered going after him, but then decided against it. He’d wisely ensured he was early for his meeting with the Council but chasing after his friend would guarantee he was late and risk his own rank being stripped on the very first day he’d achieved it. Instead, he turned back toward the cube, promising to make it up to his friend later.  
 He might’ve lost his spot in the line, but the other mages had been so focused on the unexpected drama in the square that none had stepped forward to claim the position. Thus, Quill was able to mount the steps to the cube, watching his own face appear on the mirrored surface. For a second the surface wavered and he saw that sandy-haired boy of six looking down into the waters of the stream as his father burned. He blinked, and in the split-second his eyes were closed, the image returned to the present, to that of a man who carried himself with confidence and determination, who was ready for this moment, this opportunity.  
 Atop the cube was a hole. He’d heard about this and knew just what to do, placing the aging staff he’d received eight years earlier when he’d advanced to acolyte into the hole. Unlike Rondo, he was not thrown violently from the cube; rather, he felt a sensation similar to that of warm water rushing around him as a voice spoke in his head. Mage Quill, Rank 1. We have been expecting you. The world around him began to blur, but didn’t vanish, not exactly. Each color, each object, each thing within his vision transformed into something else, until he was still standing on the mirrored cube, but his surroundings were that of a massive atrium with high mirrored ceilings. In fact, everything was mirrored, from the floors, to the walls, to the doors, which didn’t open or close as much as dissolve and then reform with the passing of each mage who entered or exited the foyer.  
 The reflections of the dozen or so mages who, like Quill, currently occupied the grand atrium were reflected dozens and dozens of times in each direction, their images growing smaller with each iteration until they became pinpricks in the distance. Please step off the cube, the same voice said.  
 Quill quickly descended the steps to the mirrored floor, feeling foolish. Another mage was probably on the cube in the square, waiting impatiently for him to remove himself. He looked around, trying not to become disoriented by his own reflections. Where do I go?

 As if in response to his inner question, a viridian path appeared on the floor, starting at his feet, moving past the other cubes and then directly up to a door. Quill followed the path, hesitating only briefly in front of the door before walking directly into his own reflection. The door dissolved just before he reached it, and when he turned to look back, it had reformed, leaving him alone in a small room that would’ve made a decent-sized closet. Well, alone save for his dozens of reflections marching in every direction.  
 Just as he was trying to figure out what to do next, he noticed another hole in the floor. Once again, he set his staff in position, except this time there was a whirring sound and the staff was sucked inside, the hole sealing itself off in its wake. He closed his eyes. Oh no, it’s happening. His association with a failed mage acolyte like Rondo was overlooked while he was an acolyte himself, but now it was about to cost him everything he’d worked for, everything he’d wanted since the moment he arrived in Aeromand and it was explained to him that he’d been born with a natural penchant to perform magic. Before he could curse his ill luck further, he felt the entire room move and he was forced to extend his arms to the side to keep from toppling over.  
 A moment later the room stopped moving and the door opened once more. Quill stepped out, prepared to make his arguments for mercy. His breath hitched as he realized he was really and truly here. Here as in standing before the Archmage Council, casually referred to as The Seven, each famous in their own right. Consistent with the history of the Council, the majority were viridian, like Quill—Cernon, Aryan, Wizaro, and Miro, who was one of only two females. One was obsidian—Shasta. Another ivory—Humbarto. The last and most recent addition was vermillion—Leona, the other female in the group. There hadn’t been a magenta mage on the Council in decades. 
 They were seated around the curve of a half-circle, each an equidistant from where he stood, gazing in his direction, the path of their eyes to him like the spokes on a wagon wheel. He was about to say, I can explain…, but Archmage Cernon, who was the Council Speaker, spoke first. “Congratulations, Mage Quill.” One hand stroked his short gray beard thoughtfully as he spoke, while the other tapped the shaft of his staff. 
 “Er, thank you, Archmage,” Quill said uncertainly. “My staff…” 
 “Is no longer needed,” Archmage Miro said, her fiercely blue eyes trained on him without blinking.  

Here it comes, he thought.  
 “You have earned a new one,” Archmage Leona said, a hint of a smile curling the edges of her lips. Before him, hovering in the air, a staff appeared. It was magnificent, carved of dark-brown teak with swirling rings along its smooth shaft. Like all the best mage staffs, it wasn’t perfectly straight but bent in two places. Six vials of pure liquid magenum dangled from cords attached to holes drilled in the staff’s shaft. While there was zero chance the power that could be wielded through the staff could rival that of the staffs gripped by each of The Seven, this staff was more magnificent than any Quill had ever seen because it was his.  
 He reached forward slowly, tentatively, knowing full well that to grab another mage’s staff could result in bodily harm or even death, depending on the severity of the wards. Taking a calming breath, his fingers closed around the staff without incident, and he felt a calming sensation akin to that of a cool breeze on a hot day. “Thank you,” he said, hoping his tone conveyed his overwhelming gratitude.  
 “You must give it a name before it will truly be yours,” Archmage Cernon said.  
 Quill knew this also, and he didn’t require any time to consider. “Gloria,” he said, the name of his mother.  
 “Are you certain?” The question came from Wizaro, the eldest member of the Council, his beard long and white. “Many choose names representative of the Weeping Gods or associated with runelore and spellcraft. Gloria is quite…common.”  
 In the world of magic of which Quill was a part, conviction was important. That was one reason, he believed, that Rondo had struggled to improve. He overthought everything he did, his mind analyzing every spell, every rune, every aspect of his entire life from every angle, to the point where he was rarely certain about anything. Thus, when Quill responded, he imbued all the certainty and conviction that was the love he had for his mother into the single word. “Yes.” 
 A few of the Archmages’ heads nodded, which told him he’d answered well. He was choosing his words carefully, thoughtfully, and not talking more than was required. Self-control was another tenet of magic, one that had been hammered into him from the time he was but a mage trainee. Now, he waited for them to proceed as it was they who had summoned him to the All-Seeing Eye and not the other way around.  
 “What do you know of the lesserblades?” Cernon asked.  
 It was an unexpected but easy question, and he rattled off the basic facts from memory. “There are eighteen, nine dark, nine light. They were forged using shards from Erif Mirg’s shattered Legacy Sword shortly after he was cast down in 47 B.W. They provide their wielder with great power in battle, though their strength was later dwarfed by the forging of the godblades. After the Godswar ended, the treaty for peace known as the Accords included a provision whereby the lesserblades would be split between the four major Kingfall nations: Odin, Teravainen, Travail and Avadon. Each nation received two darkblades and two lightblades. The final two blades were given to the mages, the only neutral party in the conflict. It was agreed that the lesserblades should be protected and never again be used in battle lest Kingfall be destroyed, along with all its inhabitants.” 
 “Any child could have told me as much,” Cernon said.  
 Quill felt his cheeks flush, but he fought off the embarrassment and said, “What else do you want to know?” 
 “I already know everything,” Cernon said. “I’m trying to discern what you know.” 
 “That’s everything I know,” Quill admitted.  
 “You didn’t think to ask questions about the magic provided by the lesserblades?” 
 Lying or making excuses would get him nowhere. “I—no. Learning about the lesserblades was a low priority for me because they will never be used.” 
 “Hmm…” Cernon continued tapping on his staff. “You will need to learn to be more inquisitive for this assignment.” 
 Quill didn’t argue, though he considered himself to be highly inquisitive. He was a viridian mage, after all. “What is the assignment?” 
 “An investigation,” Cernon said. “It involves lesserblades.” 
 Quill frowned. Already the thrill of his new staff had worn off, his mind focused in a new direction. “In which kingdom?” he asked.  
 “Ah, now you’re asking the right questions. Teravainen.” 

Interesting. Of all the nations of Kingfall, the Terrans had been the most aggressive. “One was stolen?” 
 “Not one—two. Both darkblades.” 
 “The timing isn’t a coincidence, is it?” Quill said.  
 “Meaning…” 
 “Their devastating defeat at Kingsfort. The king and queen being murdered by their own daughter, who then killed herself. Sampson Gaard going missing only to be spotted wielding a godblade, and a shadowblade to boot, at the Battle of Kerr’s Crossing…” 
 “I see you keep up with current events, but that last bit has not been confirmed,” Cernon pointed out.  
 “Still…it seems to me that the theft of the darkblades must be related to one or more of these other noteworthy events.”  
 “Mayhaps,” Cernon said, finally leaning back in his chair. “But that is what we need you to find out. I will lead the investigation, but you will be my eyes and ears as I will be unable to leave Aeromand due to more pressing concerns.” 

More pressing concerns? Quill thought. What could be more ‘pressing’ than the theft of ancient magical blades that were never supposed to be used again? “I will require assistance,” he said. “Someone to accompany me on my assignment.” 
 “Did you have someone in mind?” 
 He didn’t, though in hindsight he knew he should’ve been prepared for the question. For some reason he assumed the Council would have another mage they planned to send on the journey. His mind cycled through his many fellow acolytes who had managed to achieve mage rank 1 on the same day as he had. Any one of them would make a suitable partner, and yet there was only one face that rose to the front of his mind.  
 He lifted his chin, took a deep breath, and said, “Rondo.” 
 All around the semicircle, he received blank stares in response. Inwardly, he cursed himself for his foolishness. He’d been trusted with a prestigious, important assignment and he requested that a five-time failed mage acolyte accompany him? It showed poor judgment, that he allowed his own personal feelings to get in the way of his mission. And yet… 
 “I know Rondo has struggled to achieve proficiency in many basic aspects of spellcraft,” he said, hoping he wasn’t using his own words to dig his own grave. “But this investigation isn’t really about magic, is it? It’s about history and clues and uncovering truth. Rondo happens to be extremely proficient in all of those areas, and his memory is far superior to mine and, likely, all of yours.” He clamped his mouth shut, knowing he’d gone too far, his mouth having run ahead of his brain, which was the very thing he’d promised himself he wouldn’t do during this meeting.  
 A wall of silence met his words, which seemed to hang in the air before vanishing one by one. The archmages’ heads were bobbing about as they looked at each other, and Quill sensed they were having some sort of a magical conversation within the privacy of their own heads. Quill’s knees felt so stiff he feared they’d locked up and he wouldn’t be able to get them to bend again once he was dismissed. A bead of sweat had formed on the base of his neck and was now beginning its laborious, meandering descent down his spine.  
 Finally, after what felt like several lifetimes, Cernon turned back toward him and said, “Agreed. Rondo will accompany you. Both of you will depart immediately. Gather a few items of clothing, but nothing else. You will be provided with coin to purchase whatever else you may require when you arrive in Wolfsgaard.” 
 Though Quill was shocked by how easily the Council had acquiesced to his request, he managed to unlock his knees and turn, where the box he’d arrived in had once more appeared behind him. He found himself stopping, turning back, asking an ill-advised question borne of nothing more than curiosity. “Why did you choose me for this assignment?” 
 The question had been intended for the Council as a whole, but again it was their Speaker, Cernon, who responded, but with a question rather than an answer. “Are you going to make me regret it?” 
 “No, of course not. Apologies. I will send my first report soon after I arrive in the city. How will I communicate with you?”  
 “This,” Cernon said, lifting a feathered quill. He spun it around once and it vanished. “Check your pocket.” 
 Quill rummaged around in the various pockets sewn into his robe until he located the quill. The shaft was long and clear, so he could see right through it. The feather was viridian. “What does it do?” 
 “Use any ink and parchment with this quill to pen a message. Only I will be able to read it, thus guaranteeing the secrecy of your reports. It was created by the great mage, Megrifir, who often feared his written words would be used against him.” 
 Quill chewed his lip and then said, “You believe someone will try to intercept my messages and read them?” 
 Cernon waved his concern aside casually. “Mayhaps, mayhaps not. But it’s better to be careful, don’t you think?” 
 “Yes, of course. Thank you.” 
 He was about to turn to leave, but a final word from Cernon stopped him. “One more thing. Don’t trust Grimfire. You are aware of his reputation, yes?” 
 Quill nodded.  
 “Good. May magic guide you on this journey.” 
 With that, Quill stepped into the mirrored box, dozens of his own reflections there to greet him. As he stared into his own eyes, it struck him that Cernon had worded his response in such a way that it implied that it was he, rather than the entire Archmage Council, who had chosen Quill for the assignment. 
 He took a deep breath, determined not to fail. 


   
 Though it was highly inappropriate and, if he was being honest with himself, downright rude, Quill burst into Rondo’s room without knocking, breathless from his harried jaunt back to the mage residences.  
 “What do you want?” Rondo said, glaring at him. He was midway through jamming a bunch of things that Quill, if he didn’t know Rondo so well, would categorize as junk, into a satchel.  
 “What are you doing?” 
 “Packing. I know I will never achieve rank 1, so what’s the point? I don’t want to give the Council the pleasure of kicking me out.” 
 “But you’re going to Wolfsgaard.” 
 “What? I’m from Avadon, so I’ll return to Dunadin. Have you been sipping magenum from that fancy new staff of yours?” His eyes widened as he seemed to realize what he’d just said. “Wait, did they give that to you?” As his jaw dropped open, he didn’t bother to disguise the jealousy in his eyes.  
 “Yes, I’ve named her Gloria, but that’s not what I’m talking about. You’re going to Wolfsgaard—with me.” 
 “I don’t understand your meaning. You’re leaving too? I thought you were from some small village in Odin.” 
 Quill sighed, laughing lightly. He was really messing this up. “Let me start over. I’ve received an assignment, an investigation that will take place in Wolfsgaard. I requested that you accompany me, and the Council agreed. I know it doesn’t fully make up for what I did back there in the square, but I—” 
 Whatever else he was going to say was squeezed out of him as Rondo sprang up, rushed across the small room, and roped his arms around him, lifting Quill off his feet as he hugged him breathless. When he restored him to his feet and released him, Quill grinned. “Does that mean I’m forgiven?” 
 “A million times over, my friend.” Rondo said. “Thank you.” 
 “You’re welcome. But who says things like ‘a million’? There is nothing worth counting that high.” 
 “The stars, grains of sand on the beach, ants—those are just off the top of my head.” 
 “It seems you’ve made my point for me…,” Quill said.  
 “When do we leave?” 
 “Immediately.” 
 “Good thing I’m already packed.” Rondo gestured to the misshapen satchel, which had all sort of odds and ends protruding from the opening at the top, none of which looked remotely useful, in Quill’s estimation at least, for their investigation.  
 “Good thing,” Quill said, trying to control his laughter. He gestured toward his friend’s damaged staff, which looked as though it had been through a war or ten. “I wish we had time to procure you a new staff. That thing looks liable to explode in your hand.” 
 Rondo offered an affronted look, cradling the staff protectively. “I’ll have you know, Gertrude and I have been through a lot in our time together. If she is worse for wear, it’s because she’s experienced. And you can’t buy experience. Anyway, the staff doesn’t make the mage.” 
 Quill chuckled. “Fair enough. Gertie can come along, too.”  
 His friend turned serious for a moment. “If we are successful, do you think—what I mean is, is it possible that…” 
 He knew what Rondo was asking, but the last thing he wanted to do was get his friend’s hopes up only to have them dashed in the end. “Let’s just focus on the assignment. If we fail, we both may be packing our things to return home.” 
 “Of course. You’re right. So…what are we investigating anyway?” 
 Quill grinned. “You’re going to love this…” 


   
 After grabbing a few minor items of clothing from his room, Quill explained the little that he knew in a hushed voice as they made their way to the transport chute. Rondo’s eyes widened to full moons when he heard the words ‘darkblades’ and ‘stolen’. The excitement on his face was that of a child on his name day sitting in front of a pile of wrapped presents.  
 “I bet Jarrod Gaard stole his own darkblades,” Rondo said. His bulging satchel was slung diagonally from shoulder to hip while his right hand gripped his decrepit-looking staff.  
 “Shh,” Quill cautioned, his friend’s voice having risen too high for his own comfort. While they hadn’t been specifically cautioned to keep their investigation confidential, it had been heavily implied simply by the nature of the job. If news of the stolen lesserblades got out it wouldn’t be long before other Kingfall leaders were tossing the same accusations about as Rondo had just voiced. “And we can’t jump to any conclusions until we’ve reviewed the evidence.” 
 Thankfully, Rondo lowered his voice. “But surely he will be on our list of suspects. He has ample motive and means. Not to mention he must be distraught by the tragedies his country has endured over the last fortnight.” 
 “Agreed. He will be at the top of our list.” 
 That seemed to satisfy Rondo, who went quiet as they approached the transport chute, which was surprisingly deserted given the time of day. Typically there would be a long line of mages preparing to depart the floating island on various assignments. Their work supported Aeromand, as the Archmage Council was compensated for their services in either gold, or, more likely, magenum.  
 They were in luck, however, as only two mages were waiting at the head of the line. The ‘transport chute’ was located in the direct center of Aeromand and was nothing more than a shaft cut by magic through to the base of the Isle of Mages. Just beyond each corner of the shaft rested a cylinder filled with glowing turquoise magenum. “Er,” Rondo murmured as they watched the first of the two mages step into the empty space that marked the beginning of the shaft. Rather than falling to his death, he hovered in place, vapors from the four cylinders swirling around him, before slowly descending into the lit passage. The second mage followed a moment later.  
 “Problem?” Quill said.  
 “Levitation isn’t really my specialty.” 
 “What is your specialty?” Quill said, a hint of amusement in his voice. He’d fully expected this.  
 “Transforming mice into beetles?” 
 “Never fear. I am rather adept at levitation. We’ll go together.” 
 The shaft was more than wide enough for the both of them, but when Quill stepped into open air, murmuring a simple spell he’d learned half a decade ago under his breath, he found Rondo still standing on solid ground. Quill’s feet felt like they were on solid ground, too, as he “stood” on nothing but air. Energy from the magenum he’d accessed when he’d uttered the spell surged through him, the familiar feeling not dissimilar to the buzz one received after consuming a strong drink. “Coming?” Quill asked, holding out a hand.  
 Rondo took a deep breath, looking wholly unconvinced on the merits of this plan, but then stepped forward, reaching for Quill’s hand. At the last second, Quill retracted his hand and then laughed when Rondo cried out, stumbling and landing on his knees on the nothingness beneath them. “Wicked,” he said.  
 “Any third-year acolyte could perform such magic. Well maybe not any…” 
 “Very funny,” Rondo said, standing. “Magic doesn’t come as easily for everyone as it does for you.” 
 Quill knew he was right, and he instantly felt bad. “Sorry. I take it for granted sometimes. The way the magenum flows through me, how natural the ancient words form on my tongue…it feels like I was born to do this, does that make sense?” 
 “No,” Rondo said. “To me, magic feels like a test with no answers because there aren’t even any questions.” 
 “You’ll figure it out one of these days,” Quill said, beginning to lower them into the shaft. The four perfectly smooth walls glowed with magelights set every ten feet or so. Rondo didn’t respond, but Quill could tell his friend’s mind was formulating some question or another. “You want to know why I did what I did, don’t you?” he asked.  
 “Yes,” Rondo said. “I’m hopeless as a mage, I’m not in denial about that. I’ve never wanted anything so much in my life, and yet I know, for me, it’s unachievable. You could’ve easily just let me go and lived your exciting magic-filled life until I was but a distant memory. So why did you speak my name while standing in front of the seven most powerful wizards in Aeromand? And don’t say it’s because I’m your friend.” 
 “You are my friend,” Quill said, “but that’s not the reason I spoke your name. I believe in you, Rondo, I always have. Maybe not in your spellcraft abilities, but in what you can contribute to Kingfall. And, specifically, to this investigation. I’ve never met someone with a mind like yours, that can remember facts and figures with such precision, analyzing them in mere seconds. You will be an asset to this investigation, magic or no.” 
 Rondo closed his eyes, and when he opened them, they were misty. “Thank you. I will help in any way I can. Now…can you make us go any faster?” 
 Ando chuckled. And though he suspected it would be considered unprofessional and childish, with a whoop he dropped them into a near freefall, only stopping when he saw a window of light approaching beneath their feet. “You’re a maniac,” Rondo breathed.  
 “It was your idea.” 
 “I said faster, not freefall.” 
 “I always had control of us.” 
 “So you say.” 
 “We’re alive, aren’t we?” 
 His friend couldn’t argue with that, because just then he lowered them onto an iron platform attached to the bottom of the floating island. They both went silent as wind buffeted their faces and whipped their robes into a frenzy, their eyes widening in awe as they looked about them. Beneath them was nothing but empty space until the churning whitecaps of the Bay of Sighs, which true to its name, seemed to release a heavy, exhausted sigh every few moments, the sound caused by the wind passing between the water and the floating island. At anchor were several seaworthy vessels, which provided transport for mages to and from the island.  
 The island itself was truly a sight to behold, hovering well above the water. Even more remarkable was the presence of the twenty-five mages hovering equidistant from each other, eyes open but fully rolled back in their heads, arms extended to either side, palms open. Above them were entire barrels of magenum, vapors wafting from their tops, roiling like ghostly waterfalls over the mages who’d been charged with keeping the island from ever touching the sea. Such an assignment was tedious and yet highly sought after as it was considered a stepping-stone to higher, more desirable positions that could eventually lead to the Archmage Council. Regardless, these mages’ efforts protected Aeromand from a naval assault if any of the Kingfall nations decided they wanted the power the Archmage Council controlled. The only way to access the Isle of Mages was through magic or the air.  
 “By the gods,” Rondo said. “I mean, I always knew we were on a floating island, but it never really hit me until now. If any of the mages lose concentration, we’ll all go crashing to our deaths!” 
 “It’s been floating for more than a hundred years now,” Quill said, trying to downplay what they were witnessing though he was equally awestruck. When new mage trainees arrived to the island, they were given a potion that made them sleep, which meant he’d never seen his home from this vantage point.  
 “Aren’t you afraid of being on a rock where you don’t decide your own fate?” 
 “Tis no different than being on the continent. A horse could kick you in the head. The weeping sickness or the plague could take you. There are many things to fear but falling from a floating city isn’t one of them. We are safer here than anywhere in—” 
 The conviction he’d pushed into his words was lost the second they saw the dragon. “What in the name of the Weeping Gods?” Rondo said as they both stared at the creature approaching, its wings undulating several times before extending fully as it rode the breeze. Though it was still a fair distance away, there was no mistaking what it was, its deep blue scales shimmering in the sunlight.  
 “Take us back up the shaft,” Rondo said. “We need to—” 
 Before he could finish his thought, there was a flash of light in the vicinity of the dragon, tendrils of energy radiating outwards before disappearing. Left behind was the dragon, which now fell from the sky, dead wings providing no resistance to gravity as it spiraled awkwardly.  
 As Quill watched, dumbstruck, he swore he spotted someone clutching the base of its neck.  





 Seven 
 Peony Normandian 
 Near the Isle of Mages, the Bay of Sighs 
   
 THE THRILL OF ANTICIPATION PEONY HAD FELT UPON SPYING THEIR DESTINATION was shattered as Daneus struck something invisible just as he was making his approach toward the floating island. The blade of light left her blinking spots away as they fell at breakneck speed, Daneus’s body limp, spiraled helplessly by swirling gusts of wind. 


Daneus! Peony cried, but it was no use. The dragon didn’t react or respond to her shout, rendered unconscious by whatever magical ward or other defense had been conjured by the damn mages whose help they’d been seeking.  
 As the sea seemed to rise to greet them, she clung to Daneus’s neck spike, trying to think of a way out that didn’t involve them being smashed into bits on the water that, from a fall from this height, would be as hard as stone.  
 Nothing came to her, the blue, white-capped expanse seeming to rise up to meet them.  
 Just then, to Peony’s relief, another voice resounded in her head. Hoom? What happened?

 A collision was imminent now, and it was all Peony could do to mentally scream, We’re falling! Stop us before we—

 The dragon’s wings, which a moment ago had been useless and flailing, suddenly unfurled, arresting their fall not a second too soon, his back claws skimming the water, sending a spray of water behind them.  

WHEW. THAT WAS CLOSE, her blade said.  

You think? both Peony and Daneus replied in unison. Despite having almost died, Peony managed a giddy laugh. Are you injured?


I don’t think so. I can fly.


Do you think that it was a permanent ward or one conjured when they saw us coming? she asked.  

I’m no mage, Daneus grumbled. But maintaining permanent wards around an entire island would require a substantial amount of magenum and manpower. Combine that with the effort to keep the island itself floating…

 I AGREE. THAT WARD WAS A MESSAGE: STAY AWAY. I BLAME THE DRAGON. 

Why me? Daneus protested.


 HMM, I DON’T KNOW, MAYBE BECAUSE YOU’RE ENORMOUS WITH A MOUTH FULL OF FANGS THAT CAN BREATHE FIRE? CALL IT A HUNCH… 

My mouth is wired shut!

 FROM A DISTANCE THEY COULDN’T HAVE BEEN ABLE TO SEE THAT. PLUS YOUR TALONS AND SPIKED TAIL ALONE COULD LEVEL BUILDINGS. 

Says the ancient sword wielding enough power to destroy entire armies, Daneus huffed.  
 I WAS INVISIBLE, SO THEY COULDN’T SEE ME. 

They’re mages, so maybe they used a spell to detect your presence. 


Enough arguing, Peony said, finally interrupting. The why doesn’t matter right now. If we can’t request help from the mages, what is our next best option?


I hate to say it, but—


ODIN, her blade finished for the dragon. I AGREE. YOUR FATHER HAS PLENTY OF—


Mages who can help, Daneus finished.  
 Peony almost preferred when the dragon and her blade were bickering rather than finishing each other’s sentences and agreeing on something she refused to agree with. Why should I be so scared of returning home? she wondered. I’m a godblade-wielding, blue-dyed, dragon-riding warrior queen.


Technically there are no queens in Travail, but I agree with the spirit behind it, Daneus said. You have nothing to fear from your family. 

 That much was true, but that didn’t mean she wanted to see how they looked at her, how their expressions would say a thousand words their mouths would not, words like ‘savages’ and ‘barbarians’. Her father’s expression would be the worst of all, because his would say ‘regret’, regardless of how Peony tried to explain that she was happy looking like this, happy with Dane. No, she didn’t fear returning to Odin, but when she did, she wanted it to be on her terms. For now, she would do this her way. We make for Solarii, she said instead. It made sense on more level than one.  

WHAT’S IN SOLARII? her blade asked.  

A dead king kept alive by powerful magic, for one, Peony said.  

And Dane’s brother, Drake, for two, Daneus said, plucking the thought from her mind. Sorry, he said. Your thoughts were quite loud.


It’s fine, Peony said. But yes, head northwest for Sunsei. Any word from Dane? 


Hoom. Twice he tried to communicate with me, but our distance prevented all his words from coming through and I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Something about his uncle and a message, but that was all I got. I responded back, but I don’t know whether he heard any of it.


Try again, please. Tell him we are going to find Drake in Sunsei. 


I will try, Daneus promised, but he’s not going to like it.



 Dane 
   
 Dane had tried to warn Peony via Daneus about the false letter his uncle had penned in his name, but he couldn’t tell whether his dragon had understood as his response had been patchy at best, only one or two words coming through, something about an ‘isle’ and ‘wires’, whatever that meant.  
 Now, however, his dragon’s voice appeared suddenly out of the silence with a heavy, resounding Hoom that was music to Dane’s ears.  

Yes! Daneus! I’m here! I can hear you!

 As the seconds ticked by with no reply, Dane’s frustration grew, boiling over until he snatched a rock off the ground and tried to launch it through the bars. The stone ricocheted off one of the metal columns and shot back, barely missing his eye and cutting into his face. As he slumped to the ground, he felt the heat of blood rise and then stream down his cheek. Of course, that was when he heard a single word from his dragon:  

Drake.

 Blood streaming through his fingers as he put pressure on the self-inflicted wound, he began to laugh, continuing loudly for several minutes until he suspected an observer would label him a madman.  
 He wasn’t laughing because he was happy. He was laughing because Drake was the very last person in the entire world who would be willing to help him or his bondmate. And that was all his fault.  


 Two years earlier 
   
 “Come to boast about your courageous exploits on the frontlines, Brother?” Dane said, not turning around when he heard footsteps on the path behind him. He was enjoying his daily vigil atop Dragonsmount, a time he preferred to be alone with his thoughts as he considered decisions that would impact all of Travail. Though the uninvited guest did turn out to be his brother, Dane was no clairvoyant, nor did he have eyes in the back of his head. It was simply an educated guess. He’d seen the emerald green dragon arriving from across the ocean and knew none of his other riders would disturb him during this time unless there was an emergency.  
 “I was rather valiant,” Drake said. “Draconus and I sent an entire platoon of Terrans into the Void. The Solarii border is secure—for now, at least, though I suspect King Gaard won’t give up so easily.” 
 Still Dane didn’t turn, mostly because he was afraid of what he might do if he laid eyes on his brother’s smug expression. “You disobeyed my direct order,” he said evenly, holding back the smoldering embers that always seemed to burn brighter inside him when Drake was around.  
 “Did I? I’d almost forgotten.” 
 Dane turned now, leveling a scathing stare at the brother who’d, not so long ago, been his ally and coconspirator until their parents died and ruined everything between them. “A dragonrider has been stripped of their position for far less.”  
 Drake laughed because he knew as well as Dane that it was an empty threat. “Like how Father stripped Dom of his position?” 
 “Father never said Dom couldn’t be a dragonrider.”  
 “He didn’t have to. He treated him like a plague victim.” 
 “Dom left.” Dane wondered how Drake had managed to make this discussion about Dom, rather than his own disobedience. Just another of his many talents, he thought. Twisting people to his will. 

 “We drove him away.” 
 “That’s not how I remember it. We only ever supported him, tried to help him.”  
 Drake scoffed at Dane’s words. “More like tried to change him. We opened the door, so why aren’t we to blame when he walked through it? You, of all people, benefitted most from his leaving. He, rather than you, would’ve been dragonmaster.” 
 Dane wouldn’t let his brother further bait him on the topic. He had been—still was—sad about the loss of their older brother, but he’d learned not to dwell on the losses in his life lest he never get out of bed in the morning. “You know I never wanted to be dragonmaster.” 
 “No? So you’ll step down and let me lead?” 
 “Funny. Still avoiding the issue at hand, I see.” 
 “Fine. Slap me on the wrist or publicly shame me or do whatever you feel you have to do to punish me, and then give me your blessing so I can bond with Rose Ontarii.” 
 The turn in the conversation was tornadic, and Dane quickly realized that had been his brother’s strategy all along. Lead him on a meandering course and then spring the true topic on him like a snake striking from the tall grass. “What?” 
 “You’ve heard of Rose, of course, even met her I believe. She’s the Dead King’s granddaughter, as beautiful as her name suggests and witty to boot. Loves making jokes about death on account of her dear old grandfather.” 
 “I know who she is.” 
 “Could’ve fooled me.” 
 “I’m questioning whether you’ve lost your damn mind.”  
 “Are you asking whether Rose is a witch who’s cast a spell on me? Perhaps, not that I’d mind…”  
 “I need you to be serious right now, Drake,” Dane said, frustration beginning to boil over. “You cannot bond with Rose Ontarii.” 
 “Well, not if you don’t give your blessing, but I couldn’t imagine you being that selfish. Despite our differences, I’ve always seen you as a genuinely good person, Brother.” 
 “False compliments will not help you now. This is a matter of politics. What do we get in return for the union? An alliance with Solarii? I tried to forge an alliance after mother’s death severed the first one, but the Dead King refused. I have received no further communication on the matter.” 
 “That’s because the Dead King is as stubborn as you. He’s denied our petition as well.” 
 “Because it’s madness.” 
 “Must everything be about politics, positioning and posturing? Are we not humans, at our core? Can we not fight and forgive and despise and love? Is that not what makes life worth living?” 
 Dane sighed. For once, he thought his brother might be being genuine, though it was becoming harder and harder to tell amongst his roguish façade. “We always had love in our family.” 
 “Maybe the fantasy family you’ve concocted in your memories. All I remember are the endless ‘words of wisdom’ from father and mother drinking herself into oblivion every night to escape from a life she hated.” 
 “That’s not—” Dane cut himself off because he knew Drake was distracting him again. No, that’s not it, he thought. I cut myself off because that’s what I always do. He’d been avoiding the very things Drake was talking about for a while now. “You cannot bond with Rose Ontarii. That is my final decision. No badgering or insulting or distracting can change that. Unless the Dead King comes to his senses and is willing to agree to a marriage alliance, there will be no union between you and Rose. Understood?” 
 Drake offered him a sneer. “You are the spitting image of Father right now,” he said, before turning and walking away. “That’s not a compliment, in case you were wondering,” he said over his shoulder. 


   
 The memory faded and Dane was returned to the present. Peony was in for a rude awakening when she met Drake and found him to be less than sympathetic to her plight. On the rare occasions that his brother turned up at Dragonsmount, it usually ended in a fight centered around Drake’s continued push to bond with Rose.  
 And then, finally, the marriage alliance offer from Solarii that Dane never thought would come arrived within days of a similar offer from Odin. The Solarii offer did not include Drake, which told Dane everything he needed to know about what the Dead King thought of his brother. I chose the Odinian offer because it made more sense strategically, Dane thought.  
 He could almost hear Daneus’s wry response in his head. Of course you did. It had nothing to do with your brother’s feelings toward Rose.

 Dane sighed heavily. The gash to his head was only a flesh wound, and the blood had stopped flowing while he recalled that day atop Dragonsmount. The day he ruined what was left of his already strained relationship with his younger brother. The same younger brother who Peony was now seeking to ask for help. He’d warned her about Drake’s arrogance and bravado but hadn’t told her as much about their history as he should have. 
 He regretted that now.  


 Peony 
   
 At the head of the Solarii peninsula, the white city of Sunsei—meaning city kissed by sunlight—was a shining beacon to all who laid eyes on its pristine towers, spires and walls.  
 Peony hoped they would get a warmer reception than the last city.  

Hoom. At least they are used to seeing dragons about because of Drake and Draconus, Daneus said.  
 Peony hoped he was right. Everything that had transpired since the Battle of Kerr’s Crossing had been unpredictable and out of control, like she was running after something she could never hope to catch. She’d left Chrysallis with the expectation of adventure, but not this. Stop it, she said to herself. This is not you. When life places obstacles in your way, you jump over them or go around them or—


If you have a dragon, which you do, you smash right through them, Daneus said.  

OR IF YOU HAVE A GODBLADE, YOU CUT THEM IN HALF, her blade added.  
 Her dark thoughts sprang high into the air, reaching for the light, basking in it, because they were right. Dane had been imprisoned because of her, but she wasn’t alone. The gods had seen fit to bless her with a dragon and a godblade, which meant this was far from over.  

Maybe we start with freeing my mouth. My jaw is beginning to ache and my throat is sore from not being able to breathe fire.


Truly? Peony said. 

Yes. Breathing fire for us is like swallowing for you. We need to do it periodically or our throat gets scratchy. It’s beginning to feel like there’s a porcupine in there. 


Well we can’t have that, Peony said. Believe me, freeing your mouth is my priority. I mean, what if I need you to eat someone and you have to awkwardly point to your wired shut mouth.


Very funny. 


I thought so. 

 Having crossed the final stretch of sea while they conversed, Daneus began to circle. With each loop he angled closer to the edge of the city, and Peony sensed every movement was purposeful, the dragon trying to appear as nonthreatening as possible as he descended toward making landfall.  
 That’s when a form broke away from the city walls, scything across the sky on a direct path to intercept them. A dragon!  
 The creature was smaller than Daneus, but considerably faster, a green blur as it streaked toward them, scales sparkling in the sun as though imbedded with real emeralds.  

I know Dane and Drake don’t get along, but he won’t attack us, will he? Peony said. 

LET HIM TRY, her blade said.  

Aim your pointy end somewhere else, blade, Daneus said. You may only know how to cut and stab, but dragons know a thing or two about diplomacy.


Like when you smashed the crystal dragon statue at Chrysallis? Peony said. 

That was just a bit of fun. 


It was meant to be a welcoming gift. 


I’ll never live that down, will I?


Probably not. Back to this diplomacy thing…what do you propose?


This. Daneus brought his body into a hover and lowered his head, eyes averted toward the ground below. Follow my lead.

 Peony wasn’t sure what this was all about, but she bowed her head as though meeting royalty. Why are we bowing to Drake’s brother?


We’re not, Daneus said. We’re bowing to his dragon, which is the one we need to worry about. 


Why?


Because he hates Dane even more than Drake does. 


Oh, great.

 As the dragon slid gracefully into the edge of her vision, Peony fought off the urge to look up, waiting for some signal from Daneus that it was safe to do so. When she received no such signal, she said, Now?


Be patient.


Not my strong suit. 


Nor Dane’s. Perhaps that’s why you get on so well. 

 She couldn’t take it anymore. She could feel the wind from the dragon’s wings as it, too, hovered in place just before them. She could feel the eyes of its rider—presumably, Drake—on her. How long were they supposed to wait for something to happen, just staring at the ground like humble servants for some master? She looked up sharply, expecting to meet the scowl of an angry brother-in-law, but instead meeting the emerald-green eyes of, what she could only describe as— 
 —an angel.  
 And there was no scowl to be seen, his eyes twinkling with amusement, his lips curled into a smile with dazzling white teeth. His dark hair was braided, and every so often one of the braids was the color of sunlight. His dyed skin matched his dragon’s hue perfectly and didn’t bear any of the sickliness that tended to be associated with green; rather, it made him look all the more handsome.  
 “You’re not my brother,” Drake said.  
 “Is that why you’re smiling?” Peony asked.  

Undoubtedly, Daneus said.  

HE’S…BEAUTIFUL, Peony’s blade murmured. CAN WE KEEP HIM?

 Peony snorted. She’d never heard her blade speak about humans in such a way. Could a sword be…attracted…to a human?  
 “Maybe,” Drake said. “Do I amuse you?” 
 “No. Well, yes, in a way. I didn’t expect you to be so…” 
 “Handsome? Charming?” 
 “Smiley,” Peony said flatly. “Though your dragon looks like he wants to eat my face.” 

Actually, it’s my face he wants to eat, Daneus said. 
 Drake chuckled. “Sometimes there’s bad blood between brothers—I’m sure Dane told you all about it.” 
 “Not all,” Peony said. “But I received a brief summary.” 
 “You are…unexpected,” Drake said, surprising her.  
 “I know. I didn’t have time to send a message ahead of our arrival. Nor did I have parchment, quill and ink, even if I’d wanted to. We kind of left Dragonsmount in a hurry.” 
 “That’s not what I meant,” Drake said. “Though it appears you’ve stolen my illustrious brother’s dragon and tethered his mouth shut, so I think I can forgive you for showing up unannounced.” 
 “That’s why I’m here. Is there somewhere we can talk?” 
 “Isn’t that what we’re doing now?” 
 “We’ve had a long journey and require sustenance. Mayhaps Draconus can show Daneus where he can rest without upsetting the locals.” 
 At that, Draconus released a blast of smoke from his nostrils. “Draconus and Daneus are like fire and ice. Guess who’s the fire?” Drake said.  
 “Look, I’m not here for witty banter.” 
 “But I was enjoying it so much.” 
 Peony swallowed her pride, because whatever history Dane had with his brother wasn’t important compared to what was happening in Travail. “I need your help. I didn’t know where else to go.” 
 Drake must’ve detected the raw emotion that had leaked into Peony’s voice, because his entire demeanor changed, and for the first time she saw a similarity to Dane in the way his countenance softened, as though the charming, witty, well-groomed exterior was but a front for the real man beneath. “What’s happened?” he asked.  
 There was no point in mincing words now. “Your uncle has accused Dane of treason.” 


   
 Draconus didn’t look happy about being left alone to escort Daneus to a large white-stone structure outside the city where he could rest, but Drake assured Peony his dragon wouldn’t attack hers in his sleep.  
 Then he led her into the city of Sunsei, which made her heart leap several times because of how much it reminded her of Chrysallis. It was beautiful and well-kept, for one, the streets clean and ordered in symmetrical blocks, the buildings new-looking and well-maintained, the people well-mannered as they went about their business on the white-tiled streets. While seeing Drake walking through their city was probably familiar to the local Solarii, they were clearly interested in the presence of a second dragonrider, and a half-dyed one at that, but they at least attempted to hide the sidelong looks they gave her. Determined to have a bit of fun, Peony stared at each person that pretended not to stare at her, until their cheeks flushed and they averted their gaze, hurrying past.  
 “It’s not nice to tease your hosts,” Drake said.  
 “It’s ruder to stare,” she retorted.  
 He laughed loudly, which only drew more attention their way, which she suspected he’d done on purpose. From what Dane had told her about his brother and her first impression of the man, he craved attention. Regardless, she found it strange that ever since she revealed the situation in Travail, he’d not once attempted to broach the subject. It was almost as if he didn’t care. “Why didn’t you attend our bonding ceremony?” she asked, hoping to work her way toward more pressing topics. 
 “I wasn’t invited.” 
 “But you knew it was happening.” 
 “Of course. If you must know, I have a direct connection to the Dead King. He wasn’t too pleased when Dane rejected his own marriage alliance offer, bonding with you instead.” 
 “Sounds like he’s a rather bitter old man—emphasis on old.” 
 Drake laughed again. “Watch yourself, the Dead King’s granddaughter prides herself on her jokes about her grandfather’s un-dead-ness. She may not like you trespassing in her territory.” 
 “I shall attempt to restrain myself, though it may prove difficult.” Already her mind was spinning with more fitting names for him: The Previously Dead King, The No Longer Dead King, and The Coffin King were some of her favorites.  
 “Don’t do so on my account, I quite enjoy poking fun at the crusty old man, especially because his face is no longer capable of showing emotion.” 
 “Truly?” 
 “Trust me, it’s about as malleable as a stone statue. Anyway, how did my stubborn ol’ brother manage to persuade someone as lovely as Peony Normandian to bond with him? Or was the whole thing forced upon you by your parents?” 
 “My father was firmly against it, actually. You see, he didn’t want his only daughter marrying a savage.” 
 Her attempt to get under his skin fell flat, as he flashed her a bright smile and said, “And your mother?” 
 “She’s more…political…than my father. She saw the value in our alliance, as did I. Kingsfort might’ve been taken by the Terrans if not for her foresight.” 
 “And yours, it seems,” Drake pointed out. “So your decision was purely selfless then. A princess protecting her people at her own expense.” 
 “Alas, I cannot claim such benevolence. I had my own selfish intentions. I’d lived in a glass palace my entire life. I wanted to experience something different. Something more.” 
 “An adventure?” 
 “Exactly. And I just happened to find so much more than I bargained for.” 
 YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT ME, RIGHT? 

She’s talking about Dane, Daneus said. Not everything is about you, blade.

 HMPH.  
 “Ah, now you’re speaking my language, princess,” Drake said. “The language of love. Though I must admit, speaking of love when discussing my brother makes me want to puke.” 
 “Noted. I shall refrain from such nauseating talk going forward.” 
 “Ah, here we are,” Drake said as they rounded a corner. A spectacular palace seemed to rise from the ground, though it must’ve been there the entire time, its spires blocked by the tall buildings. Like everything in the city, based on its new-looking appearance it could’ve been built during the last fortnight, though Peony knew it had stood for nigh on a century. Still, as nations went, Solarii was a relatively new one, formed when a powerful lord, Lord Ontarii, declared independence from Teravainen during a time of great famine and drought, when the Terran king at the time was weak and unable to assert his dominion over his southern lands.  
 “And you have the authority to walk right through the front gates?” Peony said as they walked up the final stretch. 
 “Of course.” Though Drake waved it off as nothing, she could sense the pride behind his casual words. 
 “Impressive.” 
 “Not really. The Solarii border would’ve been breached by the Terrans several times this year already if not for me and Draconus. They owe us.” 
 “Then why are you here and not there—at the border, I mean.” 
 “There was a temporary reprieve when King Gaard shifted the bulk of his forces to Bearhoff. Fighting will resume eventually at the southern border, of course, but I took advantage of the opportunity to have a bit of a holiday.” 
 “And you chose to do so in Sunsei rather than Dragonsmount?”  
 “It was no choice.” It was the first time Peony had seen his defenses crumble, an edge creeping into his response.  
 “Because of Dane?” The guards posted at the gate had already waved them through, and now Peony’s gaze stretched from one side of the area to the other. Uniformed soldiers on horses trotted in one direction, while various castle workers hurried about, unloading supplies from wagons. In the western portion of the grounds, Peony spotted landscapers pruning and trimming the royal gardens, which reminded her so much of the gardens at Chrysallis that she felt a brief moment of nostalgia.  
 “Must everything return to my brother?” Drake asked, rather than answering her question. “Just because he’s gotten himself into a bit of trouble with his own dragonriders doesn’t mean I care to hear about it.” 
 “It’s not a ‘bit of trouble’. He’s been accused of treason.” 
 “And yet not my problem.” 
 “He is my bondmate and your brother.” 
 “He stopped being my brother a while ago. Anyway, he sent you to me as a last resort when he never once deigned to grace me with his presence.” 
 “He didn’t send me. I came of my own accord, without his blessing.” 
 That stopped Drake short. “Why? Explain how this treason business came about and what your role in it is.” His voice had risen, and several soldiers cast long stares in their direction.  
 “Not here,” Peony said, grateful that Drake had at least finally shown some interest in the topic. “Somewhere private.” 
 Just then, another voice arose, calling, “Drake!”  
 Peony turned toward the sound to find a young woman of similar age to herself, with sunshine-blonde hair, a petite nose and frame, bowtie lips, and the most captivating turquoise eyes she’d ever laid her own gaze on. She wore a white sundress as the day was unseasonably warm, revealing bronzed arms and legs free of even a single freckle or imperfection. As she approached, she walked with a grace that could only be achieved by ceaseless practice and concentration. It was the gait of a princess, something Peony had never quite mastered. “Rose!” Drake exclaimed as she approached, his voice taking on an air of excitement that told Peony everything she needed to know about the pair, even before he swept her into his arms and circled her around before returning her to the ground and kissing her deeply. Peony looked away, feeling somewhat uncomfortable by the very public display of affection. 

Dane failed to mention his brother is courting Princess Rose Ontarii, heiress to the Dead King’s throne, Peony said.  

You never asked, Daneus said. And she might legally be the heiress, but to claim the throne it would require the Dead King to, er, die again, and I don’t think that’s happening anytime soon. 


You’re supposed to be resting.


Kind of hard when Draconus is staring at me with his mouth open. He looks hungry. Why does he always look hungry?

 Drake finally broke off the long kiss and turned toward Peony. “Rose, meet my sister-in-law, Dragonmistress Peony Normandian. Dragonmistress, I introduce the lovely Princess Rose Ontarii, granddaughter of King Draymond Ontarii.” 

Dragonmistress? Peony thought. Dane had never mentioned that was now her official title. Then again, they hadn’t exactly had time to talk about such formalities.  
 “He means the Magically Brought Back From The Dead By Necromancy King,” Rose said, sparkling eyes meeting Peony’s. “And it’s a pleasure to meet you. Where is your…bondmate?” 
 “I’m traveling alone,” Peony said. No wonder Dane and his brother don’t get along. Drake is courting the very woman Dane might’ve bonded with as part of a marriage alliance. Except he chose me. The thought left her feeling oddly warm.  
 Rose smiled brightly. “How worldly of you. My grandfather would rather die again than allow me to step foot outside of Sunsei. ‘The world is a dangerous place, my dear,’ is one of his favorite things to say. Or at least it used to be something he would say. Now I’m lucky to get two words out of him. Of course he never talks about how he was stabbed in the back in his very own palace. His death was supposedly excruciatingly slow and painful. Pity it didn’t take the first time.” 
 Peony’s eyebrows had begun to rise halfway through Rose’s little speech and were now fully arched upon her forehead. She’d been so focused on getting to Sunsei and finding Dane’s brother that she’d had no time to formulate an expectation of what Rose Ontarii might be like. But if she had, she wouldn’t have thought she’d be this…spunky. “Yes, well, we were about to go somewhere private to discuss a matter of urgency.” 
 “Of course. I will have the servants bring wine and something to munch on. You must be famished after your journey. Right this way.” 
 “Thank you, but tea is fine,” Peony said. They crossed the broad area leading up to a grand staircase rising to a marbled portico extending into long colonnades stretching the length of the main palace structure on either side. She wanted to have her wits about her.  
 “Nonsense. Solarii has the finest vineyards in all the world. You cannot visit Sunsei without partaking of our wine,” Rose insisted. They began to climb the staircase, which was steeper than it first appeared. Rose held her hand as they climbed, like she was a dear friend and not a complete stranger she’d only just met, and yet Peony found herself not minding. 
 Peony was well aware of Solarii’s reputation as a fine distiller of wine—her father could speak at length about the process they used—and had tasted numerous varieties imported by the crate and aged in the royal wine cellar. I am a guest here, she reminded herself.  

Yes, you will be sipping wine from a crystal goblet while I pretend I’m not about to be eaten alive by an ornery dragon, Daneus said. Thanks for rubbing it in. 


I’m doing this for you, Peony said. But I shall endeavor to despise every sip of wine I take, regardless of how sweet it tastes.


Thank you. That makes me feel better. 


WHAT DOES WINE TASTE LIKE? her blade asked. ON SECOND THOUGHT, WHAT DOES ANYTHING TASTE LIKE?


Hush, you two, I need to concentrate, Peony said.  
 “Let me guess,” Drake said. “You’re conversing with Daneus? He always managed to distract Dane at the worst possible times, too.” 

If only it was just Daneus distracting me, Peony thought. “Yes, well, I’m still growing accustomed to having a dragon speak directly into my head.” 
 “Oh, Peony,” Rose said, grabbing her arm so quickly she didn’t have a chance to dodge. “How I envy you! I yearn to hear Draconus’s voice in my mind one day.” They were only halfway up the staircase when the princess halted their progress, as though to put them on display for the soldiers and servants.  
 “We will find a way, my love,” Drake said. “I swear it.” 
 Peony had to admit, this side of Dane’s brother—so full of passion and love for this woman—was endearing, the antithesis to the brash arrogant charmer that had been her first impression of the man. “What is stopping you from bonding?” Peony asked. “I mean, now that Dane is bonded to me…I’m sorry, this is coming out all wrong.” 
 Rose squeezed her arm tighter and then slid her hand down to clasp Peony’s once more as they resumed their ascent. “Never fear, I’m not upset he chose you. Relieved actually. Though Dane refused to offer his blessing two years ago when we wanted to wed, he wasn’t—” 
 “Dane did what?” Peony said, interrupting rather rudely but not caring. This wasn’t something that could simply be glossed over, like an unimportant detail in an otherwise engrossing story. 
 “He didn’t tell you,” Drake said with an exasperated laugh. “Of course he didn’t. Why would he show his true colors in front of his bondmate?” 
 “I don’t understand,” Peony said. “Why won’t he give his blessing for your union?” 
 “Because the Dead King isn’t offering anything in return,” Drake said bluntly.  
 “My grandfather is against our marriage—bonding—too,” Rose explained. “Although you probably already guessed that considering he recently offered me up to Dane like a prize mare.” Peony sensed the sharp sting of bitterness in her tone. They had reached the top of the staircase, the large oaken doors leading inside the palace standing with their polished arms open.  
 “I’m sorry…that must be hard. I promise I will speak to Dane on your behalf when I—” 
 She cut off, remembering that Dane was in prison and that this wasn’t some holiday where she finally got to meet Dane’s infamous brother and that everything was falling apart at the seams. “When you what?” Drake said, brow furrowing.  
 Peony sighed. Standing beneath the gabled roof of the beautifully columned portico, she felt completely and utterly exhausted, and not from the climb up the steep staircase. “When I help him escape,” she said.  


   
 Sitting in a parlor as lovely as any she’d ever stepped foot in, and that included the fanciest parlor at Chrysallis, Peony told her tale, leaving out everything involving her godblade and finishing with her daring escape on dragonback, their run-in with the mages at Aeromand, and their decision to travel to Sunsei to seek his help.  
 “You didn’t escape,” Drake said when she finished. While she’d spoken, he’d downed his glass of wine while Rose sipped hers daintily. Peony had yet to touch her own, though now she took a deep swig to soothe her dry throat, forgetting everything her father taught her about the proper way to consume what he called ‘the drink of the gods’.  
 “Why do you say that? There were guards posted at my door and Daneus was in chains.” 
 “Because I know my uncle. If you escaped, it’s because he wanted you to.”  
 “Why would he want me to escape?” Peony asked, frowning. 
 “That’s the question, isn’t it? He’s a shrewd, self-serving man who always envied my father for being dragonmaster.” 
 “Sounds familiar,” Peony murmured, unable to control her loose lips.  
 “I don’t envy Dane. I never wanted to be dragonmaster,” Drake said. “I was born third of three brothers, so the chances were always slim. Even after Dom…anyway, I simply wanted to live my life the way I wanted to live it.” 
 “You’re right, I’m sorry. I don’t know anything about what you want. This has all been…a lot. If Dane is convicted of treason, they could—” 
 Her voice faltered and she was forced to stop to blink away an army of annoying tears. “Oh, Peony,” Rose said. “It’s been an ordeal, but you are safe now. We are going to help you, aren’t we, Drake?” Though she asked it as one asks a question, Peony couldn’t help but notice the command in her voice. She was a woman accustomed to getting what she wanted.  
 “Thank you,” Peony said. “If your royal mages are willing to assist Daneus in removing the warded coils from his mouth, at least he’ll be able to hunt again.” 

And breathe fire. I was hoping you’d be getting around to that soon. You humans love to talk, don’t you?


Sorry, I needed to take things slow.


Understood. Draconus is still guarding me, but at least he’s not staring anymore. 

 This time it was Drake who answered. “Of course. I always liked Daneus.” 

The feeling is not mutual, Daneus said.  
 Drake continued: “It’s not his fault he was forced to bond with a stubborn jackass.” 

Takes one to know one, Daneus intoned.  
 “Good,” Rose said brightly. “It’s all settled then. We will need my grandfather’s blessing, however. The royal mages are his to command. I can help with that. When I want to, I can lay on the charm pretty thick.” 
 “Thank you,” Peony said again. “I am in your debt.” 
 “Don’t thank us yet,” Drake said. “But if we do help you, it’s Travail, not you, who will be in our debt.” 


   
 After that, Rose and Drake departed to persuade the Dead King to give them use of his royal mages, while Peony was left to rest. She took full opportunity, lying on the fancy couch without bothering to remove her boots. She remembered a time when Dane had done something similar while visiting Chrysallis for the first and only time. The memory made her laugh, which quickly made her cry. For the first time since Dane had been accused of treason, she allowed the tears to fall, painting tracks on her cheeks and wetting the upholstered cushion beneath her head.  

He’ll be fine, Daneus said. But we cannot return to Dragonsmount to rescue him. He’d never forgive me if I put you in danger.


Which is better, that he hates you for the rest of his long life, or that he loves you up until his execution?


Good point.


So you’ll help me rescue him?


If it comes to that—yes. 

 Peony breathed deeply, feeling hopeful for the first time in a while. She clung to that hope even as she drifted away to sleep.  
 She awoke when the door creaked open. At least something wasn’t perfect in the palace—the door’s hinges could use a good oiling. She sat up quickly, blinking away sleep. “What did he say?” she said when she saw who it was—Drake and Rose.  
 “He’s agreed to lend us his mages to free Daneus’s mouth,” Rose said.  
 Peony knew all too well the way things worked in dealings with royals. “And in return?” 
 “You and Daneus must help defend the Solarii border for the next fortnight.”  
 Peony closed her eyes. An entire fortnight felt like an eternity. Anything could happen in that much time. And yet without Daneus at full strength she had no hope of rescuing Dane. “Agreed,” she said, her eyes flashing open. “So long as you”—she looked pointedly at Drake—“return to Dragonsmount to petition for Dane’s release.” 
 Drake’s eyes narrowed slightly, but then he said, “I will go.” 





 Eight 
 Andovier Helm 
 Solarii Border 
   
 I AM A BOY. THE STEEL HAS OPENED MY CHEST. I’M COLD. SO COLD.


Who are you?

 The soldiers were cruel, so cruel. You are a soldier, Father. Are you cruel too? 

Ollie?

 It hurt before, but now it doesn’t. That is good, but also worse. Because it means… 

No. Please, no. Ollie! Ollie! Don’t go, my beautiful boy! Please…please…please.

 Ando awoke to a heart beating three times faster than it should when sleeping. He was in his own bed in his own house with his own wife, Moira, beside him. Close enough to touch, to feel her breath, to watch her sleep. His young children, Celeste and Ollie, dear Ollie, were playing nearby, so very alive Ando felt relief wash over him.  
 Celeste noticed him watching them first—she was always an observant child—and rushed over to hug him, kiss him on the cheek. Ollie, never one to be outdone, was close behind her, throwing himself upon his father with all the eagerness of a son enthralled with his father before he becomes too mature and manly for such overzealous displays of affection.  
 As Ando looked upon his son’s face, his relief morphed to uncertainty as he realized something: 
 The boy’s eyes were brown rather than blue.  
 His uncertainty turned to dread turned to fear as hair began growing from the boy’s face, dark but tinged with edges of gray. His features elongated, sharpened, hardened, until he was no longer his son but his mortal enemy, King Cronus Gaard.  
 Ando shoved him away and sprang from bed, his sword somehow appearing in his hand. The king now had a sword too and they slashed and stabbed at each other, vicious animal-like sounds emerging from their mouths from the effort.  
 But Ando was not to be defeated because this was vengeance, this was justice, this was truth. The next time he brought his blade down, it shattered the king’s sword into hundreds of shards, which tinkled to the floor like broken glass. The king raised his hands and opened his mouth, but Ando knew no mercy when it came to this man, his pleas falling on deaf ears. He plunged his blade through the king’s heart.  
 The blade passed right through, and Ando did as well, feeling a creeping cold enter his bones, his chest. He turned swiftly to face this new enemy, finding that ethereal creature that had moved without touching the ground as it had emerged from the Infernal Pit, followed by two of its kin, a trio of ghostly monsters of the Void.  
 “What are you? Why have you come?” he asked.  
 Though the creature’s mouth didn’t open, he heard the single word as clearly as a shout, though it was spoken with a distinct snakelike quality: Death. 

 When Ando awoke the second time, he was gasping for breath and clutching his chest. He was on the ground, writhing in the thin blanket he’d stolen from the supplies at the Infernal Pit. The blanket had somehow become twisted around his neck and leg, and as he stretched out in his sleep, perhaps in the throes of the frightening nightmare within a nightmare, he had unwittingly cinched the blanket around his neck like a hangman’s noose.  
 “Ando!” someone shouted, and he felt fingers trying to extricate him from the blanket. “Stop thrashing!” But he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t breathe, and maybe… 
 (Didn’t want to.) 

Moira. Celeste. Ollie.


I miss you.


I miss…


I—

 Ando stopped fighting, slumping down, lungs constricting, not wanting nor needing that next breath. Which, of course, was exactly when it came, the deft fingers finally able to unknot the twists and tangles of the blanket turned rope. Ando gasped, chest arching, eyes flashing open.  
 Tora hovered over him, kneeling, her eyes wide and scared, but not detracting from the determination in the lines of her set jaw and pursed lips. Other faces were haloed around her, appearing almost surreal because of the backdrop of stars—Sola, Barty, Sir Christoff Metz, Mona Sheary-Metz, Mrz. None were free of bruises and black eyes and scrapes from their latest battle against two Greater Demons, but they were fortunate not to be dead. Ando himself had escaped relatively unscathed with only a pair of broken ribs, which had been bound expertly by the Metz duo. “I didn’t save yer sorry arse at the Pit just to watch you die in a fight with a blanket,” she said.  
 “They’re never coming back,” Ando said, a truth he’d known for a long time but which he’d never been able to speak aloud. Though he meant his family, other faces orbited those of his family in his mind: Captain Freeman and the other honorable soldiers who’d ridden with him to Westport only to die in a reckless assault on an enemy that outnumbered them three to one; General Horatio Raan, a stubborn cur who’d proven to be wiser and more loyal than Ando could ever have imagined; Josiah, barely a man grown, innocent and naïve and willing to follow Ando to the ends of the earth and beyond. All lives cut too short, too soon. All lives he’d been responsible for. Do you enjoy watching me try so hard to protect those I love only to fail? he asked the gods he’d once gained strength from. Do you enjoy watching me suffer?  
 “Neither is me da,” Tora said. “Doesn’t change nothin’ to dwell on it.” 
 Ando searched the eyes of a girl who was not his daughter, who was far too old to be her anyway, and yet he couldn’t help feeling a protectiveness for her as though she was. She doesn’t need your protection, he thought. She’s right—she saved you twice now. He also knew that despite the defiance in her voice, there was a little girl trapped inside who missed her da. “Thank you,” he said.  
 “Fer what?” Her brow had furrowed into a quizzical frown.  
 “For being a stubborn lass who doesn’t mind running with a bunch of misfit prisoner soldiers.” 
 She laughed at that, which made him smile, the horrific images from his nightmare fading. “I’m no misfit,” Mrz objected gruffly, tossing his curling horns in the air. “Barty, on the other hand…” 
 “Jest cuz I’m not a man-giant like ye,” the dwarf captain said, “don’ make me a misfit. I’ll have ye know I’m considered tall amongst me people.” 
 “Har!” Mrz said, slapping his knees with enough force to draw blood if his skin weren’t as thick as battle leathers. “Funniest thing I heard all year.” 
 While Barty and Mrz continued to argue and banter about who was a bigger misfit, Sir Metz knelt beside Ando, who’d sat up, instinctively reaching up to touch his throat. “You need to speak of them,” he said.  
 “Who?” Ando said, feigning ignorance.  
 “Your family. It will help with the healing.”  
 “I know you mean well, Sir Metz,” Ando said.  
 “Of course I do.” 
 Ando sighed. “I’m fine. Now that we’re all awake, we should continue south. The sooner we depart these cursed lands, the better.”  
 “Lands cannot be cursed,” Sir Metz said, but Ando pretended not to hear him, rolling his blanket into a bundle, gathering his meager supplies and starting in the direction of Solarii.  


   
 Most physical wounds heal after a time unless you’re unlucky enough to end up with a limp or a glass eye or a missing limb. Ando had seen that too many times in war. And yet none of those were as hard to bear as a wound of the heart and the mind and, the worst, the soul.  

Stop, Ando thought, forcing the unwanted thoughts from his head. Was Metz right? If I talk about them, will it help? He couldn’t take the nightmares anymore, the sleepless nights. He’d tried to use constant motion to distract himself, but there was simply too much time in a day to fill.  
 He glanced over at Mrz, who was chatting with Tora. The two were the strangest pair, and yet had become best of friends in the short time they’d known each other. The rest of his men and dwarves were spread out in a ragged line across the rugged Terran terrain. This far south, there wasn’t much to see, the soil dry and brittle and unsuitable for farming. Not that the northern lands were much more fertile, at least not from what Ando had seen when they’d made the trek from Wolfsgaard to the Infernal Pit.  

Has Odin been unfair to Teravainen? he wondered. Odin’s land was exceptionally fertile and produced incredible surpluses with each harvest. Once they had exported what they could to their neighboring countries, but trade with the Terrans had ended at the onset of the war. A career soldier, Ando knew little of politics, but he was aware that just before King Gaard declared war on Odin, King Normandian had raised the prices of goods by more than thirty percent.  

Nothing justifies what King Gaard did at Westport. So many innocent lives snuffed out for what? 

 Ando knew his thoughts could’ve spiraled for hours on end, so he was thankful when Sola sidled up to him. “Once we reach Solarii, I can arrange transport for you—Tora, too, if you wish—on a sea vessel bound for Chrysallis. We can send word ahead of your arrival. I am certain the king will be anxious to learn of your survival and escape.”  
 “Thank you, but I’m not returning to Odin,” Ando said flatly. His gaze remained firmly forward, searching for any sign of the battlements that marked the border between Teravainen and Solarii. Now that the Rift had been secured and the lives of any Terran innocents were no longer his responsibility, he was anxious for true freedom. Plus, he had no other family in Odin, not anymore.  
 “Then what do you plan to do?” 
 “I’m a soldier,” Ando said. “I plan to fight.” 
 “With my people?” 
 “For a start. If the Terrans were defeated at Kingsfort, and I hope to the gods they were, it will only make them more dangerous. The Terran Wolf will be desperate for a victory, and Solarii’s military is much smaller.” 
 “Why not return to Odin and reclaim your position as High Commander?” 
 “I—” He swallowed a thick lump in his throat. “Maybe someday. But not today. That’s the only answer I have right now. I’m sorry.” 
 “You have nothing to be sorry for,” Sola said. “I would be dead if not for you. All of us would be. You took a group of misfits and turned us into something more.” 
 “I’m not a misfit!” Mrz shouted from twenty paces away.  
 Ando marveled at the Grizari’s keen hearing but didn’t let it distract him from what Sola had said. “What did I turn you into?” 
 “A family,” Sola said. “Something I haven’t had since my brother died.” 
 Ando felt a wellspring of warmth grow in his chest. “Then I’m glad. Though it wasn’t just me. We did it together. Now I fear this conversation has become overly sappy. Go trade bawdy stories with Mrz, I’m certain the men will enjoy it.” 
 “Tora too,” Sola said, grinning.  
 “Tora too,” Ando said.  


   
 “Lay down your weapons!” the Solarii soldier shouted as they approached the gate. Ando knew that the narrow head of the peninsula was sealed from coast to coast by a series of six walls, each of which had its own heavy gate. The gates were positioned at different locations on each wall, forcing an enemy that breached one gate to fight their way along a narrow corridor set between walls to reach the next gate, which would then need to be infiltrated without the use of a battering ram, as there was insufficient space to maneuver anything longer than a spear. All the while, Solarii defenders would be raining down arrows and hot oil and plenty of other projectiles from the walls above.  

No wonder the Terrans have yet to shatter the Solarii border. A better option, Ando thought, is to scale each successive wall using ladders and grappling hooks. A sufficiently sized force could simply overwhelm the defenders. Or better yet, avoid these walls altogether and attack from the sea. How different would things have been if King Gaard had chosen to flex his naval muscles on Sunsei rather than Westport? How different would I be?

 While Ando’s thoughts had, once again, strayed off course, Sola had stepped forward to converse with the soldiers atop the first of six walls, explaining what had happened—though he left out the part about defending the Rift—and why a Solarii soldier was traveling with Odinian soldiers, dwarves and one Grizari. As they’d agreed, Sola said they’d rebelled against and killed their captors while on the road south, and then fled for the border.  
 “Prisoners, eh?” the Solarii soldier said. “Well, any enemy to the Terrans is a friend to us! Still, you must lay down your weapons. Can’t be too careful these days.” 
 “Understood, friend,” Sola said, setting an example for the rest of them by placing his sword on the ground and then unstrapping the collection of daggers he’d procured at the Infernal Pit. No one else moved, watching Ando to see what he would do. He sighed and then removed his own weapons’ belt. It wasn’t like they had a choice. They couldn’t go back, and they couldn’t remain here waiting for the Terrans to eventually attack again. 
 The rest of the men followed suit, most silently, the dwarves grumbling, none louder than Barty. Mrz, however, remained stock still, arms crossed over his powerful chest. “Yours, too, Grizari,” the soldier said.  
 “Hammer stays with me,” Mrz said.  
 “Then you can stay on that side of the wall.” 
 Ando was about to try to reason with the Grizari when Sola turned and said, “It’ll be fine. Once we’re inside, I’ll explain everything to General Brogue. I know him quite well. You’ll get your hammer back.” 
 “Brogue is dead,” the soldier atop the wall said.  
 “What? When?” Sola said, turning back.  
 The soldier looked at his comrades, several of whom had gathered around him. “A fortnight, give or take a few days.” A chorus of ayes and nodding heads followed.  
 “How?” 
 “An unfortunate accident. His horse kicked him in the head.” The soldier shrugged, as if to say These things happen.

 Sola’s lips tightened together, but then he said, “I know General Ranyan as well, I will speak to him.” 
 “Ranyan’s dead, too,” the soldier said.  
 Sola frowned. “Another unfortunate accident?” 
 “Aye, how’d you guess?” 
 Ando maintained a neutral expression as he considered the information. One general dying in a horrific accident was bad luck. Two in short succession was a pattern. Suddenly General Raan’s tale about how he was captured didn’t seem like an unfortunate set of circumstances. Instead, it fit the pattern of dead Solarii generals. It was a stark reminder that just because two different kingdoms were fighting the same enemy didn’t mean they had anything in common, or that they were natural allies. Despite what the soldier had said, sometimes your enemies’ enemy was not your friend. Whatever was happening in the ranks of the Solarii military leadership, Ando wasn’t keen to be a part of it. “We’re leaving,” he said, bending to retrieve his weapon.  
 “Stop,” the soldier ordered.  
 Ando froze, twisting his head to find half a dozen Solarii archers with their arrows trained on him. “What do you want from us?” he said, hearing the frustration and strain in his own voice. “For the last few months, we’ve been prisoners of your enemy. We’ve been through void and back again to reach this point, now within a few strides of escaping. And you would skewer us for no reason other than we decided to go another way?” 
 “Not if we don’t have to,” the soldier said. “We’d rather you leave your weapons and come inside. But we can’t let you leave.” 
 Ando closed his eyes. Opened them. He wouldn’t risk any more lives in a mad attempt to escape the archers’ arrows. “Fine. Mrz—your hammer.” 
 Mrz met his eyes, and Ando sensed his intention a split-second before he threw the hammer, which spun end over end, crashing amongst the Solarii soldiers, who scattered to avoid being bludgeoned. “Oops. It slipped,” Mrz said.  
 The response was swift, a single arrow loosed. Even if the archer had poor aim, which he did not, it would be hard to miss a figure as large as Mrz from this distance. The arrow pierced his shoulder, making the Grizari twitch slightly. With all eyes on him, he reached over with the opposite hand, gripped the arrow’s shaft, and then pulled it out. Blood dripped from the tip, which was wet with flesh. “You dropped somethin’ too. Open gate so I can bring inside,” Mrz said.  
 The soldiers’ mouths gaped open.  


   
 After the gate had closed behind them, they were forced to march the very path an invading army would have to, with archers’ arrows trained on them the entire way. After the fifth gate, Ando was beginning to realize how clever the Solarii defenses were. Even with a sizable ground force, the narrow spaces between the series of walls would make fighting difficult. Plus, as the corpses piled up, it would create another barrier—one of flesh and bone.  
 Finally, they passed through the sixth gate, blinking away spots as they emerged into a cloudless sky and a spray of brilliant sunlight. The gorgeous weather certainly explained why every soldier he saw had bronzed skin and sun-drenched hair.  
 A welcoming party of at least a hundred heavily armed men awaited them. At their head was a black-robed figure gripping a staff. What’s a mage doing leading an army? Ando thought.  
 “I am General Lin-Wei,” the mage, who happened to be a woman, said. “I have been briefed on your circumstances. Do you have a leader?” 
 “Ando,” Ando said, stepping forward. He was tempted to reveal his true identity, but something held him back.  
 “Where’s hammer?” Mrz said. “I seem to have lost it.” 
 This was one of those times when Ando wished he had a muzzle large enough for the Grizari’s mouth, which seemed incapable of simply remaining silent. “Forgive my friend,” Ando said, taking another step forward. In response, six of the guards stepped forward, blocking the space between him and the mage. Ando frowned. “We are unarmed and at your mercy,” he said. “We have one of your own amongst us.” 
 “At ease, soldiers,” the mage, Lin-Wei, said, stepping between them to emerge at the front once more. Several capped vials of glowing magenum tinkled against her staff’s shaft—which appeared to be metal—as she moved. She was as graceful an individual as Ando had ever laid eyes on, moving with a fluidity that reminded him of water passing between objects. He noticed a strange marking on the wrist attached to the hand gripping the staff. A sun set within a larger star. It wasn’t the symbol itself that was strange, but the way it seemed to flicker every few seconds. “You are being modest, High Commander.” 

So she knows who I am, Ando thought, reconfiguring his strategy to adjust to this fact. “My reputation precedes me,” he said. “But I fear I am but an escaped prisoner of war now. I require assistance.” 
 “To return to Odin? Surely if you traveled this far south through enemy territory you could’ve just as easily made your way east across the Vein.” 
 “I’m certain you noticed King Gaard relocated the majority of his soldiers to Kingsfort. The way east was far more treacherous than south.” 
 “He was defeated handily at Kingsfort, in case you’re wondering,” the mage said casually, as though this information meant little to her.  
 “Thank you. I am relieved to hear it.” Ando’s words were but a fraction of the true relief he felt, easing a fear that had settled so deep into the core of his being the moment he’d chosen to defend the Rift rather than travel to Kingsfort that it felt like a parasite sucking him dry.  
 “I’m assuming you will also be pleased to learn of King Gaard’s death?” 
 “What?” Ando said. Murmurs of confusion from his men followed. “How? Surely he didn’t fight at Kingsfort.” 
 “Of course not. He died within the bounds of his own palace. Official word is that his daughter took his life, her mother’s, and then her own.” 
 Ando was speechless. He could still picture Crown Princess Amari sitting beside her father watching their prisoners kill each other in the arena. Their expressions were nearly identical. A king and his protégé. “And Prince Jarrod?” he asked.  
 “King Jarrod now,” the mage said. “With his brother, Sampson, missing, he is the only Gaard left. Wouldn’t it be fortunate if he contracted the plague and died too? The end of a dynasty and the end of the war in one fell swoop.”  
 Ando also remembered the one time he’d seen Jarrod, his position replaced by the unusual pink-skinned woman during the subsequent battle. He’d seen how uncomfortable the violence taking place in the arena had made the prince. Mayhaps he will be a kinder, gentler ruler than his father, he thought. “Some of us want to assist Solarii to hold the border,” Ando said, changing the subject. All the information was appreciated and useful, but none of it changed his objective for coming here.  
 “Some of you, but not all?” the mage said.  
 “Still deciding,” Mrz said. “Give me back hammer an’ I’ll let you know.” 
 “They consider me their leader, but they have their free will,” Ando explained. “If any wish to return to their home countries, I will not stand in their way.” 
 “And if I do?”  

There it is, Ando thought. The show of power. He’d been waiting for it to emerge the entire conversation. “Why would you? We mean you no harm. Some of us will offer our swords to your cause. Why not offer safe passage to those who desire it?” 
 Instead of answering, the mage asked, “How did you escape? And don’t give me the same nonsense you told my soldier. A high-value prisoner such as you would not be so poorly protected as that. There must be more to it.” 
 Ando knew in that moment that somehow she knew what they’d done at the Infernal Pit, how they’d protected the Terran people from a demon invasion that might’ve ended the war swiftly and in Solarii’s favor. He knew explaining that he couldn’t not defend the Terran innocents from the demons would hurt more than help his position. He also knew she wasn’t going to allow any of them to leave—not ever. “I request an audience with the Dead King,” he said.  
 Her response was swift and brooked no argument. “No.” She turned away, flicking her staff behind her. “Secure the prisoners.” 
 The soldiers moved forward. 
 Ando gritted his teeth as realization set in. They’d gone from being one man’s prisoner to another’s. Not the mage, who was but a servant, but the Dead King himself.  

Just another enemy, he thought as he allowed himself to be bound, while the rest of his men fought like wildcats, and one, Mrz, like a bear. Tora’s shriek as one of the men grabbed her vaulted high into the air. 





 Nine 
 Quill 
 Wolfsgaard, Teravainen 
   
 QUILL HAD TURNED THE IMAGE OF THE DRAGON AND ITS RIDER OVER IN HIS MIND FOR SEVERAL DAYS
before letting it go as something he may never understand the truth of. That was hard for him. He preferred knowing things, analyzing them until he understood every detail, every aspect. Why would a dragonrider, from Travail presumably, approach Aeromand? Everyone knew the mages were generally neutral in matters of war. Yes, some mages chose to leave the island and ally themselves with one kingdom or another, but those instances were rare, like in the case of the infamous Grimfire. 


You’re supposed to be letting it go, remember? he thought, chiding himself. They’d been sailing along the western coast of Teravainen for several days now, which meant Wolfsgaard had to be close. In fact, as he squinted into the distance, blocking the glare of the sun with a raised hand…there! He could just make out the ramparts of a castle set on a portion of the countryside that bulged outward into the sea.  
 “We’ve arrived,” Quill said, feeling giddy bubbles of exhilaration pop in his stomach. This was his first official assignment as a full-fledged mage, rank 1, after all. “At last.” 
 The only response he received from Rondo was the sound of dry retching as he hung over the ship’s side. He felt bad for his friend, who never managed to find his sea legs, stumbling and vomiting all over the ship. When his latest round of gagging subsided, Quill offered him a handkerchief, which he accepted, using it to wipe his mouth. “Thank the gods,” he murmured, his face looking more green than white, his spectacles fogged up. It was no small miracle he hadn’t already lost them in the ocean along the way. 
 Quill hadn’t minded being at sea—had enjoyed it even, the fresh air in his lungs, the cool salt spray on his dark skin, the rocking motion that made sleep easier—but was still anxious for it to be over, both because he was worried Rondo couldn’t last much longer and because it was time to get to work. The mystery of the stolen lesserblades had weighed heavily on his mind from the moment the Council told him about it.  
 The weight of their assignment was made heavier by the unexplainable feeling of wrongness that seemed to grow from the moment they’d departed the Isle of Mages. He didn’t feel ill, like Rondo, just…not himself. Like he was moving forward when he should be moving backward. He dismissed it again, as he had each time he’d felt it along the journey, chalking it up to a bit of homesickness.  
 “We should get cleaned up,” Quill said, though he’d done just that earlier in the day. What he really meant was You should get cleaned up. He was used to his friend looking as though he’d been caught in a typhoon, but this was worse on account of the dried vomit crusted on his magenta acolyte robe. “I’ll help you.” 
 “I’m fine, thanks,” Rondo said, mouth gaping on the last word as his stomach heaved once more.  
 Quill did his best to hold the loose front of Rondo’s robe back while his friend spewed what he hoped was the last of the bile in his stomach. He was beginning to feel bad for dragging him halfway across Kingfall and putting him through such torture. “I’m sorry, perhaps I shouldn’t have—” 
 “Don’t apologize for this—not ever!” Rondo said, turning suddenly to look at him. His lips were wet with stomach fluid and he looked on the verge of death, but there was still a measure of fire in his eyes. “You gave me a chance when no one else would. If not for you I’d be vomiting on another ship in the Sacred Sea still leagues away from making landfall in Avadon. If not for you I’d be preparing to face my father’s gloating as his prediction that I’d never amount to anything was proven correct, and my mother’s shame that I’d failed at the one thing I’d ever shown any real aptitude for.” 
 “Rondo…” 
 “Let me finish.” Quill clamped his mouth shut, surprised by the command in his friend’s voice. “I owe you everything, Quill. I am going to help you solve this mystery, and then we’re both going to return to Aeromand as conquering heroes where we’ll be showered with rewards. I’ll be advanced to mage, rank 1, and you’ll be promoted to rank 2. Void, they might even send you straight to rank 3!” 
 Quill chuckled at the excitement in Rondo’s countenance, the first signs of life since they’d boarded the ship. He was about to tell him how he’d rather be here with Rondo than anyone else, and that he didn’t just choose him because of their friendship but because he had more than one talent and that he wasn’t a failure and that his parents were fools and— 
 He didn’t have time to say any of those things because Rondo’s stomach heaved once more.  


   
 By the time the ship eased into the harbor at Wolfsgaard and the anchor had been slung into the depths with a magnanimous splash, Rondo’s stomach had settled. “Just in time for us to get off,” he said wryly.  
 “Mayhaps we should make the return trip overland,” Quill said. He was thankful for Rondo’s sake that the harbor was deep enough for the ship to dock against the wooden slabs extending well out into the water, rather than requiring them to clamber into smaller boats that would undoubtedly churn up his friend’s stomach again. 
 “Nonsense,” Rondo said. “I don’t do well on horses either.” 
 Quill snorted and shook his head. Of course you don’t, he thought. While they waited for the ropes to be tied and the gangway to be connected to the ship, he took in the scene before him, which was bustling with activity, at least a dozen other ships—though none as large or luxurious as theirs—at anchor at intervals along the pier. Dockhands and sailors were in constant motion, moving barrels and crates, tying up sails, cleaning salt from wood planks that would be salty again in no time at all—there was life in this place.  
 “C’mon,” Quill said, leading the way toward the three short steps climbing to the gangway, which, thankfully, had handrails for them to grip as they clambered down. Quill was shocked by how his legs felt on something that wasn’t constantly in motion, clutching one rail to steady himself and using his staff like a cane on the other side. Firmly on the pier, he took a moment to maintain his balance because it felt like everything beneath him continued to move, though rationally he knew it did not. Rondo was faring no better, stumbling down the gangway and almost knocking them both to the ground. Only Quill’s steadying hand on his elbow saved them from scrapes and splinters.  
 “Sorry,” Rondo said. At least he no longer looked green.  
 “It’s fine,” Quill said, gazing about him, searching for someone bearing the Terran royal seal. He’d been told they’d receive a royal escort to the palace. Bodies pushed past them, sailors anxious to begin their onshore leave, heading for taverns or brothels or home to families. A few moments later, they stood alone on the pier.  
 “Did we arrive earlier than expected?” Rondo asked. It was a fair question considering the days must’ve blended together while his friend was seasick.  
 “No.” Quill had kept a careful tally of the days for just this reason. The winds had been steady, the weather fair. No, they’d arrived on the exact day that had been planned. But he also knew that things rarely went according to plan, so they would simply have to adjust their mindset. “No matter. We will make our way to the palace on our own. Excuse me, sir!” Quill directed the last toward an old beggar practically swimming in a thick, black robe as he sat holding a small tin cup containing a few coins that jingled when he moved it from side to side. His eyes were unseeing and milky white.  
 “A copper for an old man?” he said.  
 “I’ll do you far better if you provide the most direct route to the palace,” Quill said enthusiastically.  
 “Ain’t no secret,” the man said. “The direct path is through the heart of the city, climbing ever upslope. But the city is busy and you will be waylaid by carts and peddlers and all manner of distractions. The more roundabout way will prove faster in the end. Go to the end of the pier and turn left. Follow the coastline until you reach the corner of the city. Then turn right. Travel along the edge until you can’t travel any further. Turn right again. When you meet the castle guards, you’ll know you’ve arrived.” 
 “Thank you, kind sir, we are on a mission of the utmost importance to the safety and security of Kingfall.” With that, Quill dropped two gold coins into his tin cup.  
 “And thank you!” the man said. “May the gods bless you!” He rattled the heavy coins in his cup happily, but Quill was already well along the pier with Rondo close at hand. He was anxious to reach the palace, escort or not, and begin their work.  
 As instructed by the beggar, when they reached the end of the pier, he turned left. Rondo followed, but said, “Are you certain we shouldn’t make our way through the heart of the city? I’ve studied maps of Wolfsgaard before, and this route will be a few leagues out of our way—Wolfsgaard is a large sprawl in every direction.” 
 “That man has probably spent his entire life in Wolfsgaard and knows that the shortest path is not always the quickest.” 
 “That may be true, but we are young and fleet of foot. We could weave our way through the city without too much trouble. Or…” 
 “Or what?” Quill said, glancing at his friend. “You’re not suggesting…” 
 “Why not? We are mages, after all. Magic is in our blood.” 
 “You’re an acolyte, and I’ve barely achieved rank 1. And, lest you forget, use of magic in an unofficial capacity is strictly forbidden.” 
 “This is an official capacity. We were instructed to make haste for Wolfsgaard. Magic can help with that. Otherwise we’ll be lucky to make it to the castle gates by nightfall.” 
 His friend did have a point. “What do you suggest? We fly over the city? We’ll drain our magenum before we make it halfway.” 
 “You know flying is well beyond my capabilities. I’m thinking more subtle magic. Only when needed to speed things along.” 
 “Since when has your magic been subtle?” 
 “Not mine, yours. You were the top mage in our class every year. There’s a reason you were chosen for this assignment. Time to prove the Archmage Council right.” 
 Quill stared at his friend for a moment, considering. “You’re right. I’ve been training for this almost my entire life. I’m a mage now, not some green acol—oh, I’m sorry. I forgot…”  
 “It’s fine,” Rondo said, smirking. “I am an acolyte, and I am green, and not just because I’ve been seasick for days. I’ll pitch in where needed, of course, but this is your assignment. I’m here to assist you however possible.”  
 “Thank you. Now let’s take the short route.” Rondo grinned and they turned back, retracing their steps to the end of the pier and then veering directly into Wolfsgaard.  


   
 An hour later, Quill wasn’t certain whether he regretted the decision or not. The other route would’ve been a greater distance, but at least they’d be moving. No fewer than a dozen times the way forward had been blocked by one obstacle or another: twice carts had overturned, spilling their contents across the whole of the street and starting fistfights over whose fault the accident had been; thrice they’d had to push and shove their way through crowded marketplaces where people haggled over prices as though their very lives depended on saving a copper; once a lord passed by on a litter carried by four burly men, forcing everyone else to smash against the side walls or be crushed underfoot; and exactly four times they’d been harassed by dark-eyed women offering everything from themselves to magenum to an opportunity to grow wealthy beyond imagination. The offer of magenum shocked Quill more than anything else—what interest did non-mages have in the magical, glowing liquid? Then he’d remembered his father, and how on the final day of his life he’d drunk magenum. To forget, he thought. To escape.

 He blinked away the thought. In any case, he’d grown quite sweaty in his thick robes under the sweltering eye of the sun, which had barely passed its midpoint. And now, just when they’d made quick work of three city blocks, another obstacle presented itself, the oddest yet: the street was flooded. It was a rare portion of the street that was level rather than sloping, and the water had settled in a sizeable pool that reached all the way to the knees. All manner of flotsam and jetsam bobbed along while men and women scooped up buckets of water and hauled them away, muttering and cursing but mostly getting on with the backbreaking work.  
 “What now?” Quill said. “The water will render our robes sodden.” 
 “Time for magic,” Rondo said eagerly.  
 “Like what? Walk across the water? That won’t draw attention at all.” 
 “You can walk across the water?” Rondo said, eyes widening.  
 “Sort of. I would be levitating just above it, but it would appear as though…anyway, no, I can’t do it with all these people watching. The news of official mages from Aeromand would travel like wildfire through the city, and then the rumors and gossip would start. This assignment is supposed to be clandestine.” 
 “Then what?” 
 “We go around,” Quill said, making Rondo groan.  
 The only option was a small, dark alleyway that cut a path perpendicular to the main street, large stone structures rising two stories on either side. The entrance to the alley had a large iron gate standing open, which Quill assumed was closed at nightfall to prevent unwanted behavior from occurring in its shadows during the dark of night. The opposite side would have a similar gate but would also be open given it was only midday. The alleyway was deserted, as far as Quill could tell, and he started into it with Rondo tight against his elbow.  
 “Illume,” his friend murmured, uncorking the only vial of magenum tethered to his damaged staff. The vial was half-empty, but a few glowing wisps emerged from it in response to his spell. They quickly dissipated and he cursed under his breath. “Damn broken staff,” he said.  
 Quill didn’t want to hurt his friend’s feelings by telling him the staff hadn’t been the problem. Rather, it was the manner in which he’d issued the spell—weak without conviction, his pronunciation imprecise and clumsy. He suspected his friend already knew that anyway. “Let me,” Quill said. “The Council didn’t give me this fancy new staff just to stare at.” He gripped Gloria in one hand, while uncapping the topmost vial of the six attached to its shaft. “Illume,” he said, his voice doing that thing it always did when he spoke one of the ancient words—growing deeper and almost hollow. It wasn’t something he did on purpose; it just happened naturally.  
 As soon as he spoke the word, wisps of glowing smoke from the vial twisted around the head of his staff, causing Gloria to glow as bright as a torch, except viridian rather than the orange, red and yellow of flames. A magelight, it was called. The light pierced the shadows, sending them scurrying away to find the darkest corners in which to coalesce and hide. “See?” Rondo said. “That’s what I mean. This is what you were born to do.” 
 “It’s a simple spell,” Quill said. “I learned it when I was—” 
 “A first-year acolyte, I know,” Rondo said. There was a hint of frustration in his voice. “And yet I’ve only managed to perform it successfully three times. Can you believe that? I’ve managed it so rarely I can still count them. Pathetic.” 
 “Your staff is—” 
 “Rubbish, I know. But that’s not the problem, and you know it. I am rubbish.” 
 “Yes, you are,” Quill said, which made Rondo’s self-pitying expression transform into an angry scowl. “You are exactly what everyone says you are, because that’s what you believe.” 
 “I—” Rondo’s mouth flapped open and closed like a fish out of water trying to breathe. “You’re right. I do believe it, how could I not?” 
 “Try again,” Quill said. When Rondo looked at him with confusion, he said, “The spell. Deilluminus.” His own magelight winked out and he stuffed the cork back into the vial of magenum, which still appeared full. The simple spell required very little of the substance. “Make it work or walk in the dark. Your choice.” 
 “This is ridicul—” 
 “Fine. We walk in the dark.” Quill started off without looking back.  
 “Wait.” Quill stopped and turned. Rondo sighed. “Fine. Illume.” Once more, faint wisps of magesmoke roiled from the vial but vanished more quickly than pipe smoke.  
 “Again.” 
 “Illume.” If anything, the wisps were even fainter.  
 “You’re not even trying.” 
 “I can’t do it.” 
 “You said it yourself, you’ve done it thrice before. Why not try for a fourth?” 
 “Because—because what’s the point?” 
 “To learn. To get better.” 
 “I’m hopeless.” 
 “You wouldn’t have been chosen to study at Aeromand if you were hopeless,” Quill said. “Now try again. With conviction this time. Because you believe the magelight will appear.” 
 “Illume.” More faint wisps, though Quill thought he detected a slight brightening around the edges. Was it his imagination, or did they linger a few seconds longer?  
 “Again.” 
 “Illume.” 
 Rondo repeated the spell several times more until his face was beginning to grow pale from the effort and Quill was almost ready to stop him before he drained himself completely. That’s when it happened. His friend spoke the spell, the magesmoke roiled, and the tip of his staff, Gertrude, began to glow a rich magenta. “I did it?” Rondo said. “I did it!” 
 “Of course you did. I never doubted it.” Quill smiled. “Lead the way.”  
 Rondo did just that, childishly waving the glowing staff around like a sword and pretending to battle invisible foes. It was behavior unworthy of a mage, but there was no one around and soon Quill joined in, sending his own staff a-glowing and doing battle with the forces of evil. By the time they’d reached the end of the alley, they were out of breath and laughing.  
 “We have to stop,” Quill said, gasping. “We represent the Archmage Council. We need to act the part.” 
 His friend grinned. “Of course we do. Though I still smell of vomit and I swear you have dead fish in your pockets.” 
 “Perhaps we should find a place to freshen up a bit before we complete our journey,” Quill agreed, though he’d just noticed something odd. The gate at the end of the alleyway was closed. He approached it, frowning, and then gave it a small shake. It rattled but didn’t release its clasp. That’s when he spotted the lock, which required a key. “That’s strange…” 
 “Perhaps someone forgot to unlock it this morning,” Rondo suggested.  
 “Perhaps….,” Quill mused, though it would be unusual to remember to unlock one side but not the other. “We could simply climb it.” 
 “I’m averse to heights,” Rondo said, looking squeamish as he stared at the top of the gate, which was taller than both of them stacked on top of each other. “Turn back and find another way around the flooding?” 
 “There was no other way. We’d have to backtrack a full block. We’ve already wasted enough time. I’ll simply—” 
 “What do we have here?” a voice interrupted.  
 Quill and Rondo whirled about as one, taking in the trio of shadowy figures approaching. Rondo held up Gertrude, the magelight illuminating three men, rough-looking, with long, greasy hair and unkempt goatees. The one in the middle, the leader presumably, wore a wicked-looking scar over his left eye. “The gate is locked,” Quill said stupidly, because he didn’t know what else to say.  
 “Is it now?” the leader said. “Maybe that’s because we locked it.”  
 Quill snapped to his senses. He knew exactly what this was—a money grab. Nothing more. “I’ve got coin,” he said, reaching inside his robe to extract the pouch. He shook it to make the sound of coins jingling. “You can have it—all of it. And then we’ll be on our way.” 
 “You’re right, we will have the gold—all of it. But you’ve already seen our faces. Who’s to say you won’t go running to the city watch, send them after us?” 
 “Because we won’t—you have our word.” 
 “In my world, words mean little. I have something better.” The man drew a dagger that had been sheathed at his hip. His comrades followed his lead, and soon they were all brandishing very sharp-looking weapons. Quill’s mind had gone blank, though he knew there were half a hundred spells he’d memorized that should be able to help them get out of the situation. Being a viridian mage, combat magic hadn’t been a focus of his training, but he had learned a number of disarming spells, as well as offensive spells. He’d just never planned to use any of them, hoping to focus on more analytical pursuits. Rondo, as a magenta mage, had been trained in the magical art of growing things and influencing people. The latter might’ve come in handy in their present circumstances, but he suspected his friend’s conviction had tumbled off a cliff. Quill’s original plan had been to use a basic unlocking spell. The only problem: now he couldn’t remember the spell he’d learned as a first-year acolyte.  
 Without discussing it, Quill found that both he and Rondo had backed up several steps, until they had nowhere else to go, the confounded gate blocking further progress. “What’s the spell to unlock?” Quill hissed.  
 “Clictriage benefacto,” Rondo said, without hesitation. At least his steel trap mind was still intact.  
 Quill turned, uncorking a vial once more, and then uttering the spell. As he spoke, his voice wavered more than a thin reed stalk under a heavy wind. The lock just stared back at him. Cursing, he tried again. And again. Behind him, the men were laughing.  
 “Worst damn mages I’ve ever seen,” the leader said, tossing his dagger expertly from one hand to the other. Quill was beginning to suspect that whoever had given him the scar above his eye had received far worse in return. “You look more like a flower than a mage in that pink robe.” 
 Frantic now, Quill tried the spell once more, but with the same dismal result. He could finally relate to how Rondo must feel almost all the time when his spells failed—helpless and frustrated. Back on Aeromand, Quill had found magic so easy, but here, in the heat of the moment, it was like his confidence had vanished.  
 “Back up,” Rondo said suddenly. When Quill just stared at him, his friend grabbed his shoulders and physically moved him aside. Then Rondo stood with his feet shoulder-length apart and planted his staff firmly between them, gripping Gertie with both hands. “Brektaro domanus!” he said, and Quill heard that same conviction in his friend’s tone he usually heard in his own.  
 A blast of magenta light erupted from his staff, shooting into the gate, which crashed open, the lock shattering. “C’mon!” Rondo said, grabbing Quill’s arm and dragging him forward until he gathered his wits enough to remember how to run on his own. Only once they were back onto another crowded street, blinking in the afternoon light, did they stop and turn around. Quill half-expected to find the men pushing through the mob to get to them, prepared to slide one of those wicked daggers between their ribs just for the fun of it. Instead, the alley’s mouth was empty, the men having retreated back into their web to wait for the next unsuspecting fly to wander into their trap.  
 “How did you—where did you—what did you…?” Quill said, staring at his friend, who decidedly did not look like someone capable of destroying an iron gate. His glasses were slightly crooked again, his hair blown every which way, his robe dirty with vomit.  
 “He called my robe pink. It’s godsdamn magenta.” 
 Quill’s brows furrowed for a second, and then he burst out laughing. “If that’s what you’re capable of doing when you feel insulted, I plan to mock you mercilessly the next time we’re in trouble. And, for your information, your robe is looking a little pink.” 
 “Take it back.” 
 “No.” 
 “Don’t make me—” 
 His friend slammed his mouth shut, staring at something behind Quill. “What is it?” He turned and followed his friend’s gaze to where, standing before him was, of all people, the beggar from the pier. Except now his dark robe didn’t appear too large for him, his tall, broad frame filling it out. His eyes were no longer milky white with blindness, but dark and piercing. He gripped a long, black staff dangling with more vials of magenum than even the Archmages wore on their own staffs. His opposite hand was open, palm up, two gold coins winking in the sunlight. He flipped them in the air and they spun toward Quill, who reached out to catch them. Just before he did, they disappeared.  
 “My name is Grimfire,” the mage said. “Welcome to Wolfsgaard.” 


   
 “Why did you pretend to be a beggar? Why did you tell us to go the long route? Why didn’t you help us against those thieves?” Rondo practically shouted as they were hurried along toward the massive iron gates set between the largest wall Quill had ever seen.  
 “Your friend asks a lot of questions,” Grimfire said.  
 “They are fair questions,” Quill said.  
 “Perhaps, but I expect you might already know the answers.” The mage’s long strides forced them to take two quick steps for each one of his.  
 “You were testing us,” Quill said flatly. He knew all about this mage, whose history was quite infamous in Aeromand. He was once a member of the Archmage Council, but then there was some sort of a falling out between him and Cernon. Grimfire left and made his way to Wolfsgaard, where he agreed to be King Cronus Gaard’s royal mage. Since then he’d participated in the foul war waged by the Terrans on Odin and Solarii, which secured his legacy as an outcast amongst mages. It appeared his allegiance had not wavered since King Gaard’s death.  
 “Was I?” the mage said. “Now why would I do that?” 
 “That’s the question,” Quill said, eyeing Grimfire with suspicion.  
 “Hmm,” the mage said, giving nothing away with his expression as they stopped in front of the gates, which began to groan open, stern-faced guards garbed in green and black standing at attention before it.  
 Grimfire hustled them inside the gates, which reversed course and slammed shut behind them. “You want to know what I think?” Quill said.  
 “No, but I suspect you’ll tell me anyway.” 
 “I think you were testing us to ensure the Council didn’t send a pair of shlubs—” 
 “Shlubs?” 
 “Yes, shlubs. It’s no secret the Council despises you, but they wouldn’t go so far as to risk the safety and security of Kingfall just because of some bitter feud.” 
 “Wouldn’t they? Your friend—Rocko, is it?” 
 “Rondo,” Rondo said.  
 “You’re just an acolyte. How does sending an acolyte on an assignment of this importance make any sense?” 
 “Rondo may not have his rank yet, but—” 
 “And you…how long have you been rank 1?” 
 “That’s not important, what matters is that—” 
 “That’s what I thought. You’ve only just achieved full magehood. You’re as green as your robe.” 
 “It’s viridian, actually.” 
 Rondo snorted. “Now who’s being precious about the color of their robe?” 
 “Plus, I’ll have you know, it was the acolyte who saved us back in the alley after you sicced those thugs on us.” 
 “Exactly,” Grimfire said, as if Quill had just made his point for him. “What were you doing while Roger—” 
 “Rondo,” Rondo said. 
 “—was using magic to smash through the locked gates?” 
 “I—I—” 
 “You froze, right?” 
 “I tried to unlock the gate.” 
 “Which is a spell you learned, what? Five years ago?” 
 “Six, but that doesn’t mean—” 
 “That you can’t handle this assignment?” Grimfire interjected. “I happen to agree with you.” 
 That stopped Quill short. “You do?” 
 “Yes. I believe Cernon did send you and Ronson here as a slight to me and my choices, thinking you would bungle the whole thing. But I also think he made a mistake. Because you and your friend are hungry to succeed. Find the culprit and you will be a friend to Teravainen forever.” 
 With that, the mage turned and marched into the palace, stopping to look back only when he realized neither of them had followed him. In truth, Quill was still trying to figure out how much of what Grimfire had said was true. Was it possible Cernon had been using him as part of his feud with Grimfire? He had to admit, he’d found it a little odd the archmage had sent him and not someone more experienced, or even gone himself. It would also explain why he’d readily agreed that Rondo accompany him. Had they been set up to fail? If so, the Council was in for a shock. On the other hand, Grimfire’s reputation was far from pristine. There was every possibility that the mage’s silver tongue was playing tricks with their minds. After all, he’d pretended to be a beggar and then nearly had them killed. Regardless, they would need to tread carefully. “Coming?” Grimfire asked, dark eyes piercing him with a stare.  
 Quill hesitated only a moment before answering. “Yes.” 


   
 They stood before King Jarrod, who sat upon his throne, the throne of the Terran Wolf, complete with the menacing, fanged maw of the wolf rising over his head and the wolf’s clawed forepaws on which he rested his arms. The new king was quite pale, with dark circles under his eyes, which told Quill he’d been spending most of his time indoors and that he wasn’t sleeping well. He also detected a nervousness about him, one of his legs moving slightly, almost imperceptibly, while he tapped a single finger on the armrest.  

He’s not yet comfortable ruling, he thought. Which wasn’t entirely surprising, given the suddenness with which power had been thrust upon him. Void, it was supposed to be his sister, Amari, sitting there rather than him.  
 Still, standing before a king, Quill was tempted to kneel and avert his eyes. He forced himself not to, reminding himself that the mages of Aeromand were not beholden to any man or woman, regardless of their station.  
 “I expected you to arrive sooner,” Jarrod said. “Were you waylaid by any of my citizens? I know the Terran people can be rather…brash to outsiders.” 
 Quill’s gaze darted to Grimfire, who was standing as still as a statue at the righthand of the king. At first he thought the mage might’ve told him what he’d done—or worse, the king had been the one who’d commanded him to do it—but no, the mage offered a subtle shake of his head. Quill was tempted to inform the king of his mage’s little “test”, but then thought better of it. There was nothing to gain by publicly pitting himself against Grimfire. At least not yet. “Apologies. The streets were crowded, far busier than Aeromand, and it took us several hours to make our way from the ship.” 
 “I must say, it’s refreshing not to have you groveling before me like everyone else, with their constant ‘Your Majesties’. Quill and Rondo, correct?” 

At least he got both our names correct, Quill mused. “Yes. You received word of our impending arrival?” 
 “Yes. The Archmage Council has been most helpful. Cernon informed me you are a rising star amongst their ranks.” 
 Quill flushed, wondering whether Cernon would say the same if he learned of his poor performance when accosted by the vagabonds. “I will strive to recover the darkblades at all cost.” 
 “As will I,” Rondo said, bowing so low his robe gaped open at the front and several odds and ends tumbled from his inner pockets. He cursed and scrambled to collect them. “Apologies,” he said when he’d finally returned the items to his pockets and rose once more to stand at attention. 
 Quill almost expected the king to send them back to Aeromand right then and there. Instead, to Quill’s surprise, he chuckled. “That’s exactly what I mean. People getting all flustered around me now that I’m king, whereas before they barely seemed to notice me. Strange.” 
 Quill didn’t know what to say to that, so he said nothing.  
 The king tapped the armrest. “Well then, thank you for making the journey on such short notice. Grimfire will provide you with everything you need for your investigation. I don’t think I need to tell you how crucial it is that you bring the culprits to justice, do I? If the darkblades fall into the wrong hands…” 
 “Never fear. We understand the gravity of the situation,” Quill said.  


   
 “And each of the three doors requires a key that only the king possesses?” Quill said, eyeing the first of the doors, which was standing open, two burly castle guards columned on either side of it, eyes trained forward.  
 “Correct. As well as a spell from me to disarm the wards.” 
 “And how did you know the darkblades had been stolen? According to your account, you informed the king of the theft, rather than him learning of it simultaneously, as you entered the room together.” He asked the question the same way he’d asked the previous one, without a hint of suspicion in his tone.  
 “You are right to label me a prime suspect,” Grimfire said. “And not only because of my reputation amongst mages.” 
 “Did I say you were a suspect?” 
 “You implied it.” 
 “Did I?” 
 “Yes. Heavily.” 
 “Just answer the question, please, or I’ll be forced to tell the king you’re not being very cooperative.” 
 Grimfire smiled. “Pity you displayed none of this fire when my hired vagabonds came upon you in the alley.” Quill saw the reminder for what it was: an attempt to distract him. He ignored it, waiting patiently. “I didn’t steal the king’s set of keys, if that’s what you’re asking. The magical defenses and traps set up around the room include the pedestals themselves, which continuously weigh the swords. If they are removed or replaced with an object of even a slightly different weight, I know about it.” 
 “Clever.” 
 “Apparently not. Though I was aware the instant the darkblades were stolen and rushed to apprehend the culprit, I found the doors sealed with the dimwitted guards blissfully unaware that a theft had occurred under their very noses.” 
 Quill glanced at the guards, who were professional enough that they didn’t so much as flinch at the unveiled insult. Rondo had moved over to them and was now waving his hands in front of their eyes. They didn’t even blink. He shook his head in wonderment. “Are they real?” he asked. “Or only lifelike statues?” 
 “I assure you, they are flesh and blood like we all are,” Grimfire said.  
 “The darkblades were not replaced with other swords to try to fool your alarm system, correct?” Quill asked, ignoring his friend, who was now dancing a jig in front of the guards to persuade them to smile. They remained as stone-faced as ever.  
 “Correct.” 
 “Meaning the thief likely knew it would be impossible to place an object with the exact weight in the spot. Instead, they focused on getting in and out as quickly as possible. But how does one get into a triple-locked room brimming with magical defenses and traps and then walk away unscathed without alerting the guards?”  
 He’d asked the question more for himself, but Grimfire answered anyway. “It’s impossible. Not unless the thief was me, of course. Even then, it would’ve been difficult. The locks are imbued with magic as well. They cannot be fooled with spells. Only the king’s keys can open them with me present. Unless you think we did it together? We stole our own darkblades?” 
 “Hmm,” Quill murmured, content to play along. “But for what purpose? To distract the Archmage Council? And if so, why just the darkblades? Why not steal the lightblades too?” 
 “So many questions,” Grimfire said with false concern, shaking his head.  
 “May I inspect the door?” 
 “Of course.” 
 Rondo was continuing his efforts to get the guards to move, but their concentration was complete, staring straight ahead, unflinching. “Rondo,” Quill said.  
 His friend stopped to look at him. “Yes?”  
 “Er, can you help me over here?” 
 “I’m sort of busy…” 
 “Now.” 
 “Flexing your mage muscles, I see,” Rondo said, but finally gave up on the guards. “What are we doing, exactly?” 
 “Testing for fingerprints.” Quill reached inside his robe and extracted a small jar filled with bluish powder.” 
 “You brought magepowder inside the palace?” Grimfire said. “It is highly explosive, I must insist you cease—” 
 “I’ll be careful,” Quill said, removing the cork and then dipping a small brush into the powder. He handed it to Rondo. “Dust the knob.” 
 Rondo obeyed. Once the knob was coated with a thin layer of blue magepowder, Quill stood before it, staff in hand. “Will I find yours or the king’s fingerprints on the door?” 
 Grimfire shook his head. “We’re not fools. I wore gloves when we entered the room. I had planned to conduct the investigation myself, but the king insisted we involve your ilk.” 
 “So he doesn’t trust you then?” 
 “He thought it best we include someone neutral,” the royal mage said.  
 Quill turned back to the knob, uncorking one of the vials of magenum dangling from his staff. “Ultrum revealas,” he said. Now that he wasn’t facing daggers and thugs his confidence had returned and he easily spoke the spell with the necessary conviction. Green smoke roiled from his staff, curling around the knob. Before his very eyes, two fingerprints appeared in the magepowder.  
 “Wicked,” Rondo said. “But what can we do with them?” 
 “We’ll transfer them onto this parchment,” he said, extracting the special paper he’d packed for this specific purpose. “Then we can compare to the fingerprints of any suspects we apprehend.” He stepped closer to the doorknob, easing the parchment into position to capture the fingerprints. 
 Which disappeared. 
 Quill turned rapidly, staring daggers at Grimfire. “What did you do?” he said.  
 “Nothing. I’m as baffled as you.” 
 “Your knuckles are white on your staff,” Quill said.  
 Rondo said, “Quill.” 
 “Because I’m holding it,” the mage said. “None of the vials are uncapped, are they?” 
 It was true, but Quill wasn’t so foolish to think that the royal mage would limit his magenum supply to those tethered to his staff. “Empty your pockets.” 
 “Quill,” Rondo said again.  
 “Not now, Rondo. Do it. Or else you will swiftly become our lead suspect.” 
 The mage sighed. “As you wish.” He began to empty his pockets, which did, in fact, include several corked vials of magenum and several other objects that Quill knew could be used in spellcraft, from glowing stones to jars of snake eyes. “Satisfied?” the mage said. “Or would you like to rummage through my pockets yourself?” 
 Quill had half a mind to do just that, but then Rondo said, “Er, Quill,” again, and this time Quill turned sharply around and said, “What is it?” 
 “Him,” Rondo said simply, pointing toward one of the guards, who was no longer standing at attention beside the other, having eased half the distance toward the exit without Quill having noticed.  
 As all eyes fell on him, the man bolted like a horse spooked by a striking cobra. Quill reacted without thinking. “Destido!” he commanded, the door slamming shut before the guard could slip through. The guard skidded to a stop. Turned. And then, of all things, bolted for the window at the far side of the space. Moments later, he crashed through the glass and disappeared.  
 Quill stared at the jagged edges of the shattered window. They’d climbed five sets of stairs to reach this room, which was located high in one of the palace towers. A fall from this height was deadly. He took a deep breath and made his way over to the window, feeling a wash of wind rushing through the breach. He leaned into the gap, steadying himself with one hand on the window frame. As he peered down, he prepared himself to find their only lead lying dead and broken in a pool of his own blood.  
 Instead, the courtyard below was empty.  





 Ten 
 Amari Gaard 
 Wolfsgaard, Teravainen 
   
 AMARI THOUGHT THE LOSS OF HER HAIR WOULD BOTHER HER, BUT IT DIDN’T. In a way, as she ran her fingers through her boy-short hair, she felt free in a way she’d never felt before. 


It’s not your hair, you dolt, she thought. It’s the fact that you’re on a ship sailing away from Wolfsgaard. Still, she continued to run her fingers through her hair, enjoying the way it felt as she watched her city, her castle, her throne, grow smaller and smaller in the distance.  
 Cutting her hair had been Grimfire’s idea. “It will grow back,” he’d said. Now she was beginning to think she might not want it to. 
 The royal mage had arranged everything, from her transportation on the ship, to the packing of a small suitcase with ordinary clothes a peasant would wear that happened to fit her perfectly, to her traveling companion and protector, a rugged-looking fellow named Graeme who had more scars than she could count—and that was just on the portions of him that were visible.  
 Even still, as she’d walked alongside Graeme through Wolfsgaard and down to the harbor, she’d expected with every step that someone was about to shout, “The queen! The queen is alive! There she is!” 
 To her surprise and delight, the shout never came. She was practically ignored, just like any other commoner. Invisible. One broad-shouldered woman had even barged her shoulder against her without apologizing. As Amari had rubbed her sore shoulder, she’d laughed. “Want me to kill her?” Graeme had said, vanquishing her smile in an instant.  
 “Probably best to keep moving,” she’d said evenly. Thankfully, he had agreed, but at least she knew what he was willing to do for her. That was something her father had taught her. Know your allies’ strengths and weaknesses, so you can employ them in the most efficient possible manner. Of course, in the next breath he’d said, And know your enemies’ strengths and weaknesses, so you can destroy them in the most efficient possible manner.

 She shrugged away the thought, determined to enjoy this moment of freedom, the wind in her short hair, the weight of ruling off her shoulders, the ship’s aquiline prow skimming over the turquoise waters of the Endless Ocean.  
 She sighed. It was a pipedream. Even if she stripped away the fact that her parents were dead, her brother missing, and that her other brother had tried to poison her or bury her alive or both, it didn’t change anything. She was still the rightful queen of Teravainen. That wasn’t something she could simply walk, or sail, away from. No, her life was never meant to be ordinary.  

Find Sampson, she thought. He will know what to do.  
 With that in mind, she started back across the deck, trotting down the steps and ignoring the shadow that trailed her—Graeme, just doing what Grimfire had paid him to do. All around her, sailors kept busy, scrubbing decks, moving crates of supplies, adjusting the sails as they hugged the southward curving coast that would take them across the mouth of the Bay of Sighs and then onward for the Sacred Sea.  
 She paused at the staircase leading below decks, wondering what Jarrod was doing at this moment. Was he holding court, deciding the fate of the Terrans hauled before him? Or was he in the war room, listening to the advice of his generals regarding the war strategy? He’d always been averse to war and violence, so maybe he’d delegated the whole thing to Grimfire—wouldn’t that be rich? Or worse, called off the war entirely, making Teravainen the laughingstock of Kingfall.  

It doesn’t matter what Jarrod is doing, she thought. Whatever it is, it’s only temporary. Soon I will be restored to my throne and will rule with the same strength Father did, except without the terror and fear. I will be fair but firm.

 Feeling satisfied with the conclusion to her train of thought, she turned to face Graeme, who was hovering near at hand. He wasn’t a bad-looking fellow, young and built, with a rugged handsomeness that scarred, bearded, dark-eyed men tended to have.  
 “Did you need something?” Graeme asked, when she continued to gaze upon him without speaking. Though he didn’t wither beneath her stare, it was clear he knew who she was and had been sworn to secrecy, his lips hanging open for a split-second longer than they should’ve as he almost forgot himself and called her ‘Your Majesty.’ 
 “No. I am weary. I would like to be alone in my cabin for a while.” 
 “Of course. I will stand guard outside.” 
 “Not necessary,” she said. “I will lock the door.” 
 “Maybe not, but I will guard your door all the same.” 
 Something about the conviction with which he spoke reassured her. Whether this man was in it for the gold or not didn’t matter—he was going to do the job to the best of his ability. “When will you sleep?” 
 “I won’t.” 
 A smile played on his lips now, and she knew he was teasing her. She also realized she didn’t mind it. When she was crown princess, men spoke of her like a woman standing amongst the clouds. Clever banter was out of the question, lest the king misread their intentions and grow angry. This was something…different. Refreshing. She hoped there would be more to come, but not now, because she really was tired. “How gallant of you,” she finally said. “But I won’t have you collapsing on your feet on my account. I suggest you sleep when I do and save your strength.” 
 “Yes, madam.” 
 “Amari is fine.” 
 “Of course. Thank you, Amari.” 
 As she turned and started down the steps, a smile of her own formed on her lips. No one save her brothers or parents had ever called her by her familiar name. Amari. She liked the way it sounded, and not just because it had rolled from a handsome man’s lips.  
 Because it was hers.  
 She reached the landing, steadying herself with hands on both walls of the narrow corridor as the ship rolled over what felt like a sizeable wave. She made her way down to the end of the hall, giggling at her own unsteadiness as she struggled to grow accustomed to life on a ship, where the floor was constantly in motion. Her cabin was the largest on the entire vessel, she’d been told, typically reserved for the captain. Grimfire must’ve raided the royal treasury to secure it, the sum so large the ship’s captain hadn’t even batted an eye when he accepted.  
 Now, however, she appreciated the gesture as she thrust open the door, fully prepared to fall onto her plush, oversized bed and sleep for hours on end. But not before locking the door, as I promised Graeme, she thought, closing the door.  
 “Oh,” she exclaimed as a shadow moved from behind the door. It was all she managed to say before a firm hand covered her mouth, the other hand equally strong as it pinned her arms behind her back. A slash of fear cut through her as a whirlwind of thoughts and conjectures assaulted her mind.  

Jarrod found out I was alive and sent an assassin…


Grimfire had never intended to help me find Sampson, and was only biding his time until he could appropriately dispose of me…


I drew the attention of a thief on board who’s about to slit my throat and steal everything I have left…

 Instead, the truth turned out to be something Amari couldn’t have fathomed in even the wildest corner of her imagination.  
 The figure spun her around. “Why are you following me?” Aisling Brightshine demanded as she threw back her hood to reveal hair as blue as the sky and skin as pink as a spring sunrise.  





 Eleven 
 Andovier Helm 
 Solarii Border 
   
 “SOMETHIN’ ABOUT THIS SITUATION FAMILIAR,” MRZ SAID. “Can’t put finger on it.”

 Mrz’s fingers were gripping one of the iron bars of the cell he was locked in, which made the rest of the men and dwarves locked in their own cells laugh boisterously. Ando smiled wryly. He was glad they remained in good spirits considering the turn of events they’d experienced in the last several hours, going from free men expecting to be welcomed into Solarii with open arms to prisoners once more.  
 “I feel like I’ve stepped in dung, cleaned me boots, only to trod in more dung with me next step,” Barty said. Ando couldn’t help but feel it was an apt comparison.  
 As far as prisons went, it was pretty ordinary. After Lin-Wei had departed, they’d been bound and marched into a stone hovel, shoved through an iron door, and then forced into individual cells. At least each cell had its own barred window, though they were set high on the walls and one had to stand on their toes to get the barest sliver of a glimpse of the outside world.  

Moira, I’m still here, still fighting. But I don’t know what good I’m doing.

 “Ando,” a voice said. Tora, in the cell next to him, was looking at him.  
 “Aye?” 
 “Don’t lose hope. Back in Nostertown I was trapped in a hutch, surrounded by fire, walls cavin’ in…and then you pulled me out of there.” 
 Ando’s dark expression twisted into a semblance of a smile. “I seem to remember it differently. You told me to ‘Keep yer hands offa me,’ or something like that.” 
 “It was ‘Get offa me,’ but you were close enough. My point is, life throws all sorts of shite at you, but sometimes you have to plug yer nose an’ trudge through the muck to get to the green grass again.” 
 “I’ve been in the muck for a while now,” Ando said.  
 “Then it’s my turn to pull you out of it.” 
 He met her eyes and something passed between them that could only be passed between two people who’d endured fire and emerged on the other side, burned but alive. “In the military there’s a general belief that there are different gods for soldiers than for ordinary people.” 
 “How do you mean?” Tora asked, scrunching up her face.  
 “Gods who have experience in battle, before the Weeping. Those who understand the thinness of the line between good and evil.” 
 “Do you believe that?” 
 “I did once.” 
 “And now?” 
 “I don’t know what I believe.” 
 Tora shook her head. “That’s not true. You believe in us. Don’t deny it.” 
 Ando closed his eyes. Opened them. “Thank you,” he said.  
 “For what?” 
 “For putting up with my demons.” 
 “We all have ’em. Some just shove ’em so far down they’re harder to see.” 
 Ando had to remind himself that the young lass had suffered more tragedy in her short life than anyone should have to suffer in a lifetime, and yet showed the strength of a lion and the wisdom of the wind. He shook his head, marveling at her courage. “I wish Moira could have met you,” he said.  
 “Why? So I could offend ’er with me mouth?” 
 “She was married to a soldier, remember? You couldn’t offend her if you tried. She would’ve loved you.” The last part slipped out before his tongue or teeth could catch it.  
 “How could you know that?” Tora said, head tilting slightly to one side.  

Because I love you, Ando wanted so desperately to say. This child had given him something, someone, to fight for. She was a spitfire, but he wouldn’t have it any other way. Instead, he said, “Because I knew her as well as anyone. You are exactly her kind of person.” 
 “Aye? An’ what kind of person am I?” 
 “One worth knowing,” Ando said. Before she could respond, Mrz made another joke and the men were back to laughing and carrying on as though they were in a tavern and not locked up. The moment shared between Ando and Tora passed as they returned their attention to the group. “Bunch of fools,” Ando said, though his smile had widened.  
 “That they are,” Tora said. “The best kind o’ fools, they are.” 
 Ando couldn’t disagree. Though some of them had started out as his allies and others his enemies in the arena they’d been forced to fight within, now he considered them all to be his friends, his brothers, his kin. He mourned those who had perished along the way, none more so than Josiah, the lad’s youthful energy and kindhearted spirit contagious in even the direst situations. And he thanked the gods for those who still lived. 
 Right now, however, he needed to think. There had to be a way to get out of this mess, and it wouldn’t be by the sword considering they’d been relieved of their weapons. He had information, but he wasn’t certain of the value, if any. Who would believe him when he told his tale about ghostly knights who passed through flesh and stone as easily as through air? Void, Ando hadn’t even mentioned what he’d seen to his men. As far as he knew, none of them had witnessed the strange apparitions at the Infernal Pit either. Ando didn’t know what to make of that. 
 If he wasn’t going to use the threat of ghosts, that left politics. Ando was no politician, but he understood the game well enough. “Sola,” he murmured.  
 “What about him?” Tora asked, brow furrowing. 
 The only Solarii amongst their number had been placed in a cell at the very end of the corridor, while Ando was at the beginning. Shouting to him wasn’t an option, because what he needed to tell the man had to be kept secret from the ears of any guards who happened to be listening. “I need you to pass a message along the chain, all the way down to him. He may be our only hope.” 


   
 There was nothing Ando could do now but wait, the plan having been set in motion. Sola had made his plea to a guard, concocting a story about how he’d been a prisoner of war caught up with a bunch of foreigners and falsely imprisoned. The guard, of course, was under strict orders to hold all the prisoners indefinitely, but did agree to provide parchment, quill and ink so Sola could pen a message to his mother to let her know he was alive. Due to the personal nature of the letter, Sola requested that the message be sealed with hot wax and the guard complied, agreeing to have it delivered with haste.  
 The letter wasn’t to his mother.  
 Instead, the letter was sent to Sola’s cousin, who was also a soldier, who he trusted implicitly. It requested that he send a message to Chrysallis, to King Normandian himself, informing him that his High Commander was still alive and being held by the Dead King at the Solarii border. With any luck, the king would demand their release and the Dead King, pinned between a rock and a hard place, would have no choice but to comply.  
 Unfortunately, the plan, by its very nature could take weeks, if not months, to run its course. Which meant waiting and passing the time. Good thing Ando’s men were highly entertaining.  
 “What is your father like, Mrz?” Sola shouted from down the chain. “As hardheaded as you?” 
 “Harder headed,” Mrz said. “Me tribe liked to say that stone walls would hide from him if they saw Shrz comin’.” 
 “And your mother? Is that where you acquired your good looks?” Sola asked, earning him a raucous round of laughter and catcalls.  
 Sir Metz’s cell was positioned across from Ando’s, and he looked immediately puzzled by the question. “Mrz is interesting to look at, but I wouldn’t categorize him as looking ‘good.’”  
 His wife, Mona, whose cell was directly beside her husband’s, said, “Sola is poking fun at him, dear.” 
 “What’s fun about saying something that’s simply not true.” 
 Ando shook his head. The pair continued to be an enigma to him with their stark differences in personality, and yet they seemed to work better than any other couple he’d ever met. And in battle they fought together like two parts of the same whole.  
 Mrz said, “The quality of looks is a matter of opinion, not fact, sir knight. While Sola jests, I’ll have you know I was pursued by no fewer than five barrel-chested does wishin’ to take me inside their tents and—” 
 “Mrz,” Ando warned. “We have a young girl amongst us.” 
 Tora scowled at him, as he knew she would. She hated when Ando attempted to censor his men on her account. “Me ma explained the birds an’ the bees to me more’n five years ago. I know how it works. The man takes his sword an’ sticks it in the woman’s—” 
 “Tora,” Ando growled.  
 “Sheath. I was going to say sheath,” she protested.  
 “As if that makes it any less uncomfortable,” Barty grumbled. “A young lass talkin’ about swords an’ sheaths…”  
 “I’m confused,” Sir Metz said. “I thought we were talking about procreation? What’s all this nonsense about birds and bees, swords and sheaths?” 
 “I’ll explain later, dear,” Mona said, patting his shoulder.  
 “Humans and dwarves,” Mrz scoffed. “Why so prudish? Relations between male and female thing of beauty. Should be revered, not hidden away like dirty secret.” 
 “Here, here!” Tora shouted, earning her another dark look from Ando, who was fully aware she was purposely trying to rile him up.  
 He tried to explain to the Grizari. “It’s not that we consider such…relations…a dirty secret, it’s that they are private, personal, to be shared with one’s partner.” 
 “Bah,” Mrz said, waving a meaty hand. “Queer human traditions. Grizari have no secrets amongst each other. If buck fancies another man’s doe, he tells him so. Fight to death to decide who gets to have her. Then she may decide she wants neither and one buck dies for nothin’. Har!” 
 “Fascinating,” Sir Metz said, having leaned closer to Mrz’s cell as he spoke. For some odd reason, the knight seemed to find every new tidbit he learned about Grizari culture more interesting than a three-eyed cat.  
 “For us, it’s just life,” Mrz said, shrugging.  
 As they all considered the simple wisdom in the Grizari’s words, a sound began to grow outside the walls of the prison. It was difficult to describe, a sort of whump-whump-whumping sound that was accompanied by shouts from the Solarii soldiers. A slash of alarm cut through Ando, his first thought being that the border was under attack and they’d be helpless to defend themselves if the Terrans breached the prison, but then he realized the shouts were more akin to cries of jubilation or cheers.  
 He stood, rising onto his toes and craning his neck to peer out the tiny, barred window. As he did, something green slashed across the small field of vision. Then another something, this one a deep blue. Too large to be birds, there was no mistaking what they were: 
 Dragons.  
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 PEONY HAD URGED DRAKE TO FLY DIRECTLY FOR DRAGONSMOUNT to petition his uncle to release Dane, but he’d insisted on first escorting her to the Solarii border, where she would be spending the next fortnight as her side of the agreement she’d made with the Dead King. 

 It pleased her greatly when their arrival was met with cheers, though she suspected they were for Drake and not her. “Do they always cheer you when you arrive?” she shouted across to him as they made for a large empty space where she suspected they were going to land.  
 “Of course. Why wouldn’t they?” he said.  

Yup. Brash, arrogant, confident to a fault. Those were all the terms Dane had used to describe his brother, and they were accurate. What he hadn’t told her was that he could be doting, kind, charming and witty. And he was willing to help her bondmate, which made him her greatest ally at present, Daneus notwithstanding.  

You cannot trust his intentions, Daneus said. His history with Dane will not be easily erased.


I’m not asking him to erase their history, Peony said. Only set it aside for a moment. I am certain I can persuade Dane to give his brother and Rose his blessing once he’s restored to his position as dragonmaster. It will not heal all wounds, but it will be a start.


Hoom. I hope you’re right. This country is too bright and shiny, not unlike your own country. I yearn for the dark clouds of Travail. 

 Surprisingly, Peony felt much the same. Travail, with its stark but mesmerizing landscape and endless march of storms, already felt like home, and more of a home than Chrysallis, with all its luxuries, had ever felt.  

YOU HAVE NO HOME. NOT YET, her blade said.  

What does that mean? Peony asked.  
 AN ANCIENT EVIL HAS ARISEN. I SENSED IT BEFORE, BUT I FEEL IT STRONGER HERE, IN THIS PLACE. 

What evil?

 I KNOW NOT. 

Always helpful, Daneus said. Thank you for your contribution.

 I’M ONLY TRYING TO— 

It was a jape, Daneus said. Are all godblades so sensitive?

 NO. MY SISTER IS…LESS SO. 

Wait, what? Peony said. What do you mean ‘sister’?

 Her blade laughed, a sound as pleasing as the tinkling of chimes. I’VE ALWAYS THOUGHT OF HER AS MY SISTER. ONE OF THE OTHER BRIGHTBLADES. I CONSIDER THE THIRD AND FINAL BRIGHTBLADE MY BROTHER. WE WERE CLOSE…ONCE.


And the shadowblades? Peony asked, thinking immediately of the night-dark sword her own blade had clashed against at Kerr’s Crossing. Do you consider them to be family members too?


IN A SENSE, her blade said. WE WERE ALL FORGED FROM SHARDS FROM THE SAME BLADE. BUT THAT DOESN’T MAKE THEM FAMILY. NOT TRULY.

 Peony understood the sentiment. She’d never really got on with her own brother, Osric. It’s not like she hated him, just didn’t particularly like him. She wished him well, which was probably more than he wished upon her, but she’d rather not be in his near vicinity if it could be helped.  
 As they landed in the empty area that looked as out of place amidst the bustling, crowded war camp as a black eye on an otherwise unmarred face, more cheers surrounded them, soldiers forming a ring. Drake dismounted in a single leap, earning him another round of cheers. “At ease, soldiers,” he said, seeming perfectly comfortable amongst the hundreds of men while Peony had the urge to command Daneus to leap into the air and carry them far away from this place. “May I introduce my sister-by-bond, Peony Normandian, bondmate of my illustrious brother, Dane.”  
 A chorus of jeers and low tones sprang up from the crowd, causing Peony’s discomfort to immediately transform into anger. We’re here to fight for them and they insult us?


Say the word and I’ll make things a bit hotter than it already is. 


Tempting, but you are only able to breathe fire because the Dead King’s mages removed the magical cords that tethered it shut. It’s our turn to keep our end of the bargain, and that doesn’t include burning his soldiers. 


As long as I get to burn something.


Save it for the Terrans. 


I shall try.

 “Come now,” Drake said. “Do not judge Peony by her choice of bondmate.” His admonition silenced their jeers, though they continued to stare at her with narrowed eyes full of mistrust. What have I walked into? she wondered. Whatever alliance had been forged when Dane’s Solarii mother bonded with his Travailian father was clearly long dead. It was like Drake and Dane had chosen opposite sides in a battle neither of them even knew existed, and now she’d been thrust right into the middle of it. No matter, she thought. I will strive to endear them to me by the end. 

 Thus, she steeled her nerves, hardened her jaw, and flung herself over Daneus’s side in the same manner as Drake. Without brightform, she knew it would hurt, but was ill prepared for just how much. She landed hard in a crouch, a shockwave of pain erupting in her ankles and knees, forcing her to grit her teeth to avoid crying out. Slowly, joints creaking and popping, she stood. “I have come to fight for Solarii,” she said, biting off each word as her knees continued to throb.  

I CAN HEAL YOU IF YOU’LL LET ME APPEAR? her blade said. 

No, Peony said. It will only make more of a spectacle for them to gawk at. You will be revealed to them eventually, but let it be in the thick of battle. 

 GRR. 

Did you just growl at me?

 MAYBE. 
 “Aye, for a fortnight,” one of the soldiers said, interrupting her internal conversation. “And then you’ll be gone again, while we’ll remain besieged by our enemies to the north.” 

So they’ve received word of my agreement with the Dead King, she thought. “That is true, and I will defend your border to the best of my ability, as will Daneus. But when I return to Dragonsmount, I vow to speak to my bondmate about sending additional forces to assist you.” 
 “Too little, too late,” a different soldier said. “It has been Dragonrider Drake and our own mettle that has protected Solarii for too long.” 
 “And that needs to change,” Peony said. She wasn’t certain whether she was speaking out of turn, or whether, as Dragonmistress, she had the sort of authority to make the promises she was making, but Dane wasn’t exactly in a position to help at the moment. “Long have my father’s people, the Odinians, fought the Terrans along the Vein. Westport was viciously attacked by the northern wolves, soldiers, women and children murdered. The high commander of the Odinian army was taken prisoner and has not been heard from in months.” 
 “Until he stumbled across our border earlier today,” one of the soldiers shouted, chuckling.  
 Peony frowned. Now they were just being ridiculous, or she’d misheard him. There was no logical reason or even the slightest chance that High Commander Andovier Helm was in Solarii. Before she could ask, another soldier spoke up. 
 “Aye, he’s a filthy Terran-lover now. Defended their Rift after it widened and then pretended to seek refuge at our border.” 
 Peony didn’t know what to think, but if there was the slightest chance they were telling the truth and not delusional, she needed to find out. “Where is he being held?” she asked.  
 “Tis no secret. Over there. He’s not accepting visitors at the moment, though.” He gestured toward a nondescript stone hovel where, sure enough, there were barred windows lined up all in a row across the face of its front wall.  
 Peony wanted nothing more than to race across the land, push through the soldiers and try each and every window until she was certain the men had been baiting her into looking like a fool, but she breathed through her nose and gathered her self-control. If Helm were truly here, gaining access to him would have to wait. “Thank you. Now, if you’ll direct me toward the fiercest portion of the battle.” 
 That drew a round of laughter, which was silenced the moment a woman appeared in the soldiers’ midst. The men parted for her until she stepped out from amongst them. She wore a dark robe and wielded a metallic staff. A mage. “I am General Lin-Wei, commander of the border camp. The Dead King informed me of your agreement. I regret to inform you, however, that the border has been quiet for several days. Though the Terrans maintain a fortress several leagues north of the border, it mostly emptied out when they repositioned the majority of their forces at Bearhoff.” 
 “Then I shall stay the fortnight in case the situation changes,” Peony said. “That is the agreement I made. Drake, on the other hand, has other business to attend to at Dragonsmount, don’t you, dragonrider?” 
 “Er, yes,” Drake said, finally looking uncomfortable under the soldiers’ scrutiny. “A minor matter to deal with that requires my immediate attention. I shall return as quickly as possible.” With that, he turned and marched back to Draconus, clambered up onto his back, and then nodded just before the dragon leapt high into the air, wings beating the air into a frenzy. 

The looks on Drake’s and Draconus’s faces, Daneus said. Worth its weight in gold.  
 Peony smiled inwardly while maintaining a stalwart expression on the outside. His fame was only making things harder for me. I needed to get rid of him. 


That you did!

 She realized the mage general was watching her closely. “You are not what I expected, Peony Normandian.” 
 “Yes, I get that a lot. And you should refer to me as Dragonmistress Peony now. It is only proper.” 
 The mage raised her eyebrows but nodded. “Of course. I will show you to your quarters while your dragon…” 
 “Daneus.” 
 “…Daneus, can hunt wherever he chooses. Let him know to feel free to hunt on Terran land if he wishes. It reminds them what they are facing on the other side of our walls. Come with me.” 

Sounds like fun, Daneus said.  

No. You’ll stay on this side of the border. I don’t trust this woman, nor the Terrans. As Peony followed Lin-Wei through the path between the soldiers, she kept one eye trained on the stone hovel with the barred windows.  

Why don’t you trust her? Daneus asked. You had plenty of mages in Chrysallis.


That was different. They were paid employees on assignment from Aeromand. We didn’t use them in the war. This woman is beholden to the Dead King and doesn’t maintain Aeromand’s neutral position. 


I see. Though I’m not too happy with Aeromand after our little run in with their ward shield. 


Me either, though I can’t fully blame them. They were only defending themselves against a strange dragon who was flying toward their city, intentions unknown. 


Who are you calling strange? You’re the one who talks to her sword. 


And to you, lest you forget. 

 WHY WOULD TALKING TO A SWORD BE CONSIDERED ‘STRANGE’? 

I’ll explain it later. Now I need you both to be quiet so I can concentrate. 

 Thankfully the dragon and blade went silent, allowing Peony to take in the military installation without further distraction. Unlike the Odinian fortresses that were surrounded by walls and battlements with a portcullis and barbican to prevent entry by enemies, the Solarii base was a sprawling area with various structures that Lin-Wei informed her were for the soldiers’ sleeping quarters, dining, weapons and supplies, stables, and numerous other purposes. To Peony, the layout and arrangement of structures was haphazard, like the bones of a godbeast shattered and tossed about. “Ah, here we are,” the mage said, indicating a grand structure that might’ve been a small palace with its twin columns and large red entrance doors hewn from polished oak. The face of the building had darkened as the sun began to set behind it.  
 The inside was no less impressive than the outside, the foyer sparkling with crystalline figurines set on bronze tables all lit by a chandelier so large it would likely crush whomever stood beneath if it were ever to break from its moorings and fall. Peony sidestepped to avoid walking directly under it, ignoring an amused glance from the mage. “You really don’t need to go to so much trouble on my account,” Peony said.  
 “No trouble at all,” the mage said, leading her up a sweeping staircase that was broader at the base, each side angling inward until it narrowed such that only two people could walk abreast. From there it branched into two separate staircases that twisted back on themselves as they rose to the second level. They took the right fork, and then turned left down the corridor at the top. “We maintain fine sleeping quarters for our top generals and their guests.” 
 “Guests?” Peony asked. 
 The mage shrugged. “That is up to them. Some bring their families. Most do not.” 
 “Don’t you worry that if the Terrans cross the border they will destroy all of this?” 
 “They haven’t yet, and I don’t plan to allow it to happen so long as I’m drawing air through my lungs. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect Solarii.” 
 Peony asked the question she’d been itching to ever since she met this woman. “I thought mages were supposed to be neutral?” 
 Lin-Wei stopped and spun on her. “Why should we? We train for years to grow our power, our control over magic. For what? To satisfy the meaningless whims of kings who can’t fathom what we are capable of?” 
 “Like my father?” Peony said, glad she was finally able to bring out the real woman trapped inside the mage’s cold, black-robed exterior.  
 “Your father is the worst kind of ruler,” Lin-Wei said. “An ignorant one.” 
 Righteous indignation swelled inside her, but she tempered it because there was nothing to be gained by picking a fight with this woman. “At least he’s a living one,” she said instead, pleased with herself for the calm she exuded with every word. “You’re an obsidian mage, correct? Adept in the dark art of necromancy?” 
 Her anger fading as swiftly as it had arisen, the mage continued down the corridor. “If you’re asking whether I’m involved in the Dead King’s continued, well, life…the answer is no. At one time I was, but no longer. His Majesty realized I am far more valuable in battle. Evidently the Terran soldiers fear me. They call me the Black Witch.” She laughed, as though such a nickname amused her greatly.  

IT SUITS HER, her blade said, catching Peony by surprise. She had to raise a hand to her mouth to stifle a loud laugh, but a squeak still managed to escape.  
 “Did I say something amusing?” 
 “Anything involving the Terrans being scared amuses me,” Peony said, recovering. “Long has Odin suffered under the looming shadow of war, and all because the Terrans are jealous of what we have.” 
 “I suppose we have that in common,” the mage said, stopping before a pristine door. “This will be your room during your stay. If there is anything you require, ring the bell on the dressing table and a servant will attend you. With any luck, neither you nor your dragon will be needed while you’re here and you can merely enjoy all the comforts Solarii has to offer one of your station. Any questions?” 
 Peony shook her head. “Thank you, General. Good night.” With that, she entered the room, easing the door closed behind her without looking back. She listened for a moment, until she heard the mage’s footsteps recede along the corridor, and then examined the room, which was really two rooms, each of which was extravagantly large by her estimation. The first was a sitting room where one might take tea and nibbles, the far wall highlighted by two large arched windows that rose almost from floor to ceiling. They faced directly into the setting sun, the sheer pale curtains glowing red. The second was the bedroom, separated from the first by a wall and a door. The bed was spacious and sat beside a porcelain tub within a depressed portion of the floor designed to prevent overflowing water from flooding the room. The tub reminded Peony of the hot spring baths Dane had surprised her with, how happy she’d felt for those couple hours until her entire world had come crashing down.  
 She longed to ring her bell and have the servants fill the tub to brimming with hot water, so she could sink into it… 

Daneus? she said. 

Hoom.


Everything all right?


Of course. The game here is thin and muscly, but at least the hungry ache is gone from my belly. I suspect Draconus devoured all the tasty creatures already. It feels good to be able to open my mouth again though. Thank you for helping me. 


You’re welcome. Now I’m thinking about doing something foolish.


You shouldn’t. Take a bath. Enjoy the respite. You’ve done all you can for Dane. Maybe Drake will do something good for once in his life. 

 Peony paused before answering. I wasn’t talking about Dane. I need to know if Andovier Helm is truly being held captive. 


Why?

 It was hard to explain. Because he means something to my father. They weren’t friends, exactly, but he trusted him. When Helm was captured, his family slaughtered, something broke inside my father. He tried to hide it, but I could see. It would raise his spirits greatly to see Helm back on Odinian soil. 


…

 When Daneus didn’t answer right away, Peony said, Hello? Are you still there?


Always. 


What do you think about what I said?


You might not like it.


It doesn’t matter if I’ll like it. All I ask for is honesty. 


That I can give. You are Dragonmistress now. That should be your focus. You have a kind heart, so you are worried about your father and this Helm fellow, but they are not your responsibility. Travail is. 

 Peony sighed. She’d asked for honesty, and he’d given it. Thank you for your candor.


Have a bath. Ring for some food. Get some rest. Tomorrow we can discuss more. 

 So that’s what she did. She had a wonderful bath that included lavender-scented soap and then the fluffiest robe she’d ever worn, followed by a delectable supper of braised quail, stuffed mushrooms, seabass and caviar, and fennel salad. She washed it all down with a glass of wine filled much higher than her father would consider respectable. She was no connoisseur like her father, but she knew he would consider the wine to be of the highest quality, and would probably be going on and on about the vintage and the hint of cedar from the barrel it had been aged in.  

YOU’RE PLANNING TO SNEAK OUT, AREN’T YOU? her blade said.  

Yes.


Hoom. 


I don’t need a lecture, not from either of you. 

 I SUPPORT THE DECISION. 

No one asked you, blade, Daneus said.  
 SHE DIDN’T NEED TO.  

I’m sorry, Daneus, Peony said. My instincts are telling me to do this.

 Daneus released a heavy mental sigh. Then you must go. I will keep watch from the sky.


Thank you.

 Thus it was that, body clean and belly full, Peony quietly slipped from her room and tiptoed down the corridor. She hadn’t been explicitly told to remain in her room until the morning, but the mage had implied it. As she crept along, wondering how many of the rooms she passed were occupied, she had the strangest feeling that it was all happening to someone else. How did I get here? I’m supposed to be getting to know my husband, making love to him, learning his habits, both good and bad, sleeping in late, counting his scars, tasting his lips, making Travail my home…instead I’m running around in a foreign land playing Dragonmistress.


Hoom, Daneus interrupted. You’re not playing. You are Dragonmistress, and a damn good one by my reckoning.
You are doing everything in your power to save Travail from itself.


Thank you for saying that, Peony said, starting to creep down the stairs. Movement caught her eye between the banister’s poles and she quickly backtracked, sliding deftly into one of the small alcoves standing before each door. Peering around the corner, she saw the same servant who’d brought her supper reach the second floor and turn away from her. He was carrying a silver tray whose contents were hidden beneath a silver dome identical to the one that had kept her own food warm until she was ready to eat it.  
 She didn’t wait for him to reach his destination, scurrying out in his wake and then easing down the stairs. By the time she hit the bottom step and foyer landing, she was at a full gallop, bounding across the space and pushing through the large oaken doors out into a cloudless night speckled with diamond stars. The green moon was a sliver while the red one was nearly full. If the gods sought to push them together, they would make a perfect circle, she thought.  
 Because of the scattered layout of the structures, it took her a moment to get her bearings. I see you, Daneus said. Head east toward the long barracks. It will provide cover as you make your way back to where we landed.


Thank you, Peony said, wondering how she’d ever survived without a dragon. She followed his instructions with exactness, racing along the barracks, which were dark at this time of night. When she reached the end of the building, she peered out. All was still. All was silent. Now what?


A hundred yards to your left you’ll find the open area we landed. Dead ahead is the prison, though it’s hidden behind that other structure, which best I can tell is a temple of some sort. I heard strange chanting earlier. The roof has the Solarii symbol on it. 


Representing the sun goddess Temperi, Peony said, remembering what she’d learned about Solarii’s history growing up. Solarii’s patron goddess on which their entire kingdom was founded when they broke free of Terran rule. 


Exactly. There are guards stationed between the temple and the open area. There are more guards toward the south. You can split them by going through the temple. 


Isn’t that sacrilege?


I don’t think Sienna will mind.


SHE WON’T, her blade said, as though speaking from experience.  

Okay, Peony said, taking a deep breath and then firing out into the open space, arms pumping as she sprinted for the temple. She expected a cry to go up, but then she was there, nestled back into the shadows. The temple rose high above her, four smaller spires dwarfed by the tall center spire adorned with the Solarii symbol at its apex.  
 The temple door was nearby, but she paused because of the twin haloes of light cast by the two torches on either side of the entrance. The guards are looking away. Now! Daneus said.  
 Peony didn’t require further urging, launching herself forward, up a set of six stone steps onto a landing, and then dragging open the door, which was exceptionally heavy, as though it had a steel core. It didn’t matter, because she only required a sliver of room to squeeze inside before letting it groan shut once more.  
 The inside of the temple was cavernous, a single columned hall with stone benches set on either side. The entire space, including the ceilings, was adorned with monuments to Sienna, depicting her brightness in various forms, some human, some more abstract, but all executed with tenderness and reverence. At the head of the room was the largest adornment of all, a massive statue of a winged woman, nude, shining with light that seemed to originate from inside her. The work of a mage, Peony thought. And yet not as bright as my own sword. For all Lin-Wei’s talk about magic being used for useless purposes, it seemed her own people had done the same thing in this so-called temple.  
 “What do you seek, child?” a voice said, startling her as it echoed throughout the high-ceilinged space. A man stepped from behind the statue, beckoning her to come forward. He wore a white floor-length robe tied in front with threads of gold. Atop his head was a tall, curving hat that must’ve had wire inside to maintain its shape. Unless her estimation was sorely lacking, he was the oldest man she’d ever laid eyes on. The skin of his face was sagging, leaving the dark area beneath his eyes pulled tight and smooth. His beard was stark white and stretched all the way to his waist. His sun-spotted hands were clasped across the base of his beard and stomach. A holy man, by the looks of him.  
 “I came to offer reverence to Sienna.” 
 “Ahh, all the world feels her warmth and yet few appreciate it. We are but a small nation, but we have what our larger neighbors do not: the truth. Come forward. Please, you are most welcome to kneel before Her splendor. May her light fill you.” 

You mean, may the mage’s light who created Her fill me. Still, she had no choice, or the man may question her being here at all and summon soldiers. She walked down the center aisle, passing the stone benches on either side, until she stood directly in front of the glowing statue, which from afar had appeared to be nothing more than a beautiful, winged woman. Now she could see that though the face itself was carved into features more lovely than any she’d ever seen, the rest of her body included details that made Peony want to scream. Her locks of hair were snakes, fanged mouths open as though hissing. Her fingers were clawed, curving like talons. Her nipples were dark, unblinking eyes, staring at whomever kneeled before her. Her skin bore slashes and scars. Her toes were the most heinous of all, each a whiskered rat, noses upturned, scenting the air.  
 “Kneel, lest she strike you down, child!” the holy man bellowed, and now she could see the madness in his eyes, too, his lips a twisted slash.  
 Peony started to kneel but then found her knees would not bend. She frowned, trying to unlock them. I CANNOT ALLOW YOU TO KNEEL BEFORE THIS ABOMINATION, her blade said.  
 Peony didn’t have time to consider the fact that her blade was actually preventing her from doing something she was trying to do. I must! It doesn’t have to mean anything. 

 EVEN A LIE HOLDS SOME TRUTH. LESS ABOUT THE SUBJECT AND MORE ABOUT THE LIAR. 
 Her hesitation had not gone unnoticed, the ancient man’s watery eyes narrowing, his head tilting to the side. He unclasped his hands and pointed one gnarled finger directly at her. Then he said one word that was filled with such malice that she could almost believe this man she’d only just met was her mortal enemy from another life. “You.” 
 “Sorry, I need to be going now,” Peony said, making for the rear exit she’d noticed almost the moment she stepped inside the temple.  
 “How dare you bring that thing into a place of worship.”  
 That stopped her cold because she wasn’t carrying anything. Slowly, she turned to face him. “What thing?” 
 He gestured to the empty scabbard at her hip. “That unholy blade.” He spat each word with a rare sort of hatred.  
 Peony’s heart had skipped several beats. “You can…see it?” 
 “Get out.” 
 “Not until you explain how you can see it.” 
 “GET OUT!” 
 Peony flinched at the violence in his scream, glad the spittle that flew from his lips fell short of her. “Fine. I’m leaving.” 
 “GETOUTGETOUTGETOUT!” 
 Even as she practically flew across the remaining space to the door, his manic screams continued to chase her, deadened only after she’d pushed through and slammed the door behind her. “How?” she breathed. The question was for herself, for her blade, for Daneus, for the gods themselves—all of them or none of them.  
 THAT MAN HAS STARED DEATH IN THE FACE. MAYHAPS MORE THAN ONCE. 

What does that mean? 

 I DON’T KNOW. MY KNOWLEDGE—MY MIND—FEELS LIKE A SIEVE SOMETIMES. I’M SORRY. THERE ARE THINGS IN THIS WORLD THAT DEFY EXPLANATION. 

Like how you prevented me from kneeling when doing so would’ve calmed the man?

 I—I DIDN’T KNOW I COULD DO THAT. I DIDN’T WANT TO, BUT I COULDN’T LET YOU— 

Peony, Daneus said. I’m sorry, but you need to keep moving. 

 She felt exhausted for some reason, but she wasn’t about to turn back now. He’s right, she said. Just don’t do that again. I won’t have you controlling me. I am your wielder, am I not?  
 YES. I’M SORRY. I WILL NOT SEEK TO CONTROL YOU AGAIN. 
 She was still discomforted by what her blade had done, but its response was going to have to be sufficient, for now anyway. Just ahead, she could see the prison with the low, barred windows. Where are the guards? she asked.  

At the entrance on the opposite side, Daneus said. I’ve been observing them. Each hour like clockwork they patrol the exterior. One goes one way, the other goes the other way and they meet in the back before retracing their steps. 

 Peony raised an eyebrow. The dragon could only know that if he’d been observing them for several hours. How long have you known I was going to try to speak to Helm? she asked.  

From the moment I gave you the advice not to. 


Then why didn’t you try harder to persuade me otherwise?

 The dragon’s rasping laugh resounded in her head. That would be like trying to convince an icicle not to be cold, a flame not to be hot. I’m here to support you, even in choices I disagree with. 


Then I’m lucky to have you. How long until they begin their next patrol?


Fifteen minutes at most. 

 Peony considered waiting it out until they passed, which would give her a full hour to locate Helm and, hopefully, speak to him. But then she remembered the madman she’d left inside the temple who could very well be alerting the guards to the foreign, half-blue woman wearing a magical sword that only he could see. The limited time she had would have to do.  
 Once more she ran, slowing only just before she reached the shadows of the prison, pressing her hands against the cool stone to steady herself and catch her breath. On either side were barred windows, low to the ground, about knee height. She chose one at random, doing what she’d been unable to do inside the temple: kneel down. Peering inside, torchlight flickered across a form curled up on the stone floor inside the cell. Relative to the cell, the low window she looked through was actually high, the majority of the prison dug underground. Even if the prisoner leapt into the air, he’d be lucky to be able to grab the window’s frame and pull himself up. And then the tiny window and iron bars would prevent him from any realistic chance of escape.  
 The form on the ground was likely a man based on his body shape, but she couldn’t see much of his face, which was turned away from her as he lay on his side. She could make out one cheek, which was bronzed from the sun. She frowned. He’s Solarii? she thought.  

It appears so, Daneus said, having seen the image in her mind. 
 She moved to the opposite window, which turned out to be a second one for the same cell. Because the cell was positioned at the very end of the building, it appeared to be larger than the others. She could just make out a long hallway lined with additional barred cells on either side. You have maybe ten minutes now, Daneus warned.  
 Again, she selected a side at random, easing around the corner and then kneeling before the first window. There was another man, this one sleeping on his back with his hands folded across his chest. If not for the rise and fall of his chest, he could’ve been a corpse. She’d met Helm on two separate occasions, introduced by her father at some gala or another, and she expected to recognize him but worried that too much time had passed and his captivity had altered his appearance beyond recognition.  
 She was tempted to awaken the man but decided against it because she didn’t know who he was or where his allegiances may lie. Thus, she moved to the next window, and then the next, passing each with barely a pause as the short-statured forms sleeping inside were not men, but dwarves. This struck her as odd considering dwarves were known to inhabit Calabria and were rarely seen west of the Strangle, but she didn’t dwell on it because there were still plenty of windows ahead. The next dozen or so cells yielded the same result, either men who didn’t appear to be Helm or more dwarves.  
 The last cell in the line held the most unexpected figure of all, the horned, gray-skinned creature like a boulder as he slept in a full upright sitting position, back against the bars. She was immediately reminded of the first time she’d ever laid eyes on one of the Grizari, at Kerr’s Crossing as she fought Sampson Gaard only to watch him flee the battle, pursued by one of the Griz who were supposed to be his allies.  
 As she contemplated how one of the Griz of the Lost Plains had ended up in a Solarii prison at the Teravainen border, his eyes suddenly flashed open and he looked right at her. “Griz have keen ears,” he grunted. “Been listenin’ to you creepin’ along.” 
 Time was running out, which left Peony with few options, so she just spouted out her question. “Do you know Andovier Helm?” 
 “Ando? Course I do. Queer human in cell across hall.” He gestured with a big thumb through the bars behind him.  

Dammit! Peony wanted to scream. She’d had a coin flip’s chance at heading in the right direction and she’d picked wrong. She could raise her voice and shout through this cell and into the next, but it would only alert the guards sooner. Instead, she muttered a quick, “Thanks,” and then bolted back the way she’d come, feeling the seconds ticking down in her head as she turned one corner, then the next, charging down the opposite side of the structure before diving to the ground to look into the very last window of all.  
 Inside, High Commander Andovier Helm was standing, staring right at her.  


 Ando 
   
 When Mrz had shouted across to him, waking him from slumber and filling his ears with a strange, nonsensical tale about a half-blue woman looking for him, Ando’s first thought was that the Grizari had a very vivid imagination.  
 Now, however, he was forced to rethink that assessment.  
 Because the half-blue lady was looking through his window, staring down at him with wide eyes and a fierce expression that looked vaguely familiar.  
 “Who are you?” he asked, frowning.  
 “Peony Normandian,” she said quickly. 
 “Peony? What sort of jape is this? I’ve met Peony Normandian. She’s naught but a girl, and an Odinian princess at that.” 
 “I don’t have much time to explain,” the woman claiming to be Peony said. “The guards will be patrolling soon. See my abnormality?” She gestured to her lip, where sure enough, the side that was not dyed blue had an imperfection, a ridge of skin between her upper lip and nose.  
 It was identical to that which Peony Normandian had been born with. Ando reminded himself that years had passed since he’d last seen the princess, and it was possible she’d grown up a lot during that time. Still, he shook his head because the woman peering down at him looked like a fierce warrior, nothing like the prim, pampered princess who was the only daughter to King Normandian.  
 “Not convinced? See my red hair?” She thrust a braid through the bars.  
 “Half is blue. You’ve bonded with a dragonrider.” No, that wasn’t right. If this were truly Princess Normandian, her marriage would be in the form of an alliance, in this case with Travail. “You’ve bonded with Dragonmaster Dane.” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Then what in the name of the Weeping Gods are you doing here?” he asked.  
 “Again, no time to explain that. Why are you imprisoned here and not Teravainen? Last we heard the Terrans had captured you at Westport.” 
 “Long story. Too long given we’re short on time. The general, Lin-Wei, apparently thinks our minds have been shattered by the Terrans and that we’ve been sent here to spy on the Solarii. At least that’s the short version. Either that, or she just enjoys flaunting her power.” 
 The woman he was now assuming to be Peony Normandian, paused, and he got the distinct impression she was conversing silently with someone, though there was no one else there. Finally, she said, “I have to go. I’m going to help you escape. I promise.” 
 “No. You will start a war with the Solarii. You must protect the interests of Travail above all else now. Anyway, my own plan to escape has already been set in motion. Forget you saw me here.” 
 She shook her head, looking sad. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that.” 
 He had a million other questions, but before he could ask even a single one, she was gone, and then he heard shouts and a muffled conversation before all went silent again.  
 He slumped back down again, frowning, feeling more puzzled than ever before. Though he was intellectually aware that the world had continued spinning while he’d been a Terran prisoner, the encounter had made him realize just how behind he was on what was happening in Kingfall.  
 “See? Your kind grows queerer by the day,” Mrz said.  
 Ando couldn’t disagree. Not this time.  


   
 Ando hadn’t slept a wink, his mind far too active for its own good. Now that he’d had time to think, the shock of seeing Peony Normandian looking like a fierce warrior with her half-dyed skin and leather armor had worn off. An alliance between Odin and Travail made perfect sense. Though Travail didn’t border Teravainen, Dragonmaster Dane was clearly wise enough to realize that the Terrans threatened both countries, and that they would be made stronger together. Such an alliance also explained how Odin managed to secure their most recent victory at Kingsfort. He pictured dragons soaring over the fortress he’d spent so many years defending.  
 The only thing that continued to trouble him, however, was why Peony was here, in Solarii. More specifically, why she was at a border during a time of war. Though she certainly looked the part, she wasn’t a trained warrior, and not that much time had passed that she could’ve become one. If her father knew where she was, odds were the king would die from a heart attack.  
 And where was her bondmate, Dragonmaster Dane? If her presence here was related to the war effort, surely he, as war leader for Travail, should be the one here. These were the questions that had kept Ando awake the rest of the night. Not to mention her promise to help him escape. As much as he wanted freedom for himself, his men, and especially Tora, if she used any means other than political dealings to get them out it would thrust Travail into a war with Solarii, which was something neither country needed at present.  
 Still grappling with these questions, Ando barely heard the groan of unoiled hinges as the heavy iron door leading from the prison entrance corridor to their cells was hauled open. When the giant of a man stomped inside, however, it was impossible not to notice. He stopped before Ando’s cell, which was the first in the line.  
 Ando gawked at him. He was the largest man he’d ever seen, the size of a bear. Void, he made Mrz look small and spindly. His neck was the same width as his head, making him appear as though it was one continuous body part until it reached his chest, which might’ve been two barrels tethered together and garbed in armor. His arms were like clubs attached to ham hocks—his hands. His legs were small trees. Ando looked up at him, where his head was dangerously close to the low ceiling.  
 The man smiled, and then held up both ham hock hands, each gripping a sack hanging heavy under the weight of its contents, which were somewhat round. And wet, apparently, the moisture having soaked through the bottom of the sacks, darkening the material and now dripping into two puddles at either side of the gigantic man.  
 With a violent shake, the man released the sacks’ contents with a flourish. Two wet thuds that could’ve been melons being smashed on stone resulted, the roundish objects rolling free and coming to rest at the base of Ando’s bars.  
 Two sets of dead eyes stared up at him from the decapitated heads.  
 Ando’s jaw tightened, his teeth grinding together. He was no stranger to such sights from his time on the battlefield, but this was different. The faces were pristine, unbruised and fully recognizable. He recognized one but not the other. The one he recognized had been a guard at this very prison, the same guard Sola had persuaded to deliver a message to his cousin.  
 Which, of course, also told him who the second head belonged to.  

Oh gods, what have I done?






 Thirteen 
 Peony Normandian 
 Solarii Border 
 Thirteen days later 
   
 EVER SINCE THAT NIGHT SHE’D FOUND HIGH COMMANDER HELM IMPRISONED, Peony had racked her brain for the best way to secure his freedom. Thankfully, her lie about getting some fresh air had been believed and, as far as she knew, the ranting lunatic of a holy man in the temple hadn’t told his story of a magical invisible sword to anyone.

 As far as ideas for helping Helm went, Daneus had come up with Smash down the walls and fly away with him. Her blade had offered SLICE THROUGH THE WALLS AND DRAG HIM OUT.

 Both options would, as Helm himself had pointed out, likely start a war between Travail and Solarii. She could try to get a message to her father, but that would only create tension between Odin and Solarii. There had to be a better way. Appeal directly to the Dead King? It was an option, but she knew little of King Ontarii and how he might react to such a request. Given she’d fled her own country with her bondmate imprisoned, she had nothing to offer him in return save her dragon’s might at his border. Would that be enough? What if she offered her services for a full year? 
 Something about making such an agreement didn’t feel right, not when Dane remained in trouble. She couldn’t linger in Solarii, but she also didn’t feel right about leaving Helm in a cell. At least the fighting has ceased for a moment, she thought, sitting on her plush lounge in her plush room eating a poached ostrich egg. She’d had a bath every day since she’d arrived…ten days earlier? Twelve? She was beginning to lose count.  

Thirteen, Daneus said.  

Seriously? That means we’ll have satisfied our end of the agreement on the morrow. Then we are free to leave. 


And Helm?


We’ll appeal to the Dead King. If he refuses our request, we’ll send word to my father. Then it is out of our hands. Our focus needs to be on freeing Dane, not Helm. I am the Dragonmistress now, not an Odinian princess. Agreed?


Agreed, the dragon said. 

NO, her blade said.  

What? Peony and Daneus said at the same time.  
 YOU CANNOT LEAVE ANDOVIER HELM HERE.  

Look, I don’t like it any more than you, Peony said, but I don’t see that we have a choice.

 I SENSED SOMETHING WHEN YOU SPOKE TO HIM. HE HAS A ROLE TO PLAY IN ALL THIS. 

Why didn’t you say something earlier?

 I DIDN’T WANT TO ENCOURAGE YOU TO DO SOMETHING DRASTIC. 

But now you’re doing just that. 

 I KNOW. I FEAR THAT’S WHAT IT’S COME TO.  

So…what’s it going to be? Daneus said. Smash down the walls with my tail or cut through them with your blade?

 Before Peony could answer, there was a sharp knock on her door. Probably just a servant come to empty her bathwater or collect her dirty breakfast dishes. Thus it was that when she opened the door she was ill prepared to find General Lin-Wei wearing full armor and helm rather than her mage robe. “Time to make good on your agreement with the Dead King,” the woman said. “Prepare for battle, immediately.” 
 Peony’s heart sank. Any chance of passing the fortnight without event slipped through her fingers. Thanks for the warning, she said to her dragon. You didn’t notice the Terrans preparing to attack?


Sorry. I’m still half-asleep.


Well wake up. I’ll be ready for flight shortly. 

 With that, she stuffed the last bite of egg in her mouth, slipped out of the fluffiest robe in the world, and began to pull on her riding leathers.  


 Ando 
   
 Moira. Ollie. Celeste. General Horatio Raan. Josiah. And now, the Solarii guard who’d done nothing but deliver a message, and Sola’s cousin, who’d done nothing but receive one.  

I destroy everything I touch. Those words, instead of pressing on him, seemed to set him free, until he was flying above it all, looking down on the mess of a world he’d left behind. He felt as though he could stay up here forever, because what other purpose did he have? He’d found the will to live in his desire to see King Gaard dead, and now he was, by his own daughter’s hand if the rumors were to be believed. Then he’d found a purpose in fighting alongside his men in the arena, followed by securing the Infernal Pit from the demonic scourge. After reaching Solarii, his goal had been freeing his men from their new prison but had failed there. Which left…what? Revenge on the Dead King? Protecting Tora? The latter scared him the most. What if he couldn’t protect her as he’d been unable to protect his own family? If she died on his watch… 

What if she’s better off, safer, without me?

 Days had passed in silence. The others had spoken, and some of them, like Tora and Mrz, had even tried to speak to him, but he’d not replied because he didn’t have the words. Mrz had eventually given up, while Tora had not. Each day she would tell him stories of her childhood, most of them with an element of humor intended to touch his weary heart. And try as he would to let them bounce off his heart of steel, she always managed to pierce him, to remind him that there was still humanity in the world, despite the horrors they’d endured. She was trying to save him, just as she had promised she would. 

What if I don’t want to be saved?


Oh Moira, would you want me to continue like this? Would you hate me if I didn’t?

 Voices echoed down the corridor behind the iron door. Lin-Wei’s rose above the others and then the door opened.  
 Ando was at the bars in an instant, gripping them so hard his knuckles turned white and ached. “Come closer,” he growled.  
 She stayed right where she was. “Don’t be so dramatic, High Commander. Rats who poke their noses where they don’t belong always eventually get caught in the trap.” 
 “They were people, not rats,” Ando said. 
 “Would my death satisfy your lust for revenge?” she said, her voice silky smooth. “Or would it just be more blood on your hands?” 
 “It’s not revenge I want,” Ando said. “It’s justice.” 
 “Justice is for the weak. We have more important matters to attend to. The Terrans march for the border. Given Peony Normandian’s interest in you, let’s make things a little more interesting, shall we?” 


 Peony 
   
 Clinging to Daneus’s back, Peony felt the exhilarating mixture of thrill and fear she’d experienced before the Battle of Kerr’s Crossing.  

At least this time you’ll be the only one with a magical sword, Daneus said. He snorted out a puff of flames before banking sharply and buzzing over the six walls marking the Solarii border. Soldiers stationed atop the walls dove for cover, which only made the dragon laugh even more. 

DO THAT AGAIN, her blade said.  
 Peony rolled her eyes. Am I the only one taking this seriously? We’re about fly into war.


And war can’t be fun?


Not the last time I checked…


Someone should change that, Daneus said. 

US!
her blade said gleefully. 

I’m glad you two are getting along so grandly, Peony said.  
 Daneus completed another loop, but, to Peony’s relief, didn’t swoop past the walls again. In the distance to the north, dark specks could be seen moving southward. Terran troops. She spotted movement on the Solarii side of the walls and craned her neck to see what was happening. She identified Lin-Wei first, her battle armor gleaming alongside her metal staff. Behind her was a ragged line of men being marched by no fewer than a dozen guards. The men were chained to each other at the wrists and ankles. Prisoners.  
 Heart thumping rapidly, she scanned the line, searching for…there! Sure enough, the very last prisoner in the chain was High Commander Helm. Her eyes narrowed and her brow furrowed as she watched him. His feet shuffled along the ground as he was dragged by the man in front of him, the thickset Grizari warrior who’d been in the cell across from him. Helm’s back was curved, shoulders hunched forward, head and eyes downcast toward his feet. He looked defeated.  

What did they do to you? she wondered, but she quickly cast aside the question for a more pressing concern. What are they doing to you now?  
 The latter question was answered when the line of prisoners was marched through the first gate and then into the walled-in corridors, looping back and forth, passing between each of the six gates until they emerged into the sunlight on the Terran side. They were going to be forced to fight outside of the walls. Worse, before the guards retreated to safety, they hammered long iron spikes through several loops of chain and into the ground, pinning the prisoners, who were all unarmed, Peony noticed, in one spot. Finally, perhaps hearing the beat of Daneus’s powerful wings, High Commander Helm raised his head to look up, his gaze tracking the dragon’s flight as they moved across the sky.  

She can’t do this! Peony thought.  

She can do whatever she wants, Daneus said.  

Hover in front of her.


I don’t think you should—


Now.


As you wish, but I do so under protest.


Noted. 

 Daneus descended toward the wall once more, but instead of buzzing past, he slowed and then stopped before it, powerful wings undulating slowly so they remained fixed in one spot. A moment later, the mage general’s face appeared as she mounted a ladder and stood atop the first wall. If she was perturbed to find a massive blue dragon hovering before her, she hid it well, her expression more one of amusement than concern. “Here for your orders? They’re simple: Send as many of the Terran bastards into the Void as possible.” 
 “Why do you have prisoners chained outside the wall?” Peony asked, keeping her voice as even as possible. She didn’t need to threaten; not when she was astride a dragon. 
 “What concern are they to you, Dragonmistress?” Lin-Wei said. The mage made no effort to hide the sarcasm in her tone.  
 “Most of them are Odinian. And one is rather famous and of high value to my father. As you are well aware, my bond to Dane secured an alliance between Odin and Travail. I will not have you use Odinian soldiers as bait.” 
 “Bait?” the mage said, as though the very word and the insinuation attached to it were an insult to her character. “You’ve got things all wrong. These men are traitors to their countries and yet I am offering them an opportunity at freedom. If they survive the day, they will no longer be prisoners.” 
 Peony had had enough of this woman. Before she spoke, however, she twisted around to gauge the distance between the Terran army and their prey. They were closing fast, no longer specks but fully formed soldiers, armor polished and shining as they made short work of the flat terrain. Peony turned back. “You know as well as I do that these men are no traitors. I’ll release them myself.” 
 “Do so and your agreement with the Dead King will be void and you will become an enemy to Solarii.” 

Peony…, Daneus warned. We should talk about this.


I’m done talking. “So be it,” she said.  
 With that, Daneus wheeled about and angled toward the ground, where the line of prisoners, Andovier Helm included, stood watching them intently.  


 Ando 
   

She is truly magnificent, Ando thought, watching Peony land astride the dragon, whose wings settled behind its back.  
 “In the name of the gold-hoarding Buried Gods,” Barty said, the dwarf stumbling backwards but then jerking to a stop as he reached the end of the chain’s limits.  
 “We’re here to rescue you, not hurt you,” Peony said. “Hold still and Daneus will break your chains.” 

Ka-chunk! With a mighty slash of his foreclaws, the dragon cleaved the chains between the first two in the line in half, freeing them from the spikes driven deep into the earth.  
 Ando glanced back. The Terrans were so close now he could see the whites of their eyes and hear the war cries on their lips. Death was near. If Peony didn’t intercede, it would all be over.  

Ka-chunk! Another man was freed. Ka-chunk! Another.  
 At least Tora wasn’t here—The Black Witch hadn’t been so evil as to force a young girl into battle under the guise of an opportunity for freedom. Ando waited in anticipation, adrenaline rushing through his veins at the prospect of battle. 

Ka-chunk! Ka-chunk! Ka-chunk! The dragon had found his rhythm and was making short work of the remaining links of chain, men and dwarves stumbling away, expressions carved with a mix of elation and fear. The Terran soldiers were nearly upon them, and the first volley of Solarii arrows were loosed, falling upon the attackers, downing dozens. The cull had begun. 

Ka-chunk! Ka-chunk! Ka-chunk!

 The cries of the Terran soldiers were in his head now, some filled with unspent violence, others with pain as arrows pierced their flesh and they fell. The first line was mere strides away from the first of his men, who’d managed to rally into a formation of sorts, led by the unflappable Sir Christoff Metz and his equally unflappable wife, Mona Sheary-Metz. Weaponless, the duo stood without fear as the Terran tide rolled toward them and a dozen other freed men.  

Ka-chunk! Ka-chunk! Ka-chunk!

 Ando’s hands clenched into fists. 
 “High Commander Helm!” Peony called to him, the dragon having reached his position in the line. He looked around to find he was the last one still staked to the ground.  
 “It’s just Ando now.” 
 “Not to me,” she said. Ka-chunk! The chain tethering him to the stake snapped under the dragon’s sharp claws and he was free. Free to live, free to fight, or free to die. “Grab my hand!” Peony cried. “Climb up. I’m getting you out of here.” 
 He shook his head, but it wasn’t because he’d decided to die. Not today. It was because he’d decided to fight for those he loved, the only family he had. “I won’t leave my men. But you should. Fly as fast and as far away as possible. Go! Now!” 
 He turned his back on Peony and her dragon and charged, weaponless, into battle.  


 Peony 
   
 As High Commander Helm raced away from them, Daneus shot skyward. No! Peony said. We must go back for him.


I’m not leaving, Daneus said. Merely getting out of range of those. He gestured with his spiked head toward the north. Peony scanned the Terran army, which, by her estimation, numbered in the low thousands, a small force in the scheme of things, which meant reinforcements from the north had not yet arrived in south Teravainen. Toward the column’s rear, she found what Daneus was referring to: Seven large wooden contraptions on wheels, each manned by no fewer than six soldiers. Ballistae, each armed with massive iron bolts. Already the soldiers were turning the cranks to build tension in the coils in preparation to shoot.  

Of course they’d have weapons capable of killing a dragon, Peony thought. Drake has been defending the Solarii border with Draconus for a while now. How do we avoid those bolts while helping Helm and his men? she asked.  

Leave that to me, the dragon said. You do your thing with that godblade of yours. 


I THOUGHT YOU’D NEVER ASK, the blade said, appearing in her hand in a blaze of golden light.  

Since when did you need an invitation? the dragon fired back, curling back around just as there was a violent thrusting sound. He dove toward the ground in a near freefall, the ballistae bolt zipping past with enough force to punch through his scaled skin on one side and out on the other. More so than even when Sampson Gaard had turned the dragon’s fire back on him at Kerr’s Crossing, she feared for Daneus’s safety.  

I said don’t worry about me, Daneus said, having felt the fear tremble through her. I can take care of myself. You help Helm while I disarm the ranged weapons. Ready? The dragon pulled out of the dive just before smashing into the ground and now skimmed across the dirt on a direct course for the hottest part of the battle. At least five men and dwarves were already down, while some of the others, including, to her relief, High Commander Helm, had managed to disarm or kill their foes and claim their weapons. The survivors of the initial Terran wave were now gathered in a tight knot, fighting back to back as enemies swarmed around them.  
 It was only a matter of time before they were overwhelmed. Peony tightened her grip on her blade, firmed up her chin, and said, Brightform. Instantly, her body burst with light as the familiar thrum of magical energy poured through her. Now I’m ready, she said.  
 And then she jumped off the dragon’s back.  


 Ando 
   
 Ando ducked under an ill-advised sword slash that would’ve taken his head off if he’d been nice enough not to move. Never go for the head or neck unless it’s a sure thing, soldiers. His own words while he trained his men at Kingsfort, echoed back at him from the past. Choose a larger target, one you’re more likely to hit. The chest or the abdomen. 

 The soldier he now faced apparently hadn’t learned this. As soon as he missed with his wild beheading attempt, he was thrown off balance and left open for counterattack. If Ando had a weapon, it would already be between the man’s ribs. Instead, he was forced to lower his head and tackle him across the midsection, throwing all the frustration and anger of the past fortnight into the maneuver, slamming the back of the soldier’s head against the ground so viciously his teeth clacked together and he dropped his weapon, which soon became Ando’s.  
 Although necessary in war, Ando had never enjoyed the killing, as he knew some soldiers did. Yes, he enjoyed the adrenaline and the challenge of squaring off against another man to determine who was the better warrior, but seeing the light in their eyes blink out, their bodies go still…it always caused him a modicum of sadness. It was no different now as he slid the soldier’s own sword between his plate and ribs, causing him to gasp, blood already dribbling from his lips.  
 From this view, he gained a good look at the soldier’s face. He was young and inexperienced. In battle, there were no easy kills, but this lad never really stood a chance against Ando, even with the advantage in weaponry. He reminded Ando of Josiah.  
 Such thoughts were fleeting, as Ando quickly discarded them and fought back to his feet to prepare for the next enemy. He rose just in time to see something that made as little sense to him as ghostly knights rising from a Rift. The dragon swooping past, scattering Terran soldiers as it raked its talons across the ground, something as bright as the noonday sun leaping from off its back in a blaze of light, landing amongst a thick pocket of enemy combatants who were pressing their advantage on a foursome that Ando cared more about than he cared to admit: Mrz, Sola, Sir Christoff Metz and Barty.  
 Peony Normandian, skin radiating light, managed to land on her feet at a full gallop, sweeping her sun-bright blade around in an arc that left no fewer than a dozen enemies dead and in pieces.  
 Ando’s mouth gaped open.  
 She wasn’t done yet. Far from it. From all sides, men threw themselves upon her, but she moved with such speed it was difficult to track her movement in between blinks, stabbing and slashing and shattering rather than parrying swords with her superior blade, a blade that might’ve been made of rays of sunlight rather than steel such was its brightness.  
 Those who attacked her were forced to shield their eyes as they swung their weapons, lest they be blinded. It gave her an additional advantage and allowed her to move instinctively to the fringes of their peripheral vision, ending them before they even knew she’d moved.  
 The bodies were piling up around her.  
 Ando had never seen anything like it.  
 His own men and Mona Sheary-Metz had backed away from Peony and were doing what Ando was doing: staring dumbfounded while a single woman defended them against an entire army. Meanwhile, in the distance, her dragon had traveled along the enemy column and now dove for the ground, flames spewing from his maw. Men screamed, cooked alive in their armor. Flames erupted as several of the ballistae were set ablaze.  
 With a roar, the dragon circled back around, preparing for another pass.  
 The Terrans, having realized the day was lost before it had really begun, sounded the retreat, soldiers turning and fleeing before the golden warrior and her dragon. Ando watched them go, seeing another burst of flame as the dragon finished off another ballista. From what he could tell, there was only one left. To his surprise, those manning it had not yet abandoned their post to flee with the others. Instead, they were wheeling it about and adjusting its aim, the heavy iron tip of the bolt slowly lowering until it was nearly parallel to the ground.  

No, Ando thought, realizing their intention a split-second too late to even shout a warning to Peony, who had turned and begun walking away from the piles of human wreckage she’d created around her.  
 The bolt was released with such force it crossed the distance in an instant, plowing through one corpse pile. The aim was perfect, and the bolt should’ve cut Peony in half.  
 It didn’t.  
 Somehow, some way, she recognized the danger, moving like the wind itself as she threw her hands backwards, contorting her body into an arched bend, the massive bolt that was capable of skewering a dragon whipping past just over her, close enough to cut a lock of her fiery red hair that had hung above her too long after she’d completed her maneuver.  
 Mrz, who had been approximately fifty feet behind Peony, didn’t move fast enough, the bolt slamming into his head, throwing him back while it continued its flight until it punched into the first of the Solarii walls, stone crumbling around iron as it stuck fast.  
 Mrz was on the ground, unmoving, while Ando was running as hard as he’d ever run toward the Grizari’s fallen form. His focus was complete as he ran, looking for any sign of movement by his friend, and he didn’t see the dragon torch the last of the ballistae, along with those who’d been brave (or stupid) enough to hold their position until the end.  
 “No, no, no, no, no!” Ando shouted, falling to his knees as he reached his friend, who lay on his back with his eyes closed, his face as peaceful and calm as if he were merely sleeping. Ando frowned. There was no blood. No gore. No catastrophic wounds that should be there after a run in with a ballista bolt. Except…wait. Atop Mrz’s head, one horn was as it should be, curving around, a powerful built-in battering ram. The other horn, however, was just a ragged nub, the rest of it missing.  
 “Lookin’ for this?” Barty said, the dwarf carrying a curving horn as he approached.  
 “Mrz?” Ando said.  
 The large creature’s eyes opened. “You’re not a broad-chested doe astride me loins,” Mrz said. “Shoulda known it was jest a dream.” He reached up and touched the broken portion of his horns. “Oi, anyone seen me horn?” 
 Ando laughed, and then he kept laughing.  


 Peony 
   
   
 Peony was having difficulty controlling the many feelings swirling like a mischievous wind inside her. For some reason, the one that kept shifting to the fore was guilt. Though she’d fought at Kerr’s Crossing, she hadn’t been responsible for anyone’s death. She’d held off Sampson Gaard long enough to secure the crossing before departing. Now, she could still hear the wet sounds as her blade passed through flesh and bone, tendon and organ, as easily as a knife through butter. How many had she killed? Dozens? Hundreds? She remembered seeing the bodies piling up around her and feeling as though it was someone else that was causing so much destruction. After all, how could it be her?  

IF IT HELPS, CONSIDER IT ME WHO DID THE KILLING, her blade said. I AM NO STRANGER TO BLOOD.


Thank you, but it doesn’t help, Peony said. Her arms were slick with the blood of those she’d killed. I was the hand that gripped you. I chose to swing you. Me alone. You promised not to try to control me again, and you kept your promise. Any blood is on my hands. 

 AND YOU MADE THE RIGHT CHOICE. 

I know that. They would’ve killed me, Daneus, and their prisoners. High Commander Andovier Helm. The Terrans are to blame for much, and yet…I cannot deny the guilt any more than I can deny your existence even when I cannot see you.

 THEN YOU MUST FIND A WAY TO LIVE WITH IT. 

How? How did the others before me who wielded you live with it?

 ONE BREATH AT A TIME. ONE FOOT IN FRONT OF THE OTHER. WITH TIME, IT GETS EASIER. 
 That felt like a trap leading to a slippery slope leading to a bog. She didn’t want killing to get easier. She wanted…that was the problem—she didn’t know what she wanted.  
 “Your Highness,” that familiar voice said. She looked up, brow pinched together. She didn’t know how long she’d been staring at the ground, frowning.  
 High Commander Helm was staring at her with an expression somewhere between curiosity and awe. “You don’t need to call me that anymore, High Commander.” 
 “And you don’t need to call me ‘High Commander’ anymore. Ando will suffice. What shall I call you? Dragonmistress?” 
 “Peony will suffice,” she said.  
 “What you did…that blade…” His eyes darted around, searching for her brightblade. Thankfully, she’d thought to secret it away in that other place as soon as the battle had ended.  
 She ignored his words and said, “Your Grizari friend…is he all right?” 
 “He was exceptionally lucky. The bolt took one of his horns, but nothing else.” 
 “I’m glad.” Her gaze had wandered back down to her boots, which were partially hidden within the pool of blood she found herself standing in. It had been created by the corpse that was in two pieces because of her, each portion resting nearby, crimson streams continuing to feed the pool.  
 “Your sword is a godblade,” he said, and she couldn’t help her gaze from darting back to his. “There is no other explanation. Do you deny it?” 
 There was no point, and anyway, hiding the existence of the brightblade had only ever caused trouble. Void, Dane might not be imprisoned if they’d only been honest with the other dragonriders. No, that’s not true. His uncle would’ve found another way to usurp him. She shook her head in response to Ando’s question. “Seems we’ve both been on a long road to reach this point,” she said.  
 He raised his eyebrows. “Now that’s an understatement. The only question is: Where do we go from here?” 
 This time, she didn’t hesitate. “Sunsei. It’s time for the Dead King to explain himself. And you’re coming with me.” 





 Fourteen 
 Andovier Helm 
 Sunsei, Solarii 
   
 PEONY HAD TRIED TO CONVINCE HIM TO FLY ON DRAGONBACK TO SUNSEI, but he wouldn’t leave his men. Instead, he planned to march south with them. He knew after what had transpired outside of the walls that Lin-Wei wouldn’t try to stop him. Already the gates had been opened for them and no one had tried to chain them or relieve them of the weapons they’d borrowed from the dead Terran soldiers. 

 “What? No trumpets and jugglers?” Mrz said. As they’d worked their way through each walled-in area, the Griz had made a game of pretending to throw a long spear he’d procured up at the Solarii soldiers watching them from atop the walls and then laughing each time they ducked for cover.  
 “I’d take a few strips o’ crispy bacon o’er a bunch of fanfare any day,” Barty said. He walked beside his second in command, a dwarf named Mudd who was the teller of tales taller than the famed Calabrian spinewood trees that were said to touch the clouds.  
 “I’d prefer a hammock in the shade without hearing any of your voices,” Sola said.  
 The hammock sounded nice, but Ando had grown so accustomed to these voices that not being able to hear them didn’t appeal to him. 
 “Peony Normandian wielded a brightblade,” Sir Metz said, never one to mince words.  
 “I think you’ve had too much time in the sun, sir knight,” Sola said. “The godblades have been lost for centuries and the lesserblades are well protected and never used. The brightness we saw was only the reflection of light on its well-oiled steel.” 
 “And the way she herself glowed?” the knight countered. “I am not a superstitious man. I believe in facts and logical explanations, but I also know there is magic in this world I may never be able to understand. Before my wife and I made the journey to Kingfall, we read as much as we could about your continent’s history. Yes, the godblades were lost. But now one has been found. I’m certain of it.” 
 With that, both men looked to Ando. He considered how much to tell them. He’d already hidden the ghostly knights from them, and that lie of omission had never sat well with him. But this wasn’t the right time for such a conversation. There would be ample opportunity on the weeklong journey south to Sunsei. “We must locate Lin-Wei first and demand she release Tora and provide us with supplies for our journey south.” He’d already informed them they would be traveling to Sunsei and all of them had agreed. “Then I will explain everything. I promise.” 
 Sola looked satisfied, while Sir Metz’s mouth opened, almost certainly to ask another question, but his wife grabbed his hand and said, “He said not now. You’ll just have to suffer in uncertainty for a while longer.” 
 “There is no greater Void,” the knight said solemnly.  
 “Sorry, please try to be patient.” 
 “I shall endeavor to do just that,” Metz vowed.  
 They reached the last gate, set in the sixth wall, and then they were back in the military encampment. Ando’s eyes searched for any sign of General Lin-Wei. He generally wasn’t an immature or callous man, but he was looking forward to seeing the mage’s face. She’d promised them freedom if they survived the day, thinking it had been a foregone conclusion that they would all perish, and yet here most of them were, still standing.  
 “General!” Ando bellowed. When the general didn’t appear, he frowned. Though he knew she would despise this moment, he didn’t believe she was the type of woman to sulk in a corner just because she’d lost. He spotted a soldier he’d often seen conversing with the general making his way toward them. “Where is she?” he demanded. 
 Instead of answering the question, the man stopped and said, “I am General Rashani.” 
 “Answer the question.” 
 “General Lin-Wei has departed for Sunsei.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Her objective here has been met,” he said matter-of-factly, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world.  
 Something about the way he said it sent a sinking feeling deep into Ando’s gut and he found himself taking off at a run, not to pursue Lin-Wei south, not yet, but toward the place they’d spent the last fortnight, counting the days until something horrible happened: the prison. 
 As he approached, he shouted, “Tora!” 
 No response. 
 Rather than making for the entrance on the opposite side of the structure where he’d be forced to argue with the very guards who’d imprisoned him, he rounded the far corner and skirted along the edge of the building, counting windows until he reached the second from the end. He dove to the ground and stuck his face right up to the bars, squinting into the dim lighting. “Tora? It’s over. I’m getting you ou—” 
 He cut off as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. The cell was empty.  
 And he knew. Lin-Wei had taken her.  
 The gods were laughing at him again. 





 Fifteen 
 Peony Normandian 
 Sunsei, Solarii 
   

HOOM, DANEUS SAID AS SUNSEI APPEARED IN THE DISTANCE. They’d stopped only once as they made their way south, so Daneus could hunt for them both. In the shade beside a spring, they’d rested, eaten and drank until they were filled. Then they’d started off once more, flying through the whole of the night. Now it was morning again, though the sun had long since cast off its dark cloak and released its shine into the world to start another day.


Hoom indeed, Peony said. But not home. Home is a long way off. 


And yet, because of you, closer than before, Daneus said. 

Because of us, Peony said. The Dead King cannot ignore what we did for him at the border. The Terrans won’t soon attack again. 


You think he’ll be able to get past the fact that you freed his prisoners?


I suspect so. He should be champing at the bit for an alliance with Travail. An alliance that will only be valid if Dane is restored to his position as Dragonmaster. A little pressure from the Dead King should go a long way. 


And if not? Daneus asked.  

I’m not sure yet. I may have to return to Odin and face my parents and, worse, my brother. I’d rather stare down another Terran army than have Osric look upon me with disgust and make one of his jokes about savages. 


If he does, I’ll eat him. 


Tempting…but please don’t. I don’t hate him, even if I should. 


As usual, no fun to be had for dragons. 


You just breathed fire across a Terran army!


That was yesterday. I’m talking about today. 

 Peony rolled her eyes and shook her head with fondness. Just take us down and try not to hurt anyone.


Can I help it if humans are so little I sometimes land on them by accident? Are you careful to avoid ants when you walk?


Fine. Squash a few Solarii, see if I care, Peony said, feigning indifference. She didn’t know if dragons were immune to reverse psychology, but it couldn’t hurt to try.  

War has changed you, Peony, Daneus said gravely. But since you insist!


It was a jape, and a bad one! Peony said quickly, before the dragon tried to land in a crowded marketplace.  
 Chuffing out a burst of fire-filled laughter, he wheeled about and made for the same empty space he’d landed the last time they arrived at the Solarii capital city. Though Peony was dreading having to make the journey through the city again, this time alone, it wouldn’t be smart to land her dragon within the castle walls, even if she had a mind to do just that. She’d taken care of things from a military perspective at the border, now she needed to take care of things from a political perspective.  

I’ll wait here, Daneus said as she slid down the foreclaw he extended for her. Holler if you need me to light anything—or anyone for that matter—on fire.


HE’S JOKING, RIGHT? her blade asked.  

Try me, Daneus said, still listening.  

No one is getting lit on fire, Peony said. Try not to get into trouble while I’m gone.


Yours truly? I wouldn’t think of it.


I’m serious. 


Hence, the serious voice. All right. I won’t move a muscle. I’ll just…take a nap. 

 When Peony looked back, the dragon was already asleep. How does he do that? she wondered.  

WHAT DOES SLEEP FEEL LIKE? her blade asked.  
 It was another one of those questions that reminded her that, though her godblade had a mind and a personality, it was far from being human. It doesn’t feel like anything, Peony said. That’s the point. When you’re asleep, your mind is somewhere else. You don’t feel. 

 I BEG TO DIFFER. 

What do you mean? she asked as she entered the city. As before, she got plenty of looks from the locals, but this time she didn’t stare back at them to get them to look away. She wasn’t in the mood for silly games.  
 WHEN YOU SLEEP, YOU FEEL ALL SORTS OF THINGS. YOU JUST DON’T REMEMBER THEM WHEN YOU WAKE UP.  

You can sense my feelings when I’m sleeping? 

 YES. IT KEEPS ME OCCUPIED. IT GETS BORING BEING AWARE ALL THE TIME. I WISH I COULD SLEEP.  

Being trapped inside the Great Bone Pile must’ve been awful.

 IT WAS, THOUGH I DID MANAGE TO PUSH MY MIND INTO A SORT OF COMA. I REMEMBER REGAINING CONSCIOUS THOUGHT ONE TIME AND HAVING THE UNCANNY FEELING THAT AN ENTIRE CENTURY HAD FLASHED PAST WITHOUT MY NOTICING. WHEN I SENSED YOUR APPROACH AND KNEW YOU WERE THE ONE, I JUST ABOUT JUMPED WITH GLEE. EMOTIONALLY SPEAKING ANYWAY AS I WOULD REQUIRE LEGS TO JUMP.  

How did you know I was the one who was supposed to wield you? I mean, after all that time, couldn’t it have just been you wanting to get out of there?


NO, the blade said with more conviction than Peony had ever heard in its tone. EVERY YEAR, THE UNWED PEOPLE FROM GODSTOWN WOULD MAKE THEIR ANNUAL PILGRIMAGE TO THE GREAT BONE PILE TO PAY THEIR RESPECTS, AND EVERY YEAR I WOULD HOPE ONE OF THEM WAS THE ONE. I COULD’VE EASILY JUMPED TO ANY OF THEM, BUT I DIDN’T. IT WAS ALWAYS SUPPOSED TO BE YOU.

 Peony had to admit, it felt good hearing her blade say that. Sometimes she felt like she was an actor in a play. She trusted her godblade, and if her godblade said she was meant to wield it, then it must be true. But for what purpose? So far, I feel as though I’ve been constantly reacting to bad things. Sampson Gaard attacking Kerr’s Crossing. Dane’s imprisonment. The Dead King’s agreement. Finding High Commander Helm chained before an army. I want to start doing the things that need to be done before they need to be done, does that make sense?

 YES. I FEEL THE SAME WAY. TODAY IS THE DAY WE START DOING EXACTLY THAT. AGREED? 

Agreed. Peony felt better after speaking to her blade. Though her life was still a mess, she felt like she’d finally reached the top of the mountain and all she needed to do was take another big step and descending the other side would be as easy as letting gravity pull her down.  
 The pristine white spires of the palace pierced the sky, and Peony was tempted to break into a run, eager to appear before the Dead King and relay the events at the border and request—no, demand—Solarii assistance in restoring Dane to his rightful position as Dragonmaster of Travail.  

Remember, diplomacy, Daneus said. If you were there to make demands, you should’ve brought me.


I thought you were napping.


I always sleep with one eye and one ear open. 

 Peony didn’t know if that was true, but she was glad to have the dragon’s presence on hand for whatever was to come. As she boldly approached the palace gates, which stood open to allow several wagons laden with goods for the kitchen to pass through, two guards stepped in front of her. “State your business, madam,” one of them said in a rather gruff voice. The pair were eyeing Peony with mistrust.  
 “It’s Dragonmistress, actually,” she said. “And my business is for King Ontarii’s ears only.” 
 “Then I’m afraid I cannot allow you to—” 
 “Peony!” a familiar voice called. There was haste in Rose Ontarii’s strides, and yet she still managed to appear as though she were completely at ease and in control. Every golden hair on her head remained in perfect position, despite the gusting wind that assaulted them periodically. Her features might’ve been painted on, her cheeks resembling a pink sunrise, and her smile was as genuine as a child sitting on a pile of gifts wrapped in shiny paper on her name day. In contrast, Peony felt conspicuously messy, her hair windblown, her armor speckled with bloodstains (at least she’d had the sense to clean the blood from her arms and face at the spring), and her boots coated with dust and grime. “Out of the way, you daft buffoons!” Rose said, storming between the two guards and forcing them to step aside nimbly or suffer the wrath of her spindly elbows. She grabbed Peony by the arm and veritably dragged her back the way she’d come, only starting to giggle once they were well out of earshot of the guards. “Did you see their faces? I shall never forget their expressions, like they’d been horse-kicked where the Solarii sun refuses to shine.” 
 Peony choked on the princess’s words, which were most unladylike and yet accurate. “Thank you,” Peony said. “I was hoping to make as peaceful an entrance as possible, and you saved me from causing quite a scene.” 
 “Of course, of course. After what you’ve been through, it’s the least I could do.” 
 While Peony tried to figure out what she meant by what you’ve been through, Rose pulled her by the hand up the steep front staircase so quickly Peony was gasping for breath by the time they reached the top. Rose didn’t seem to notice, her own stamina inexhaustible, leading her inside the palace and through a grand doorway directly ahead. Behind the doors was a long corridor illuminated darkly by purple magelights set in wall sconces. Each sconce was set near a painting. The artwork was grim, depicting what Peony surmised was the Dead King’s death and ultimate rebirth through the dark magical art of necromancy. The paintings did not shy away from displaying blood spray and ichor, while the final piece was of King Draymond Ontarii rising from a pool of his own blood with a trio of black-robed mages behind him.  
 While Peony struggled to reclaim her breath, Rose talked nonstop. “Most women would squeal and cover their ears to hear such a violent tale of battle, death and dismemberment, but I soak up such gory details with eager ears,” she said. “I’m not squeamish about such things. I guess it’s no surprise considering my grandfather is rather…undead…himself. Just look at these horridly delightful paintings. But still, to hear of your valor and prowess in battle, I must admit, it sent my heart soaring. Men love to boast about their courage on the battlefield, but you have represented the women of Kingfall beyond all expectation.” 
 Peony finally realized that Rose had been talking about the events that had transpired at the border the entire time they’d been walking. But how was that possible? Peony had flown directly from the border; even if a message had been sent via carrier pigeon in the immediate aftermath of the battle, it should’ve been impossible for the news to have arrived before she and Daneus had. Once more, however, before she could question Rose, they reached the end of the corridor where an even larger set of double doors awaited them, manned by another pair of guards. With Rose by her side, the guards didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow, simply dragging the doors open as they approached. “My grandfather is expecting you,” Rose said in a whisper. “Forgive the dimness; ever since he died the light is repugnant to his eyes. And this is where I leave you. Go on.” With an encouraging nod, she gestured Peony forward before turning and backtracking, the guards closing the doors behind her with an ominous boom that echoed throughout the chamber.  
 The ‘chamber’ was the opposite to the clean, well-lit, white-stoned portions of the palace Peony had seen thus far. It was dark and gray, with brutish columns rising from floor to ceiling, more purple magelights affixed to each, directly above the head of each guard, who stood sentinel, standing as tall and motionless as the spears they gripped in their right hands. There were several tall glass windows on either side, but they’d been smeared with something dark and tarlike, blocking out any light that might’ve offered a bit of cheeriness to an otherwise dreary space. Creeping ivy had covered the bulk of the walls and much of the ceiling, giving the entire room an earthy, minty smell that wasn’t altogether displeasing. From experience (Osric had once convinced her to press her nose to the exact same type of ivy to smell it), Peony knew the plant was mildly poisonous.  
 At the far end of the line of columns stood a stone throne. It was so large and wide it might’ve sat three kings, the back carved to form the Solarii symbol, a sun radiating rays of light. Only this sun was black, its radiating rays casting no light. Creating an arc beyond the chair were three black-robed mages, their faces invisible within the shadows of their thick cowls. Their unseen heads were bowed, pressed to the tops of their staffs, mist curling around them before twisting to surround the throne. Sitting in the throne was a ghastly figure so withered and twisted he might’ve been a grape left out too long in the sun, transforming from a raisin into something inedible. His cheeks were sunken, his mouth a dark slash. His skin held a gray pallor that matched the pillars. And when he raised his bony arm to beckon her forward, skin sagged as though trying to melt right off his bones. As his voice emerged from deep in his throat there was a sucking sound, not dissimilar to a boot being extricated from thick mud, rough and harsh on the ears. Each word contained a slight wheeze as he said, “Approach, Dragonmistress.” Despite the rough texture of his voice, there was a grand formality to the way he addressed her.  
 She strode forward, daring her own heart to beat and rising to the challenge. She stopped when she’d passed the final column and was several paces from the Dead King, whose appearance fit his informal title to perfection. He wore a gray doublet over a black, high-collared shirt, both of which fit him terribly, hanging loosely off his withered body like a snake shedding its second skin. His crown had also been painted black, as though its previous hue—likely gold or silver—had been too bright and shiny for his dark, undead eyes. Peony barely remembered her manners, bowing her head slightly rather than curtsying. “Your Majesty,” she said, thankful she’d managed to stifle her urge to address him as Your Deadness, though she was certain Rose would’ve fallen into fits of laughter to hear about it later. 
 “I am told you upheld your end of our agreement well beyond expectations. The Terran force was sent squealing like piglets back to mire in the muck of their filthy pens.” 
 Every few words, his pink tongue flicked out over his lips, as though he could never quite keep them moist. It was unnerving. Even without the disgusting tongue habit, the king’s voice alone would’ve caused the small hairs on the back of her neck to rise to full attention, but she kept her expression neutral. “I hope the Terrans rethink future decisions to attack your border, Your Majesty,” she said. “May I ask a question?” 
 “Of course.” His tongue moved out and then back in.  
 “How did you learn of the events at the border so quickly? I flew without delay to Sunsei after the battle.” 
 He raised his thin eyebrows, making his wrinkled forehead even more wrinkly, like parchment that had been crumpled up, sat on, and then trod over by an entire cavalry before being unfurled once more. “Hoping to surprise me with the news?” he said.  
 “No, I just expected—” 
 “Has Rose told you how I died?” 
 The question caught her by surprise. “Well, no, but I’ve read about it in the Kingfall Histories.” 
 “Ah, the Kingfall Histories, the greatest lie ever written. It’s a great lie because of the lines the authors blurred between fact and fiction, to the point where the reader cannot discern the difference. The Histories got at least one part true: I died when my head was removed from my body. Care to see?” Before Peony could answer—though she had no idea how to respond—he’d unfastened the buttons on his high collar, peeling the material away from his neck to reveal more sagging skin mottled with sunspots. Wrapping around his throat was a dark red line and a series of long, thick stitches. The king stared at her the entire time, as if to gauge her reaction.  
 Peony couldn’t stop her mouth from opening slightly. “Why doesn’t it heal?” she asked, grim curiosity getting the best of her mouth.  
 “Because I’m dead,” the king said, mouth twisting into a smile that carried no mirth. “My body continues to wither away because I cannot eat. My heart doesn’t beat. My blood doesn’t flow. Only they”—he gestured haphazardly at the trio of obsidian mages huddled around him—“keep me from the grave.”  
 Peony thought it sounded like a horrible existence. Why stay alive at all? From where she was standing, death should come as a relief to a man like this. She didn’t ask about that, however, returning the conversation to where it had started. “The Kingfall Histories describe your death as being carried out by hired assassins. The leading theory was Terran involvement, an act of vengeance for the Solarii revolution, though the Gaards never claimed credit. This is not true?” 
 The king’s gruesome smile returned, pink tongue skirting each of his lips in turn before he spoke. The sound of smacking forced Peony to hold back an expression of disgust. “They were assassins by their very nature, but not hired by the Terrans. My own daughter arranged my assassination, can you believe it? After all I gave her, she wanted me dead so she could rule in my stead, the ungrateful bitch.” 
 “I didn’t know that,” Peony said slowly. Her heart was telling her she should feel pity for this man, but her head was telling her something was amiss. But what? 
 “Of course you didn’t,” the king said. “It is a well-kept family secret. Rose knows, and I doubt she would tell a soul. Our family history brings her great shame.” 
 “Rose’s parents…,” Peony said, remembering what the Histories said about them—that they died in an unfortunate accident involving a broken balustrade just as they were leaning over in a romantic embrace.  
 “They were both in on it,” the king spat, bitterness coating every word. “Thankfully, I’d maintained a trio of necromancers as part of my personal staff for years. On standing orders that became active upon my death, they acted swiftly, restoring me to life—or something akin to it—within hours of my passing, which my son-in-law tried to label as the work of the Terrans. But I knew better. I couldn’t let them live, but also didn’t want a royal scandal on my hands. Hence, the ‘accident’.” 
 The entire story made Peony feel ill. Something else struck her, the thing that had felt off from the beginning of the tale. “Why are you telling me this?” In the wake of the question, she felt a sense of foreboding wash over her. If this story were such a well-kept secret, surely the king wouldn’t tell a leader of one of the other Kingfall nations, unless…

 The king watched her patiently, dry, cracked tongue flicking over his lips every so often. “It was all too easy,” he finally said. “Drudge never saw eye to eye with Dane. His other nephew, on the other hand…” 
 Peony’s mind was ticking over his cryptic words like they were a secret message to be deciphered. The Dead King had something to do with what had happened to Dane, to her. The implication was that Drake was involved somehow too. Did that mean Rose was complicit as well? “Why do it?” she asked. “Just because Dane chose me over Rose?” 
 “He chose Odin over Solarii, you foolish child! The alliance forged by my eldest daughter, Dane’s mother, was ripped to shreds the moment she died. And for what? An alliance with the largest kingdom in Kingfall while we, the smallest nation, face extermination at the hands of the Terrans? If not for Drake’s loyalty we might’ve fallen already. But I couldn’t risk everything on his infatuation with my granddaughter.” 

Drake is involved, she thought. What have I done? She’d thought she was sending Dane’s brother to cast aside their differences and help him. Instead, she’d urged the snake right into her bondmate’s bed.  

ASK HIM WHY HE DIDN’T OFFER HIS BLESSING ON DRAKE AND ROSE’S UNION, her blade said. THAT WOULD’VE SECURED A TIE BETWEEN TRAVAIL AND SOLARII, EVEN IF ONLY AN INFORMAL ONE UNRECOGNIZED BY DANE.

 Peony cursed herself for not thinking of it herself. The shock of discovering she’d been played like a lute from the moment she landed in Solarii was muddling her mind. “You could’ve granted Drake and Rose what they wanted. Why didn’t you? I don’t believe it’s because Dane wouldn’t offer his own blessing. You could’ve slighted him and secured a loose alliance.” 
 “The answer to that question is a whole other scandal,” the Dead King said in his wheezing, rasping, tongue-flicking way. “But I suppose there’s no point in keeping secrets from you now. Dane’s mother, my eldest daughter Beatrice, never fully embraced the rugged Travailian way of life. Thus, she returned to Sunsei often to spend time with her sister, Liza. Naturally, she got to know Liza’s husband as well. A little too well, as it turned out.” 
 “You’re saying they had an affair?” 
 “Let’s just say one of her visits to Sunsei lasted an extended period of time. Nearly a year, actually. This was before all the nasty business with Liza and her husband plotting my demise.” 
 Peony breathed slowly through her nose to steady her knees, which were suddenly feeling wobbly. “By any chance, was Rose born during Beatrice’s extended visit?” 
 “You already know the answer to that or you wouldn’t have asked.” 
 “How could you hide such a thing?” 
 The king shrugged his bony shoulders. “It was easier than you might expect. All parties involved agreed that the child would have to be Liza’s, raised as the heiress. Beatrice agreed to return to Travail and never speak of it again.” 
 “That’s why you wouldn’t give Drake and Rose your blessing; because they are half-siblings.” The ill feeling returned to the pit of her stomach when she remembered the passionate kiss she’d watched Drake and Rose share the first time she’d met the princess. Their love for each other was as real a thing as she’d ever witnessed.  
 The king nodded. “Dane did me a favor by rejecting them first, so all I needed to do was follow suit. But you paused before you asked about why I didn’t offer my blessing,” the Dead King said. “Why?” 
 Peony froze. Had it really been that obvious she’d gone somewhere else in her mind? “I was conversing with Daneus,” she said.  
 “Lies,” a voice said, just before General Lin-Wei emerged from behind the tall throne, weaving between her fellow obsidian mages to stand beside the king.  
 Peony gaped. “How are you here? Did Drake return and carry you on dragonback?” It was the only logical explanation for her presence in Sunsei when she should still be two days out even if she departed the border on horseback before the battle had concluded.  
 The mage grinned devilishly. “I am a mage, rank 7, the highest order that may be achieved by my kind. There are ways to span great distances in an instant, though the magenum required and subsequent recovery is substantial.” 
 It was only then that Peony noticed the dark circles under the mage’s eyes and the beads of sweat on her forehead. Her presence certainly explained how both Rose and the Dead King knew of her exploits at the border even before she’d arrived to tell her tale. “I don’t know what she told you, but—” 
 “Save your breath,” the mage said. “We knew about the godblade you wield before you fought at the border. But Kingfall is ripe with unfounded rumors and gossip, so we needed to confirm the truth before acting.” 
 “That’s why you requested that I fight at the border in exchange for helping Daneus.”  
 “Very good,” the king said, as though complimenting a puppy on learning to roll over on command. “And your performance exceeded all expectations. Rescuing Andovier Helm and his fellow prisoners was a nice touch.” 

That explains why they placed a group of mostly Odinian prisoners outside of the walls. To ensure I would use my godblade rather than just relying on Daneus’s raw power. Bastards. Something else was bothering her, too. “Our agreement was only for a fortnight. What if the Terrans hadn’t attacked during that time? They didn’t march on the border until the very last day.” 
 The mage fielded the question. “We simply poked the hornet’s nest.” 
 If Peony wasn’t certain of it before, she was now: this woman was evil. “You attacked them?” 
 “‘Attack’ is a strong word. We infiltrated their fortress at Grandon and slew their general under the cover of night. Hence the vigor with which they mounted their assault the next day.” 
 “You make me sick,” Peony said, remembering how the prisoners were chained and staked to the ground ahead of the Terran army’s charge.  
 If the king was bothered by her words, he gave no indication. Instead, he leaned forward eagerly, tenting his pale fingers together on his diminutive lap. “Do you converse with the godblade in your mind? Is that why you hesitated before speaking before?” 
 “I told you, I was talking to the dragon.” 
 Lin-Wei smiled again. “Impossible. Daneus is currently…unavailable.” 
 Peony’s heart hammered in her chest. She’d been wondering why the dragon hadn’t offered his own thoughts during her exchange with the king. Now, she cast a thought in his direction. Daneus? Hoom? Are you there?

 She received no response but the mage’s laughter. “The amount of poison required to subdue a dragon is substantial,” she said. “Hopefully I didn’t overdo it. He should wake up…eventually…though not for a few days.” 

Oh gods, Peony thought. What have I done? She’d asked Daneus to bring her here expecting to return as a conquering hero who could ask for a favor from the Dead King. Instead, she’d thrown the poor dragon to the wolves.  
 Each revelation had been like a hammer blow to her—the nail. She steeled herself before asking the next question, though she suspected she already knew the answer. “What do you want from me?” 
 The king licked his dry lips. “Just one thing and then you’re free to leave with your dragon. Give me the godblade.” 
 There it was—the reason for everything they’d done. “And if I refuse?” 
 The warriors seemed to form from the shadows themselves, when really they’d been obscured by the thick black curtains hanging on either side of each of the tall, painted windows. Four in all, each wielded a thin blade as dark as the darkest, cloud-smothered night. Peony had seen such blades before, as there were two of them secured in Chrysallis. They were lesserblades—darkblades to be precise. Behind them, additional obsidian mages closed in, each wielding a staff fitted with numerous vials of glowing magenum. Next, the guards that had been standing so motionless before each column she’d forgotten they were there moved into position behind her. Chains clinked in their hands, though she wasn’t sure where they retrieved them from.  
 “You’d be ill-advised to refuse,” the king said.  
 All the fear and shock vanished in an instant, replaced by anger for the sake of her dragon, for Dane, for Ando, for herself, all of whom had been treated as pawns on the Dead King’s real-life chessboard. All because he coveted the blade that was hers, that, according to the blade itself, she’d been destined to wield. “I won’t give it up without a fight,” she said, preparing to summon the blade and assume brightform.  

PEONY, NO! her blade shouted in her mind.  

I won’t be taken like this. In brightform, we can cut through them like the chaff that they are.

 TRUST ME, YOU CANNOT. THIS MANY OBSIDIAN MAGES ALONG WITH FOUR DARKBLADE WIELDERS HAVE YOU OVERMATCHED, EVEN IN BRIGHTFORM. IF YOU SUMMON ME, THEY WILL TAKE ME AND THEN ALL WILL BE LOST.  

I can’t just let them put me in chains!

 YOU MUST. THERE IS NO OTHER CHOICE. AS LONG AS I AM HIDDEN, THEY CANNOT HAVE ME. 
 “Last chance,” the Dead King said. “Give me the brightblade of your own free will and no harm will come to you or your dragon.” 
 This time, Peony didn’t hesitate before answering. “Go rut yourself.” 
 The warriors, mages and guards moved in.  





 First Interlude: Di Puronompara 
   
 FYRE DANCER DRIFTED FOR DAYS THAT COULD NOT BE COUNTED. 

 She had no food. She had no water. The blade alone sustained her, its shadows protecting her from the harsh sunlight during the day, and its brightness lighting a path through the darkness at night. Deadly sea creatures approached her on occasion, but swiftly retreated, for this was a foe they’d never encountered before, this creature constructed of diamond-studded light and a shroud of shadows in equal measure.  
 Fyre dreamed through time, and subconsciously she knew they were not true dreams, but memories. Memories of the blade that was, even now, strapped to her back as she drifted, drawn onward by the whim of currents. The blade’s memory of its own beginning: 

Blink, blink. 


Everything was so bright, too bright. 


Wait. No. Not everything. Half was the color of a moonsless night. How do I know that? How do I know anything? Who am I? What am I? 


Those questions and many more swirled through the consciousness that had been created. The consciousness felt the flow of lifeblood through it. Magenum, it knew. I am created from raw magic, but not only… 


Shadows! 


Starlight! 


But I am hard too. Smooth and flat, but sharp. I am a weapon. A blade. Designed to slash, to sever, to pierce. To maim to wound to kill to kill to kill TO KILL!!!


The realization sent a spike of fear through the blade. 


“Yes,” a voice said. “You are perfection.”


I AM?


The blade startled to hear its own voice, which was deep and rumbling, and filled with something it could not yet describe. 


“Yes. Look upon your perfection.”


The blade was set upon a table before a looking glass. It rested on its hilt, and yet stood upright without falling or even wobbling. The blade saw itself, not through eyes—for it had none—but through the eyes of its own creator. And it knew its name: Di Puronompara. The Pureblade.


IS THIS HOW I SHALL ALWAYS SEE THE WORLD? THROUGH YOUR EYES?


“Alas, but no. You will be leaving me soon. Whomever wields you will be your eyes. The world is a dark, dangerous place, but I have created you to bring balance where there is none.”


AND IF I FAIL?


“Then we are all doomed.”


The blade’s creator stepped into view of the mirror, his reflection as familiar to the blade as its own, though before this moment it had not set its gaze on either. The man was garbed in a thick, black robe and gripped a staff in one hand. 


Somehow, inexplicably, the blade knew the name of its creator.


He was known as Erif Mirg. 


And he was supposed to be dead. 

 Fyre was thrust from the blade’s dream-memory violently, her body spasming, convulsing as she thrashed about in the water.  

BE AT PEACE, the blade said.  
 Fyre stopped thrashing, casting her gaze about, at the endless waters surrounding her. How long must I drift aimlessly like this? she asked.  

NOT AIMLESSLY. YOUR PATH IS PREORDAINED.

 This Fyre had suspected. She remembered the blade’s previous words to her: YOU CANNOT SURVIVE THIS QUEST, IN THE END.


DON’T THINK ABOUT THAT NOW.


It’s hard not to. 


I KNOW. BUT I ALSO KNOW YOUR STRENGTH. 


Strength? I can barely lift you.


THERE ARE DIFFERENT TYPES OF STRENGTH. AND YET, YOU ARE RIGHT. IF YOU ARE TO CARRY ME OVER VAST DISTANCES, YOU MUST LEARN TO CARRY ME. LIFT ME, NOW.

 Fyre hesitated only a moment before obeying, reaching behind her to draw the blade from its makeshift sheath. The blade sang as it was freed, and Fyre felt it a shame she was the only one to hear its song.  
 The weight was formidable. On her back, she could bear it well enough, kicking her legs and pumping her arms to stay afloat. Now, however, the blade’s weight threatened to drag her arms into the water, followed by the rest of her.  

HOLD ME ABOVE YOUR HEAD.


I—I cannot, she said, though she tried, arms quivering as she gripped the thick hilt with two hands.  

YOU MAY HAVE A MEASURE OF MY STRENGTH.

 The moment the blade’s words filled Fyre’s mind, she felt strength flow into her arms, which lifted the blade higher, until her elbows locked and the sword rose into the air, one half blazing with a brightness akin to the sun and the other half writhing with a soul-eating darkness drawing a line across the waters of the Sacred Sea.  

Thank you, Fyre said.  

WE WILL TRAIN LIKE THIS EVERY DAY. AND EACH DAY I WILL TAKE BACK A PORTION OF MY STRENGTH UNTIL YOU ARE HOLDING ME ON YOUR OWN. IS THIS UNDERSTOOD?


Yes.


GOOD. NOW REPEAT THIS MANTRA, FOR IT SHALL GIVE YOU HOPE IN TIMES OF FEAR: BE BRIGHT BUT DO NOT BURN. EMBRACE THE DARKNESS BUT DO NOT LIVE IN SHADOW.

 Fyre took a deep breath, and then began to speak aloud, her words carried away by the wind. “Be bright but do not burn. Embrace the darkness but do not live…” 





 PART II 
   
 Aisling     Quill     Jarrod 
 Amari 
   
   
 The conflict between northern and southern Teravainen began as a civil war in 311 After Weeping, and might’ve been remembered by history as a civil war if the north had won. Instead, in 315 A.W., the south defeated an indifferent northern army in the Battle of the Final Sunset and earned their independence. Thus, history coins the conflict as a war of revolution in which the small peninsula nation of Solarii was created. Ever since, the Gaard lineage has coveted the return of Solarii to Terran control, which has been the cause of continued conflict.  
   

The Kingfall Histories






 Sixteen 
 Aisling Brightshine 
 Endless Ocean, off the coast of Teravainen 
   
 “ANSWER THE QUESTION,” AISLING DEMANDED, WHEN THE QUEEN STARED AT HER, MOUTH SLIGHTLY OPEN.

 “You,” Amari said, a weight to her tone that felt heavy enough to drag the entire ship and all its contents to the bottom of the Endless Ocean.  
 “Don’t try to play me for a fool. You are no actress. Why are you following me? To drag me back to Wolfsgaard to be tried, sentenced and executed? I won’t go. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will. Just like I did to your father and his guards.” 
 Even as she spoke those words, which Aisling knew were true, she felt afraid of herself. All those years ago, Marco was her first abuser. In his case, it was emotional abuse, making her feel special, wanted, loved, before casting her away like she was nothing for just a sack of gold. Of course, if he hadn’t made his choice then, she might’ve never become what she was now: scary. She could still feel the power thrumming through her veins. Not to heal, but to harm, to kill. If Marco stood before her today, she wondered if she would have the strength to face him, to lay her hands on him and turn him into chunks of bone and hair and meat, unrecognizable as something human. She laughed at her own absurdity because Marco could never stand before her. By now, he would be long dead, while she endured, haunted by his memory. 
 Amari was staring at her, but not with fear, though the queen had surely seen the aftermath of Aisling’s rampage through the palace. “Do what you will. You can do no worse than Jarrod already has. At least at your hands my death will be swift and painless.” 
 “What are you talking about? What did Jarrod do?” Just hearing the prince’s name had sent a thrill through her. Stop. He is lost to you. It was your choice, and you made it.

 “You mean, you don’t know? You didn’t hear anything?” 
 “How could I? You think I could just walk through the city streets like I belonged looking like this? I stole a cloak from a drunkard. It smelled of sweat and ale and piss, but it hid my skin and hair. In the night, I made my way down to the harbor. There have been no ships for three days, so I waited, hiding in an empty crate that was eventually hauled upon this very ship. The same ship you are now on, Your Majesty, so I hope that explains how I didn’t hear anything.” Aisling was aware that her voice had risen the more she spoke, until it had bordered on hysteria. Am I losing my mind? Have I already lost it?

 If the queen noticed her erratic behavior, she showed no signs, speaking calmly. “Jarrod poisoned me and buried me alive,” she said. As Aisling’s lips parted slightly, Amari went on to recount the entire tale, of how she was being accused of the killings of both her parents, one of which Aisling was responsible for. When she’d finished, the queen waited for Aisling to digest the story.  
 “Jarrod wouldn’t do that,” Aisling said. Would he? He’d only ever been kind and loving to her. Even after she’d gone berserk and killed his own father, he’d never judged her, told her he would forsake his birthright and run away with her. All he’d wanted was to be with her, and she’d rejected him because… 
 Because why? 

Because of him, she thought, remembering the face that time had never faded, the memory of his image as crystal clear and distinct as the first time she’d laid eyes on him. Marco. Her first and only love. A man she’d trusted with everything. Her life. Her sister’s life. Her ultimate betrayer. He’d taught her everything she needed to know about the human race. That it was full of greedy liars and manipulators.  
 Amari said nothing in response, though Aisling had fallen just short of calling the queen a liar. “It’s my fault,” Aisling finally said. “If Jarrod did the horrible things you say he did, it’s because of me.” 
 “No,” Amari said, shaking her head. For the first time since the conversation began, the queen showed signs of the fire Aisling knew was inside her, constantly burning, just waiting to be stoked. “You don’t get to do that—shoulder the blame for my brother’s decisions. He’s a man grown, and he chose to hurt me, to steal the throne from under me before I’d even had the chance to warm it. Just as you chose to walk away from him, as you chose to murder my father.” 
 Aisling felt a fire of her own flare at the queen’s words. “Your father was a horrid man who abused you and me, and everyone around him. I felt nothing but satisfaction when I laid my hands on him and felt his body tear apart. His loss is this world’s gain.” 
 To Aisling’s surprise, Amari didn’t have a sharp rebuke ready on her tongue, her mouth closing as her head hung. “I know,” she said.  
 “What?” 
 “I know what my father was, and what he wasn’t. He wasn’t a…good man. Maybe it was him who ruined Jarrod. Maybe it was me. Maybe it was you. Or all of us together. But that doesn’t change what Jarrod did. He made his choice, but now I have to make mine.” 
 Aisling frowned. “Amari, if you didn’t follow me onto this ship to get your revenge, then why are you here?” 
 “To find my brother. To find Sampson,” the queen said, lifting her head once more. 


   
 “Is this your first time on a ship?” Aisling asked as they stood beside each other, leaning on the wooden railing. To her surprise, Amari had spoken to the captain on her behalf. Aisling was a stowaway, and it was within the captain’s rights to have her tossed overboard like an unwanted piece of cargo. But, even here at sea, the queen’s power and influence was strong, though not because of her position, as apparently she was believed to be dead. Here, she was a well-paying customer who could buy what she wanted. Hence, the captain agreed to allow Aisling to remain a passenger, so long as she didn’t cause any trouble and slept in Amari’s overly large cabin. Not that she needed to sleep.  
 Aisling continued to wear a large cloak to shroud her face and as much of her body as possible. They both agreed that hiding her pink skin and sky-blue hair was necessary 
 “It’s my first time anywhere,” Amari said. “Occasionally my father would take us on outings around Wolfsgaard, but we never traveled further than our summer palace just south of the city.” 
 “I’ve been all over the world,” Aisling said. “Though not by choice.” It was times like these that she wished her memory were not so efficient. Most of the places she’d been were filled with nothing but horrors. Wolfsgaard was no exception. No, that’s not true, she thought. Some of the memories you shared with Jarrod were good, beautiful. 

 And yet, when she’d rejected him, the prince had become what every man she’d ever known had been: evil, power-hungry. What he’d done to Amari was horrendous, unforgivable. As much as she wanted to shoulder the blame as she always did, she knew the queen was right. Jarrod had made his own choices and had to be held accountable for them.  
 She was aware that Amari was looking at her, but Aisling maintained her dead-ahead stare, watching the restless ocean. “I’m sorry for what my father did to you. It wasn’t right.” 
 Aisling’s heart pounded. “I murdered him.” 
 “You were his slave. I’d say it was justified.” 
 Aisling said nothing because she didn’t want to argue. She’d spent her entire life healing people—those she wanted to and those she didn’t—but then she’d taken four lives with an ease that had felt more natural than the healing ever had. In the aftermath, she’d felt energized, rather than weary like she did after healing someone. Almost as though the violence was her true self, and everything else had been some other person trapped inside her.  
 “Hey.” Amari’s hand slid overtop her own, fingers slotting between hers, creating alternating stripes of pink and white.  
 Before Aisling could stop herself, she felt her mind being sucked into the queen’s, images flashing one to the next so quickly it made her dizzy. She witnessed Amari’s greatest joys—dancing with her mother, playing with her siblings, learning to wield a sword—and the most terrible horrors—her father striking her, again and again, her tormenting Jarrod while treating Sampson like gold, and finally, the twisting, fading expression of triumph on Jarrod’s face after he poisoned her.  
 And then came the darkness of the coffin, the realization she was about to be buried alive, the screaming and pounding and sharp pain in her knuckles… 
 Aisling returned to the present to find herself on the ship’s deck clutching her head, moaning, wishing she could weep but finding her eyes as dry as always. Whyohwhyohwhyohwhy? Jarrod, why?

 Amari’s hushed voice: “Aisling, are you all right? What can I do?” She reached out to touch Aisling’s back, but she shrank away, scrambling upright into a sitting position. 
 “Don’t touch me. It’s nothing. I’m fine. Leave me. Just leave me.” 
 “I will not.” 
 Those three words resonated through her like the chimes of a bell. “Why are you doing this?” 
 Amari sighed. “Honestly? I don’t know. I’m tired. No, more like exhausted. I think you are too. Maybe that means we have something in common? When Jarrod told me he’d offered to run away with you and you rejected him, I thought he was the biggest fool in the world. Who would forsake the life of a prince for something so…common?” Aisling met the queen’s eyes and found them to be different than the times she’d met them in various rooms in the castle. Softer, gentler. There was a wisdom captured in them that Aisling had sensed was always there but hidden by the enormous shadow cast by her father. Now, that wisdom seemed to find its way into the light. “But now I think I understand Jarrod more than I ever did before,” she continued. “I’ve never felt freer, more alive, than I do right now, away from the endless military strategizing and holding court and exquisite meals and plush beds and everything most so-called common folks could only dream of. There is something to be said for living an ordinary life.” 
 Aisling found a breathy laugh slipping from the back of her throat. “Once, my life would’ve been considered ordinary,” she admitted.  
 “Truly?” the queen said, sounding skeptical. “How could a godling ever live an ordinary life?” 
 “Sonaria is…different. Or at least it was, a long time ago. I’m sure it has changed a lot, but before humans discovered it, the godlings lived a simple life in the Godlands. We wanted for nothing and needed even less.” 
 Squatting on the deck beside her, the queen appeared to be captivated by Aisling’s words. “Who did you live with?” 
 A bolt of pain cut through her. “My sister, Heiress.”  
 “What was she like? I always wanted a sister.” 
 “She was…” How to describe the most beautiful creature in the world? “…light in the darkness, music in the silence, laughter at a funeral.” 
 “She sounds extraordinary.” 
 “She is, or was, I don’t know. I haven’t seen her in…” Gods, so long. Too long. 

 “How old are you?” 
 It was the question Aisling usually dreaded because human minds couldn’t seem to comprehend the lifespan of a godling. The few times she’d revealed her true age to someone, they’d resented her for it, grown envious. A few of her previous masters had demanded that she share her secrets with them, so they could enjoy immortality too, as if it were something that could be passed onto another by something as simple as a touch.  
 To her surprise, however, Aisling didn’t dread the question this time. No one could hurt her—not anymore. “I am six hundred and seventy four years young,” she said, enjoying the way the queen’s mouth fell open.  
 “No. Seriously? You don’t look a day over twenty. But that means you were born before the Godswar.” 
 “Of course I was, silly. The gods left this world to fend for itself after the Godswar, so it would be impossible for one of them to help create me afterwards.” 
 “I never thought about that,” the queen said, looking perplexed.  
 “Most don’t, although it’s rather obvious once I point it out. Humans struggle to comprehend a lifespan greater than their own, though there are many races that outlive humans.” 
 The queen slumped onto her backside and leaned against the railing beside Aisling. “What happened when I touched you?” she asked.  
 Aisling froze.  
 “Tell me.” 
 “I saw your memories,” Aisling said.  
 “That explains a lot…,” Amari said wryly, taking it far better than Aisling had expected. Most humans who’d discovered she could see inside their minds considered it a violation of the highest order, which, Aisling had to admit, it was. Who is this woman? “My past would make most people scream.” 
 “You’re not bothered by the fact that I could look inside your mind, dissect your past?” 
 The queen shrugged as though it were just another strange thing in an endless series of strange things. “You can do a lot of things I can’t fully understand. But if the recent events in my life have taught me anything at all, it’s that you can’t change who someone is.” 

“Are you saying people can’t change?” 
 “Not at all. I’m saying I can’t change you, or Jarrod, or my father, or anyone else. People must change themselves—if they want to. Just as only I can change myself.” 
 “You have. Changed, that is. You are different than the woman who attended me in my cell, who shrugged off her father’s abuse like the bite of a fly, something that just happened.” 
 “I don’t know,” Amari said. “Maybe I’m changing, maybe I’m not. Maybe it’s for the better, maybe it’s not. All I know is that I miss Sampson. If he’s still alive, if he’s still out there somewhere, I’m going to find him. I swear it.” 
 “And then what?” 
 “Honestly? I don’t know. I guess I’ll figure that out later.” There was a comfortable silence between them for a while. Aisling had been dimly aware of the stares of the seamen on her when she’d had her…episode…but they’d grown bored of watching her when nothing else had happened, going back to their work. The only one still watching them was the man, Graeme, that Amari told her had been hired by Grimfire to protect her on this journey. Waves lapped against the ship’s prow. Gulls cawed, reminding them that though they were surrounded by water, the Teravainen coast was still near. “What will you do?” the queen finally asked, breaking the silence.  
 It was a question Aisling had been wrestling with for a while. When she first escaped the castle, her only goal had been to get as far away from Teravainen as possible—maybe Kingfall too. The Four Kingdoms were supposedly enjoying a period of peace, and supposedly they were welcoming to all peoples and races. But the Four Kingdoms were also half a world away, and Amari had informed her that the ship’s ultimate destination was South Strangle, the very furthest corner of southeastern Odin, though they would also make anchor in Truro to offload some of their cargo. In other words, she would be moving further into the heart of Kingfall rather than away from it as she’d hoped. Then, she knew, she could attempt to board another vessel bound for Crimea. From there, there was only a single, albeit rather large, ocean separating her from the Four Kingdoms. And yet… 
 Something was holding her in place, like a pin in a fly on a board. She didn’t know what her true purpose was. She never had. One didn’t have a purpose when they were bought and sold like a piece of furniture. One’s purpose became that of their master. I have no purpose, she realized.  
 Amari was still waiting for her answer, which had been a long time coming. But she didn’t have one—not right now—which the queen seemed to realize. “Come with me,” Amari said. “I could use some help finding Sampson. As long as you can tolerate Graeme’s brooding presence.” 
 Aisling felt a lightness upon hearing her words she hadn’t felt in a long time, since the days spent traipsing around the Godlands with Heiress, several lifetimes ago. And though it still wasn’t her purpose, it was a purpose. And for now, that had to be enough. “Thank you. I will come with you.” 





 Seventeen 
 Quill 
 Wolfsgaard, Teravainen 
   
 “HE WAS A MAGE?” QUILL SAID, REFERRING TO THE GUARD WHO’D LEAPT THROUGH THE WINDOW AND THEN VANISHED. 

 “So it would seem,” Grimfire said.  
 “But he didn’t have a staff.”  
 “His staff was likely glamored to look like a sword,” the royal mage said. “He was glamored too, as we found the real guard bound and gagged in a broom closet.” 
 Quill chewed on this new information for a few moments. After the incident with the disappearing guard, Grimfire had ushered him and Rondo to their quarters with a promise to return as soon as possible. While Quill had paced a path in the rug, Rondo had opened a crate that had been sent along with them containing numerous books and scrolls discussing the lesserblades, which the Archmage Council believed might prove helpful during their investigation. Three hours later, Rondo had fallen asleep with his cheek resting on one of the books as a pillow, while Quill was still pacing, replaying the events over and over again in his mind, trying to determine whether there was something he could’ve done to prevent the mage’s escape through the window. He’d cast a spell to shut the door, and had been rather proud of his quick thinking, only to watch his quarry tumble headlong from five stories up. Just before Grimfire had returned, he’d finally come to the solid conclusion that there was no way he could’ve predicted it.  
 He did, however, vow to be prepared for anything in the future.  
 “There’s something else. We received word of an attack on the fortress, Grandon.” 
 Rondo, who’d been snoring rather loudly, suddenly awoke, his eyes fluttering open as his lips parted to say, “Grandon, located in southern Teravainen, is the closest military structure to the Solarii border. It was established in 317 A.W., two years after the Terran defeat during the Battle of the Last Sunset, when Solarii achieved its independence from Gaard rule.” As though he hadn’t spoken, Rondo collapsed back onto his book pillow and immediately resumed his snoring.  
 “Does he do that often?” Grimfire asked.  
 “I’ve never seen him do that before, but he’s always been eccentric. Now, what concern is an attack on Grandon to my investigation? Tensions between Teravainen and Solarii have been fierce for years.” 
 “It’s not the attack itself that is of concern. It’s the manner in which it was carried out. In the dark of night, four individuals infiltrated the fortress and murdered the commander in his bed. They might’ve carried out the assassination without witnesses if not for one of the assassins dropping his blade and making a rather loud ruckus as they made their exit. It was almost as though they wanted to be seen.” 
 Quill frowned, still confused as to how this impacted his work. “Why would they want to be seen?”  
 “In the torchlight, several Terran soldiers said they saw the four blades wielded by the assassins. They described them as ‘the absence of light’.” 
 Those four words repeated in Quill’s head, but he wasn’t about to jump to any conclusions based on nothing more than hearsay. “You said it yourself—it was dark. Their eyes could’ve easily been playing tricks on them.” 
 “I would agree, except for what happened afterwards. The assassins leapt from the fortress walls. The walls were fifty feet high. They were then seen fleeing through the dark, moving faster than a horse in full gallop.” 
 “Again, the night plays tricks. They had ropes strapped to their bodies to arrest their fall.” 
 “Terran soldiers reached the point they jumped from in mere moments. No ropes were found tethered to any place atop the walls. And the assassins were already on the ground and racing away from Grandon in the direction of the Solarii border. In the morning light, long grooves were found carved on the outside of the stone walls. Four of them.” 
 Quill’s brows knitted together. Something nagged at his brain—something about the story that didn’t make sense. Were the Solariis really capable of infiltrating the most well-guarded space in all of Teravainen, stealing two darkblades without detection, transporting them back to Solarii, and then using them to assassinate a Terran general? “You said there were four assassins. The witnesses saw all four wielding blades matching the description of darkblades?” 
 Grimfire nodded, eyes sparkling, as though he’d been hoping to be asked that very question.  
 “But Solarii wasn’t given any lesserblades to protect after the Godswar. Solarii didn’t even exist.” 
 “Very good. Which brings me to the next topic: You received a letter from Aeromand. I must admit, I attempted to read its contents, but the confidentiality wards were too strong even for me. But I can guess what it says. There’s been another theft.” 
 “Where?” 
 Grimfire handed over a scroll sealed in three places with wax bearing the Aeromand seal, a staff of the various colors of magic, from obsidian all the way to magenta. On the surface, the seals looked rather ordinary, but Quill knew from experience that only the intended recipient would be able to break them, which he did now, swiftly unrolling the message and scanning its contents. “You’re right. Two more darkblades have been stolen. From Chrysallis. King Normandian has requested immediate assistance. After we finish up here, Rondo and I are to travel to Odin.” 
 The mage only nodded. “Then to Odin you must go. Though you may want to send a message to your superiors first, to tell them the tale I told you. The Solariis are behind these thefts—all facts point to them. The Archmage Council will likely want to act swiftly and without mercy. The Dead King has gone too far this time, breaking the Accords is a most grievous crime.” 


   
 Quill was done pacing. He’d read the missive from the Council three times to be thorough, though there wasn’t much in terms of details. The theft was described as being under ‘similar conditions as the theft at Wolfsgaard.’ Locked, guarded, warded room. No witnesses. The darkblades were taken while the lightblades were left untouched. Very peculiar.  
 And then, according to the report Grimfire had received, four alleged darkblades were used by what were presumed to be Solarii agents to assassinate a Terran general. Although it was a stretch to believe the Solariis had managed to steal the darkblades from Wolfsgaard, at least it made some sense—Solarii was at war with Teravainen. But why steal from the Odinians, who were also at war with the Terrans? Why create a second, much larger enemy? Unless the Dead King had become senile in his ripe old undead age, to Quill it seemed like a recipe for destruction.  
 Thus, using the magical quill he’d been given by Cernon, he penned a simple response to Aeromand that didn’t include anything about the assassination of the Terran general, or Grimfire’s belief that it was the Solariis who’d carried out the thefts. He’d tell them eventually, but only if he had hard facts that pointed in the direction of Sunsei. Satisfied, he sealed the message and placed the usual confidentiality wards on the wax seals, very clearly speaking Cernon’s name as the intended recipient.  
 Just as he’d finished and sat back in his chair, Rondo stirred in his sleep. Eyes blinking slowly to clear away the cobwebs, his head lifted, cheek sticking to the page he’d been resting on. There was an unfortunate riiiiiiiiip as the page was torn from the book.  
 Rondo was wide awake in an instant, his eyes flashing all the way open as he stared, cross-eyed at the page stuck to his cheek. “Oh no,” he said. “I’ve ruined it.” 
 “Can’t argue with that,” Quill said, stifling a laugh. “That was probably a priceless, irreplaceable ancient text. They’ve taken a mage’s arm for less severe crimes.” 
 “Truly? Quill, you have to help me, there must be a way to—” 
 “Reparitarus,” Quill said, before his friend could finish the thought. While Rondo had been worrying, Quill had been casually uncorking a vial of magenum and firming up his grip on his staff. As soon as the spell left his lips, the page began to glow, unpeeling itself from Rondo’s cheek, flitting like a butterfly to the book, and sliding back into position, where the rend knit itself back together. “An awful waste of magenum, if you ask me, but—” 
 “Oh, thank you!” Rondo exclaimed. He rushed over toward Quill with arms extended as if to hug him.  
 “It’s quite alright, really…,” Quill said, practically falling out of his chair as Rondo wrapped his arms around him. The impact sent him over the edge and the pair toppled to the floor in an awkward display that was the opposite of mage-like and professional.  
 And yet Quill couldn’t stop staring at his friend’s cheek, squinting as he struggled to read the words that, while backwards, had been clearly imprinted on Rondo’s skin while he’d slept. “Sorry,” Rondo muttered, trying to extricate himself from Quill and stand up.  
 “Wait,” Quill said, reading aloud: “‘Scholars widely believe that if all nine darkblades are gathered simultaneously, together their dark power may be enough to summon the ancient Knights’ Shadow, who will seek to reclaim the three lost shadowblades, thus ushering in a new period in Kingfall’s history—one of shadow and ash and death.’ And there’s a footnote for the Knights’ Shadow…” Quill placed a finger on Rondo’s cheek and traced a line down to his chin. “Damn! It got cut off. Where is that book?” 
 “You don’t need the book,” Rondo said, finally pushing away to sit up properly. He tapped his head. “It’s all in here. The footnote says, ‘The Knights’ Shadow is also known as The Unforgiven.’” 
 Quill nodded. “I’ve heard that before. ‘Whilst the gods are willing to forgive those who sin, claim penitence, and seek to atone for their ill deeds, The Unforgiven will never be forgiven for their role in the Godswar.’” 
 “It’s all interesting, I suppose,” Rondo said, “but why are you all excited about this particular passage? Only two darkblades have been stolen. That’s hardly enough to summon the Knights’ Shadow, even if that were possible.” 
 “Actually, the thief has four blades now. They’re nearly halfway there…” Quill told his friend everything he’d learned over the last few hours.  
 When he’d finished, Rondo said, “Four of nine, or…” His eyes narrowed. 
 “What is it?” 
 “What if the thief is Glynn Kerr or Dragonmaster Dane?” 
 Quill immediately saw where his friend was going with his line of thinking. “Both Avadon and Travail already have two darkblades.” 
 “Which would mean they now have six of nine,” Rondo finished. 
 “But what about Grimfire’s story about the Solarii assassination at Grandon? Would Kerr or Dane try to frame the Solarii’s for their own crimes?” 
 “Mayhaps,” Rondo said. “But there’s something else you need to know. I didn’t think it particularly meaningful at the time, but the guard who leapt from the window had a strange marking on the inside of his right wrist. A symbol of some kind. From what I could tell, it was a sun within a star.” 
 Quill frowned. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” 
 “I’m sorry. Amidst the chaos, it must’ve slipped my mind.” 
 “Your mind is a steel trap.” 
 “It doesn’t work like that. I can recall information with precision, but sometimes I need something to prompt me to do so. I’m sorry, I should’ve—” 
 “It’s fine, you’ve told me now. I’ve never heard of such a symbol before. But he was glamored, right? Maybe the marking was on the guard’s wrist, and thus the mage only obtained it when he assumed his identity.” 
 “It’s possible…we’ll need to check with Grimfire.” 
 “Indeed. Now back to that passage about the Knights’ Shadow…regardless of whether the culprit is Travail, Avadon or Solarii, they won’t be able to obtain the full set of darkblades without stealing the darkblade held at Aeromand. Giving us, the mages, one of each of the lesserblades was the ultimate safeguard against this exact sort of crisis.” 
 “We need to warn the Archmage Council,” Rondo said.  
 “Yes, and we will. Just as soon as we learn more about that symbol.” With that, Quill stuffed the sealed scroll into one of the inside pockets of his robe. He could wait another few hours before sending it. He started for the door but then stopped to look at his friend. “But you may want to clean the ink off your cheek before we go.” 


   
 When they’d gone to Grimfire to ask about the symbol, he’d immediately ushered them away from his laboratory, up a flight of steps, down a long red-painted hallway with grim paintings full of warriors doing battle who Quill was certain followed him with their eyes as he walked, and into a large room culminating in a stone dais set with four magnificent thrones, each of which was empty.  
 “Wait here,” Grimfire said, striding away and slipping behind a curtain set behind the throne. They heard a door open and then close and then silence.  
 “Can you believe we’re here right now?” Rondo said.  
 “Honestly? No,” Quill said, smiling. “I always knew my first assignment would be thrilling, but I never expected to be given a post of such importance to the future of Kingfall.” 
 “I never expected to be given a post at all!” Rondo said, chuckling.  
 “You look rather ridiculous with your busted-up staff,” Quill commented.  
 “And you look rather ridiculous with your…perfect hair and pretentious green robe!” 
 “It’s viridian!”  
 The clomp of boot falls silenced their laughter as no fewer than a dozen guards marched into the throne room, standing at attention along the walls. When they were in position, Grimfire entered next, followed by King Jarrod Gaard, whose cheeks looked even gaunter than before, as though the dark circles were growing by the hour. “Grimfire informs me you’ve discovered the culprit. I’m impressed. You haven’t even been here a full day.” 

An ambush then, Quill thought, realizing just how wily the royal mage was. He clearly knew something about the symbol Rondo had described but wanted to ensure he had the upper hand before revealing anything more. The king’s words also meant the news from Grandon had been intercepted by Grimfire before ever reaching His Majesty, who should’ve been the recipient of such a message. “We have a lead suspect,” Quill hedged, racking his brain for how to regain control of the situation.  
 The king’s dark eyebrows knitted together. “Whom? And please don’t tell me it’s an inside job. The last thing we need is another scandal from within the palace walls.” 
 “We don’t believe so.” 
 “Well that’s a relief. Out with it. Who do you believe stole the darkblades?” 
 “I think some context would be helpful…” Quill then went on to explain how he’d received a message from Aeromand with information on two additional darkblades being stolen in Chrysallis, as well as a rumor about an assassination of a general in Grandon believed to be carried out by four Solariis wielding darkblades.  
 “Weeping Gods,” Jarrod said. “This news is distressing, though I’m impressed that Aeromand was able to obtain information regarding the assassination of my general before even I’ve heard of it.” 
 “Actually, Your Majesty,” Grimfire said, “we’ve just received a scroll from Grandon.” He handed a rolled, sealed snatch of parchment to the king. For a brief moment, a quiver of fear ran through Quill as he considered the possibility that Grimfire had lied about what had transpired at Grandon in order to undermine his credibility. 
 Without another word, the king broke the seal and read the contents. “It’s as you say, mage.” Quill released a silent breath of relief. “The Solariis have stooped lower than the dirt.” Quill was tempted to point out that it was the king’s own father who had started the war with their neighbors to the south, but restrained himself in the name of diplomacy and the neutrality he was expected to adhere to. 
 Instead he said, “That’s not all. Grimfire, would you care to inform the king about the symbol Rondo identified”—beside him, his friend beamed at having been given credit for the discovery—“on the glamored guard’s wrist?” 
 Grimfire stepped forward, meeting Quill’s eyes for a second before turning to face the king. Did I pass your little test? Quill thought, simultaneously feeling terrified by the fact he’d just lied to the face of a king to protect his own royal mage. “Yes, well, the mage acolyte, Ricardo—” 
 “Rondo,” Rondo and Quill said at the same time. 
 “I’m sure he is,” Grimfire said, crinkling his nose slightly before continuing. “Anyway, he noticed a symbol inked on the guard’s wrist just before he crashed through the window. A sun inside of a star.” 
 “Should that mean something to me?” the king asked.  
 “Likely not.” The mage fired a smug look in Quill’s direction. “A decade or so ago a small group of mages trained in Aeromand were tempted away from the isle by the promise of an unlimited supply of magenum. The offer was made by none other than the Dead King. In return, he demanded their loyalty, which was sealed by a spell and the very marking I just described on the inside of their right wrists. I personally verified that the real guard does not wear such a symbol anywhere on his body, so—” 
 “Does that mean you pulled down his knickers?” Rondo said.  
 “Excuse me?” The mage turned his heavy stare on the mage acolyte, looking none too pleased at having been interrupted.  
 “You said you verified the real guard doesn’t have the symbol ‘anywhere on his body.’ Does that mean you inspected him in the nude?” 
 “Well no, but I think I covered enough to be fairly certain that—” 
 “We prefer to be thorough,” Rondo said. Quill suspected this was his friend’s way of getting a small measure of revenge for the royal mage getting his name wrong several times. It was somewhat childish, but he had to purse his lips fiercely to stop them from smiling.  
 “Very well. You may inspect the guard yourself, if you wish. In the nude.” 
 “Me or him?” Rondo asked.  
 Quill decided now was a good time to interject. “That can be handled as soon as we’re done here. So given the symbol on the wrist of the mage posing as a guard and the assassination at Grandon, Solarii is currently our lead suspect in the thefts.” 
 “Lead suspect?” the king said. “I’d say the facts point nowhere but Sunsei. I demand that you act forthwith to sanction the Dead King for his egregious violation of the Accords and force him to return the stolen darkblades to their rightful kingdoms.” Quill opened his mouth to speak, but the king wasn’t finished. “Additionally, I demand restitution for the heinous act of assassinating my general while he was abed using stolen weapons deemed to be unlawful for use at any time.” 
 While Quill understood why the king would make such demands, he was a mage of Aeromand and didn’t answer to commands given by any king. He wasn’t about to be bullied into reaching a conclusion when his investigation was not yet complete. “I assure you, your demands will be given proper attention when the time comes. Right now, however, I request a fully outfitted carriage with four horses and driver to transport us to Chrysallis. We will also require sufficient provisions for the duration of the journey.” 
 The king stared at him, eyes narrowing, and Quill envisioned him standing up and throwing his crown. Thus, he prepared to duck. “While I am displeased with this decision, I trust once you are satisfied, as I am, that the Solariis are responsible for these dastardly acts, that they will be brought to justice.” 
 “Of course,” Quill said, ignoring the dark expression offered by Grimfire. “Thank you. We shall leave as soon as the carriage has been loaded.” 





 Eighteen 
 Jarrod Gaard 
 Wolfsgaard, Teravainen 
   
 JARROD STARED AT HIS REFLECTION IN THE MIRROR, SEEING THE FACE OF A STRANGER. One might suspect that it was his unexpected ascension to the Wolf Throne that changed the way he looked, but he’d always seen a stranger in the looking glass. First, he was a scared boy pretending to be fearless. Then he was a boy pretending to be a man. Now he was a man pretending to be a king. 

 He sighed, replaying the exchange with the Aeromand mages in his head. Had he been too firm? Not firm enough? Were the words he’d chosen kingly enough? Not for the first time since the events of the fateful night and the morning that followed, Jarrod wished it were Amari and not him who wore the Teravainen crown. Why couldn’t I have just accepted Amari’s rule and remained her advisor? I could’ve met someone, a highborn lady to marry and strengthen our ties with one of the elite Terran families. I could’ve been happy.

 It was all a lie, he knew. Because whomever he married wouldn’t be Aisling. Even with Amari ruling and him free to do as he pleased, he could never truly be happy. Instead, here he was, stuck waiting for his sister to return and throw him off the throne like the fool that he was. Why hasn’t she done so already? he wondered. When one day passed without her appearing of Grimfire accusing him, it was more than he expected, but he assumed she was recovering from the ordeal of being buried alive. When another day, and then another, and then another and more after that passed without anything changing, Jarrod grew concerned. What if she’d run out of breath before Grimfire or some other mysterious rescuer had pulled her from the coffin? Not only would someone else know what he’d done, but he’d also be a murderer.  

Just like my father, he thought.  
 He needed to do something, if only to feel like he was more than just a fly caught in a spider’s web waiting to be eaten. He couldn’t arrange a search for Amari—not when she was supposed to be dead and buried. He was tempted to send his royal guards out into the streets of Wolfsgaard to search for Aisling, but she’d made it very clear she didn’t want to see him ever again. Anyway, if anything he was even less worthy of her love than he’d been before. Instead, he would do what any king whose predecessor was the victim of an assassination attempt would do.  
 Mind set, he drew his gaze away from the stranger in the mirror and strode to the door, nearly getting clobbered by Grimfire’s fist as he pulled it open an instant before the mage would’ve knocked. “Apologies, Your Majesty,” Grimfire said. It still sounded strange to hear the mage call him that. Even when he’d been just a prince, the mage had been loath to call him ‘Your Highness,’ sometimes hesitating before speaking those two words long enough for grass to grow.  
 “What is it?” Jarrod said impatiently. “I have other business to attend to.” 
 “What business?” 
 “None of yours,” he snapped. “Now answer my question before I lose my patience.” There it is, he thought. Your inner Father presenting itself again. Perhaps he was more like his father than he thought. Acid roiled in his stomach at the possibility.  
 “You will need to convene a war council immediately,” the mage said.  
 “As I previously informed you, after our defeat at Kingsfort, I believe we need to take the proper time to reconsider our strategy.” In truth, Jarrod was stalling. His father had been the military strategist. Amari had soaked up battle tactics and flanking maneuvers and all of that rot, while Jarrod had daydreamed of the latest story he’d read or the new piece of art acquired by the palace. Void, even Aisling had a better mind for war than him, and she abhorred violence more than anyone he’d ever met, himself included.  
 “With due respect, the situation has changed. Solarii has stolen Teravainen’s darkblades from beneath our very noses and—” 
 Jarrod felt his temper rising. “From beneath your very nose. Must I remind you that it was your magical defenses that were breached.” He didn’t know whether Grimfire knew of his treachery, but as long as the mage remained silent, he would continue to act like the king that he was. 
 “And I accept full responsibility, but that doesn’t change the fact that the Solariis have stolen—” 
 “Allegedly stolen.” 
 “It will be proven in due course, I assure you. And there is nothing alleged about the assassination of your general at Grandon. The response must be swift and decisive, especially after Peony Normandian’s involvement in repelling our latest attack.” 
 Jarrod froze. “In no uncertain terms I commanded that all military campaigns be expressly approved by me. Are you saying someone disobeyed my command?” 
 Grimfire cocked his head to the side, as though confused by the entire conversation. “You weren’t aware? After the assassination, the second-in-command at Grandon, a career soldier by the name of Martin, I believe, though it might’ve been Mertin come to think of it…” 
 “Please continue before the remainder of my thin patience wears through.” 
 “Of course. Apologies, Your Majesty, I was only trying to be precise. This Martin-Mertin fellow ordered an immediate response, which was carried out yesterday morning. I received a bird only just this morning, I’m surprised yours didn’t arrive yet…” Just then, a messenger boy raced down the hallway, scroll clutched in his fist. He skidded to a stop before the king, offering the scroll.  
 Jarrod scowled at him but accepted it. “Do you make a habit of delivering messages to my underlings before me?” he asked.  
 “Sorry, Your Majesty, it got misplaced and by the time I realized it, I’d already—” 
 “Don’t let it happen again,” Jarrod said tiredly, dismissing the lad with a wave. The business with the unauthorized attack on the Solarii border and the misplaced scroll were just two more examples of things-that-would-never-have-happened-when-his-father-were-king. He knew those that served him didn’t respect him, and he couldn’t blame them. He didn’t respect himself, not after what he had done.  

I should retire to my chambers and let Grimfire make all the decisions, he thought. Just as quickly, he dismissed the notion. No, if Amari is still alive, I cannot let the kingdom be in shambles when she returns. I must do my best for her sake and then beg for mercy. 

 Ignoring Grimfire’s stare, he read the new message, which detailed the failed attack on the Solarii border, including two very unexpected pieces of information: First, there had been prisoners chained outside the Solarii wall, half of which were human and half of which were dwarves with the only odd one out being a Grizari warrior. One of the humans matched the description of none other than High Commander Andovier Helm, who’d surprisingly protected Teravainen by defending the Infernal Pit with his fellow prisoners before abandoning the post when the demon threat had passed. Second, the princess turned Dragonmistress, Peony Normandian, showed up on dragonback wielding a glowing blade, just as she’d done at Kerr’s Crossing in the midst of the Grizari attack on Avadon.  

She’s everywhere, he thought, feeling a grudging respect for a woman who was supposed to be his enemy. At least she’s doing something with her life. Defending the world from the evil Terrans.  
 In this case, however, he thought she might be on the wrong end of things. The Terrans might’ve wronged the Solariis by declaring war on them, but if the Solariis were truly behind the theft of the darkblades at Wolfsgaard and Chrysallis, it was unforgiveable, a direct breach of the Accords.  
 “What is your command?” Grimfire asked, while Jarrod was still lost in his thoughts. “Do we reinforce our armies at Grandon and mount another attack? And there’s the matter of the unauthorized initial attack. Punishment will need to be meted out on the man responsible.” 
 Jarrod marveled at the power he wielded. With a word, he could have a man’s head removed from his shoulders. He could send thousands of soldiers into battle to die for their country. All while he remained tucked away safe behind his walls, as his father had always done.  
 But though he’d subconsciously collected some of his father’s habits, including his fierce temper, he was not his father and never wanted to be him. “Do nothing,” Jarrod said.  
 “Your Majesty? I don’t understand. We can’t do nothing. The Solariis will think us weak, not to mention this Martin or Mertin fellow will believe he can run amok without any consequences.” 
 “I didn’t say I won’t do anything. I will be leaving for Grandon first thing on the morrow. Have the stables prepare my horse. I will ride with a contingent of fifty soldiers. And ensure my battle armor and sword are polished and oiled.” 
 The mage’s eyebrows rose ever so slightly, such that Jarrod wondered if he’d imagined it. He also wondered whether he’d imagined the surprised look of respect that flitted across Grimfire’s face. “As you wish, Your Majesty. It shall be done.” He turned to go, but Jarrod stopped him by speaking his name. “Is there something else?” the mage asked.  
 “Yes. Never cause my messages to be delayed again. Am I understood?”  
 Grimfire didn’t even bother to deny what he’d done. Probably because he wants me to know of his malfeasance, Jarrod thought. He’s testing me, as he seems to test everyone around him. “Of course, Your Majesty,” Grimfire said. “It won’t happen again. And may I ask why you’re delaying your departure until tomorrow?” 
 “I have another matter to attend to today,” Jarrod said, not providing any details. Let him wonder. The mage bowed and walked away, staff tapping the floor with each stride.  


   
 Though Jarrod knew he wouldn’t need it, he brought a contingent of ten of his burliest, meanest-looking royal guards with him on his errand. While he rode a large white stallion between them, they used their own horses like a battering ram to clear citizens from each street they needed to traverse to reach their destination.  
 The Assassin Guild’s headquarters was a nondescript building that, from the outside, might’ve been as ordinary a place as a brothel, bakery or tavern, its gray-stone walls grimy and chipping, the face of its door splintering, the knob rusty.  
 The inside, Jarrod soon discovered, was a different story entirely.  
 He was invited in without hesitation, with much bowing and ‘Your Majesty’s, to a space that could only be described as impressive. Everything was new and shiny and, to his surprise, peaceful. Jarrod had expected to find assassins-in-training doing battle, slashing and hacking at each other in a large courtyard. There was a large courtyard, but there was no slashing or hacking. Instead, the would-be assassins sat cross-legged in neat little rows wearing simple white shifts, eyes closed, arms resting on their knees with their palms up in silent meditation.  
 They were all women, including the woman who’d invited Jarrod and his guards inside, introducing herself as Shayla. She was middle-aged, attractive, with dark lustrous hair that fell past her shoulders in waves and what Jarrod sensed was a strong frame hidden beneath an unshapely white frock. She didn’t even ask his men to leave their weapons at the door, probably because her sharp eyes had already plotted a dozen different ways to kill the entire lot before they had time to draw a single sword.  
 And when she’d answered the door, it was almost as though she’d been expecting them, such was the coolness of her expression.  
 Which meant, in Jarrod’s mind, the Guild still had spies within the palace. This fact, more than even their attempt on his father’s life, perturbed him greatly. It was one thing to sneak an assassin into the king’s presence over three long years, but quite another to continue to know of the king’s movements before he made them.  
 Shayla led him past the meditating women and into a small, windowless sitting room where all the furniture was dark and the lanterns had been covered by fabric. The effect was such that only a small measure of their light escaped to offer a dim ambience that might’ve been appropriate for a clandestine meeting between forbidden lovers. Before entering, Jarrod had ordered half his men to remain outside while the remainder marched in behind him, lining the walls. Now, it felt quite crowded. “Tea, Your Majesty?” Shayla offered.  
 “No, thank you.” Accepting any sort of a drink in the home of trained assassins would be beyond foolish.  
 “Something harder? A whisky perhaps? Ale? Solarii wine?” 
 “Nothing, thank you. This isn’t exactly a social visit.” 
 “Of course not, Your Majesty. This is about your father’s death, I presume.” 

Not one to beat around any bush, it seems, Jarrod thought. In truth, he preferred that. He was tired of games and the subtleties of political maneuvering (also known as backstabbing) that frequently occurred amongst the elite highborn families within Teravainen. “Yes. Why did the Guild try to kill my father?” 
 “Try?” Shayla said. “Last I heard the king was dead and buried. Unless he had a contingency plan in the same vein as the Dead King of Sunsei, I’d hazard to guess he remains beneath a thick blanket of dirt. And don’t try to sell me the same cockamamie story you force-fed the rest of the Terran ignoramuses.” 
 Elation swelled in Jarrod’s chest. For all the horrors of the last several weeks, some of which he’d been an innocent bystander for and others which he’d orchestrated, he’d done at least one thing right in managing to keep the true story of his father’s death a secret. Besides him, only Amari—assuming she was still alive (please let her be alive)—Grimfire and, of course, Aisling, knew the truth about the king’s murder. And Jarrod intended to keep it that way.  
 “So you don’t deny the Guild’s involvement in his murder?” 
 “Why would I? As you know, the Guild is protected from prosecution because of the important role we play in Teravainen. We provide the appropriate checks and balances on the power dynamic.” 
 “To the highest bidder.” 
 “Our assassins must eat the same as anyone. Regardless, your father was a tyrant. That, at least, you must admit.” 
 “Of course I do. I have not mourned his death for a single second.” 
 “Then why come here with these questions? It seems, of all people, you were the primary beneficiary of our actions.” Even in the dim lighting, Jarrod could make out the twinkle of amusement in her eyes.  
 “You know why.” Or at least you are arrogant enough to think you do.

 “Of course. Fear. If there is one assassination of a king, why not another?” 

Yes, but not for my own life—for my sister’s. If Amari returns, I must know she will be safe from the flash of the Guild’s dagger in the dark. “Naturally, I have my concerns.” 
 The Guild leader waved his concerns away as though casually swatting at a pesky fly. “I may not have agreed with many of your father’s decisions as king, but I didn’t have him killed out of spite. If so, the attempt would’ve occurred years ago.” 
 “Then who ordered his assassination?” This was the real question Jarrod came here to ask. He needed to know who his enemies were because they would be Amari’s enemies too. Where are you, Amari?

 “You know I can’t reveal the Guild’s benefactor. All I can say is they were unusually patient, which is rare in this business—most payments come with an ‘as soon as possible’ tag on them. In fact, their preference was that the assassination not occur until this very month of this very year. That gave the Guild plenty of time to infiltrate the palace and have our assassin work her way up through the rank and file until she caught your father’s wandering eye. She was a woman of many talents—’tis a pity this mission was the end of her. I had her red silk belt ready for her.” 
 Jarrod had heard about the red silk belt, which was only bestowed upon those assassins the Guild considered to be the most elite amongst their order. “Sorry if I don’t share the same sadness at her demise. She got what she deserved, same as my father.” 
 At that, Shayla laughed. “The new king’s got teeth,” she said. “But does he know how to use them?” 
 “Only the gods know,” Jarrod said. “I suppose there’s no threat I can make that will coerce you into giving up your benefactor’s name, is there?” 
 “Not unless you want a rebellion on your hands. To threaten the Guild is to threaten the whole of Teravainen. Without us, who will jilted lovers turn to when their paramours stray to lusher pastures? Who will balance the scales heavy with cheats and swindlers, thieves and murderers, rapists and madmen? The city watch? The palace guards? Terran soldiers? Surely they have more important tasks to occupy their time.” 
 “Sounds like you fancy your killings as altruistic.”  
 “They are.” 
 “We will have to agree to disagree on that point. But no, I will not threaten your role in society. Not just yet. Good day, madam.” 
 Jarrod enjoyed the glimpse of her narrowed eyes and pursed lips that he caught just before he stood, turned and departed the room, guards immediately surrounding him once more. He hoped it would be enough to stay her hand when considering future plots aimed at the Wolf Throne, regardless of how wealthy her benefactors may be.  
 Now that his business was concluded, Jarrod could turn his undivided attention to Solarii and the assassination of his general.  





 Nineteen 
 Amari Gaard 
 Endless Ocean 
   
 IN SPITE OF HER CIRCUMSTANCES, AT SOME POINT ON THEIR OCEAN VOYAGE, Amari Gaard had begun to enjoy herself. It wasn’t only the sea breeze in her hair, or the salt spray on her skin, or the hours of unexpectedly delightful conversation with Aisling, but a combination of all those things and more still. The sound of the sailors singing as they toiled, the captain’s gruff orders barked at all hours of the day and night, the occasional mammoth sea creature that poked its snout from the water, as if curious as to what could possibly be larger than them and yet still roam the very same ocean. 

 Of course, there were struggles too. The food was thin and tasteless. There was a monotony to sea life that, at times, caused a degree of boredom to set in. The ale was frightfully watered down to prevent the sailors from becoming so inebriated as to accidentally tumble overboard. Amari had to empty her own chamber pot, which had shocked her at first but which was mercifully becoming routine as she realized no one would mock her as she dumped the contents over the side of the boat each morning. 
 She also had to share a room, which was something she had never had to do. That, of all things, turned out to be her favorite thing of all. She and Aisling would stay up late into the night, telling ridiculous stories from their childhoods, one of which seemed like a past so distant that touching it would be akin to reaching for the stars—Aisling’s—and one of which felt like yesterday—hers.  
 On this night, the twelfth since their journey began, Amari turned toward Aisling as they lay abed, and asked, “What does it feel like to pass a century? Two centuries? I cannot fathom what six centuries must look like.” 
 “Of course you can’t,” Aisling said, the pink hue of her skin invisible in the room’s darkness. “Just as I can’t fathom what it would be like to have a life so short that every day must feel like a treasure waiting to be found.” 
 Amari unsuccessfully tried to stifle a laugh. “I don’t know of a single human that would consider most of their days ‘a treasure’.”  
 “Maybe you don’t know many humans then.” 
 That much was true. There were few people at the top of the pile, which meant most of her interactions were with her family members or her servants. She’d never treated her servants badly, but it’s not like she went out of her way to learn of their lives. Now, she wondered whether she should have. Were their simple lives of servitude filled with more joy than her own? “We were talking about your six centuries,” she said. “Do you ever forget which century you’re in?” 
 Amari felt movement beside her, and she took it for a shaking of Aisling’s head. “There are things I wish I could forget, but I can line them up in chronological order as easily as dominoes.” 
 Amari was tempted to try to commiserate but realized it would come across as petty and insincere, even if she meant it otherwise. There was no comparison between their lives, the horrors they’d endured. The sum of all of Amari’s bad days would barely equal one of Aisling’s. Plus, she’d had plenty of good ones along the way. Ones she might even consider to be, as Aisling put it, treasures.  
 Given Amari didn’t know how to respond, thankfully Aisling continued. “There are times over the years, the centuries, when I wished my life wasn’t so long, but then I would be fortunate enough to have a kinder, gentler master than the one before, and it gave me hope. Jarrod gave me hope, too, in a way, and I threw it back in his face.” 
 “I told you, what he did is not—” 
 “My fault. I know. But that doesn’t mean I couldn’t have been kinder to him. I thought he needed to face harsh reality in order to give me up, but maybe I just did the very thing everyone else has done to him his entire life. Maybe if I’d been kinder…” 
 “You owed him nothing,” Amari said. 
 “And he owed me nothing, and yet he was willing to give me everything he had left.” 
 “Forgive me if I’m struggling to think kindly of my brother. I know I mistreated him many times over the years, and I feel sorry for that now, I truly do, but I never poisoned him or buried him alive.” 
 There was silence for several moments and then Aisling said, “What are you going to do to him when you return to Wolfsgaard?” 
 The answer to that question felt like a moving target. Perhaps it was the ebbing and flowing currents their ship rode that caused her mind to do the same. “What do you think I should do?” 
 “The opposite of what your father would do.” 
 “Damn. I guess that means hanging him from his toes and flogging him in the palace courtyard is off the table then.” 
 “I was being serious.” 
 “I know, I’m sorry,” Amari said. “It’s just…the opposite of what my father would do is to forgive him, and I don’t think I have that in me. I don’t think I should have to have that in me. I mean, would you ever forgive my father for what he put you through?” 
 “Jarrod is not your father.” 
 “I didn’t think so either, but it’s hard to be around the Terran Wolf so much and not have some of his more…vicious characteristics rub off on you.”  
 “Amari.” 
 “Aisling.” 
 They both laughed and Amari thought it was a wonderful sound that could only be shared by two women who’d endured great evil and had survived, against all odds. No, their shared laughter was only possible because they’d done more than survived—they’d emerged unbroken. Injured, wounded, but not shattered the way Amari’s own mother had been shattered.  
 She wanted it to last forever, which, of course, was exactly when shouts from above deck clamped their mouths shut. They lay together in the silence, listening. There was a heavy banging sound, followed by a loud, persistent rattling-clanking noise, followed by a magnanimous splash and then more rattling-clanking.  
 After several minutes of ruckus, all went silent once more, save for the creaking of the boat as the waves rolled beneath it. And then, with a jerking shudder that made both women sit upright and huddle together, the ship groaned to a stop.  


   
 “I think we’ve stopped,” Aisling said, after they’d listened in silence for several minutes.  
 “We’re still at least a week out from Truro,” Amari said. “And in the middle of the ocean. Why would we make anchor now?” 
 “Let’s find out,” Aisling said, grabbing her hand and practically dragging her from bed. After the first time, Amari had noticed that Aisling no longer shied away from her touch, but this was the first time she’d initiated any contact between them, her hand warm, her grip strong.  
 “We’re barefoot and wearing naught but our dressing gowns!” Amari protested as Aisling fiddled with the door’s lock in the dark. She still had a vice-grip on her hand. The dressing gown Aisling wore was, in fact, one of Amari’s, provided by Grimfire. Which meant it fit her but was woefully short on the godling, who was a half-head taller, the gown’s hem even with her knees, leaving her pink legs bare. Over time, the godling had grown more and more relaxed about letting the sailors see her skin and hair. They were curious at first, but it seemed they’d eventually accepted it and stopped gawking.  
 “Nothing these hardened seamen haven’t seen before. Where do you think they go when they have shore leave? Ah, there we go!” Aisling said triumphantly as the lock sprang open, the door following a moment later.  
 Light from a lantern gripped by Graeme poured inside, and both women were forced to shield their eyes with their hands. “It’s late,” he said. 
 “A man of many words, as always,” Aisling said, which made Amari giggle like she hadn’t done so in a long time, since she was a girl. “We’re going above deck, so you best remove yourself from our way. You can accompany us to protect our honor if you must, but we are going up.” 
 He smirked, and Amari wasn’t even annoyed by the expression (she typically hated smirking of any kind), which he managed to pull off with nothing more than rapscallion charm. Then, with a surprising grace, he stepped back and waved them into the corridor. He winked at Amari as she passed.  
 They made short work of the narrow corridor and staircase, but by the time they spilled out into the cool night air, the rain had started. It was only a drizzle so far, but the dark, pregnant clouds in the distance held a promise of heavy rains to come. Further still, barely visible, Amari detected the flash of lightning that was unusually red. And she knew exactly what she was looking at:  
 The Stormlands of Travail.  
 Just then, the captain strode toward them. Graeme stepped quickly in front of them. “At ease, soldier,” Amari said. He glanced at her but stepped aside. His hand remained on the hilt of the blade tucked into a leather sheath attached to his belt. She admired his attention to duty, but if the captain were here to murder her, they were all doomed anyway. The captain, who was a serious man but who seemed honorable, removed his salt-stained tricorn hat, and bowed slightly. “Mistress and guest, if you please, I insist that you return to your cabin.” 
 “Will the storm hit us?” 
 He shook his head. “Not likely. These storms are known to travel from west to east over the Stormlands and then the bulk of Travail. We are merely catching some rainfall on the fringes of the storm’s mass. We’ll remain at anchor until it passes, and then go forth full sail before the next storm arrives.” 
 “And if we miss our window of opportunity?” Amari asked.  
 “There will be another. I won’t risk my ship until it’s safe. But from experience, these storms usually run in cycles with at least a few days between them. That will be plenty of time to round the cape and enter the Sacred Sea. From there our first stop will be but a three-day sail away. Now, I must go see to it that we’re ready to run as soon as the storm passes.” 
 “Of course. Thank you, Captain.”  
 He bowed slightly, redonned his hat and marched away, already barking orders to his men. “Looks like we have more time to kill,” Amari said, turning to look at Aisling. “Have you ever played cards?” 
 “No,” Aisling said.  
 “I have,” Graeme said.  
 “Aye?” Amari said, doing her best sailor impression. “Then I’ve got a game fer ye. ’Tis called solitaire and ye play against yerself!”  
 Before she could burst out laughing, she grabbed Aisling by the elbow and they plunged back down the stairs.  


 Eight days later 
   
 They’d stopped playing cards four days after dropping anchor. They’d even let Graeme play on the fourth day, and he’d turned out to be a truly terrible player. On the other hand, Aisling had caught on swiftly, contesting Amari on almost every hand, until they were swapping victories while Graeme nursed his wounded ego.  
 It was fun for a while, but then cards grew boring, even as the endless march of dark clouds to the south continued in a parade of storms, red lightning searing the sky amidst the distant rumble of thunder.  
 At least Graeme had started talking more, and it turned out he wasn’t completely boring, nor as roguish as his appearance suggested. In any case, it was better than having him stand apart from them watching their every move like a hawk. “Let’s see who can spit the farthest,” he said on day eight, when they’d run out of ideas for passing the monotonous days.  
 “Spit? What kind of woman do you take me for?” Amari said.  
 “The spitting kind,” Graeme said, lip curling.  
 “I will have you know, I have never spat in my life, and I don’t plan to. It’s simply not befitting of a que—” 
 At that very moment, Aisling pushed her head forward and spat into the ocean. When she pulled back, her eyes met Amari’s, their intensity carrying a warning. It was only then that Amari realized what she’d almost revealed to anyone within earshot. Thank you, she mouthed.  
 “That was dismal,” Graeme said. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to have noticed their exchange.  
 “Well it’s not like I have much spit to offer,” Aisling said. “I don’t eat, remember? The small amount of saliva I generate is used to moisten my mouth and throat, but that’s about it. But I’m certain Amari could spit further than you.” 
 “Oh yeah? Let’s see it, Mari,” Graeme said. 
 Amari stared daggers at Aisling, who was now smiling, seeming to enjoy this moment quite a lot. “Very well,” she said, having noticed how he’d shortened her name in the way that commoners often did. It made her feel strangely special rather than insulted. “But if I win, you will refrain from smirking or winking for an entire day.” 
 “Done. And if I win, you will honor me with a dance.” 
 “No,” Amari said. “Aisling will honor you with a dance.” 
 “What?” Aisling said.  
 “You’re the one who thinks I can outspit him.” 
 “She’s got you there, Ais,” Graeme said. Another shortened name; Amari felt slightly less special.  
 “Fine,” Aisling said. “You’d better beat him, Mari.” 
 “I’ll do my best, Ais,” she retorted. And then, to Graeme: “You first, Ram.” 
 “What?” 
 “Never mind. Just spit.” 
 He shrugged and then made a face that was either him smelling something foul or preparing a wad of spit the size of a fist. It turned out to be the latter, which he unleashed toward the sea, seeming to use the whole of his body to encourage it to fly further, which it did, landing in the ocean such a distance from the ship’s railing that Amari didn’t know if she could even throw a stone that far. “Gods,” Amari said.  
 Graeme waggled his eyebrows. “I’m more than just a pretty face.” 
 “So much more,” Aisling said, which almost made Amari lose it.  
 Instead, she screwed up her face the way Graeme had done, trying to conjure as much thick mucus as she could and then spew it forth like fire from a dragon’s maw— 
 Just as she let it fly with a thoo! sound, a gust of wind hit the ship broadside, grabbing her miniscule ball of spit and slapping it back into her face where it splashed wetly on her cheek. “Eww!” she cried, while both Graeme and Aisling were forced to clutch their sides as they laughed, presumably to prevent anything important from spilling out as they doubled over with mirth. “So glad I amuse you. Are you done yet?” 
 Graeme shook his head while Aisling said, “I may never be done,” as she gasped for breath. “If your face hadn’t been in the way, yours may have flown farther than Graeme’s, but in the opposite direction!” The pair tumbled headlong back into a fresh gale of laughter.  
 Once more, they were attracting the attention of the crewmembers, who’d also grown bored as of late, their preparations completed, with nothing left to do but swab the decks, drink and eat. “Ignore them,” Graeme said, brushing tears from his eyes, fishing a handkerchief from his pocket, and then raising it toward her cheek.  
 “What are you doing?” she said, flinching away.  
 “Cleaning your face. Unless you’d prefer to leave the spit there? Mayhaps you’ve discovered a new beauty regimen that all the ladies of Kingfall will be using before long. A spit cleanser to reduce the signs of aging.” 
 “Hilarious,” she said, snatching the handkerchief and dabbing the spit from her skin herself. “And you,” she said, rounding on Aisling, who had only just managed to stand upright again. “I hope he treads on your feet until they’re bruised.” 
 “I won’t,” Graeme said. “I’ll have you know I’m an even better dancer than I am spitter.”  


   
 Graeme hadn’t been lying. The music was provided by several of the sailors playing fiddles, and soon most of the ship was clapping along in time to the music. Under a misting rainfall, Graeme performed a rousing dance that included copious amounts of whirling, clicking of heels and dipping of his reluctant partner, Aisling, who, by the end, was slightly less reluctant, a permanent smile having taken up residence on her face.  
 Amari had smiled with them and enjoyed the entertainment and respite from the tedium of remaining anchored and surrounded by ocean. When, finally, Aisling flopped down beside her, Amari felt at peace just staring up at the cloud-filled sky. Graeme continued his performance solo, and the women watched until sweat glistened on his forehead.  
 “I couldn’t help myself,” Aisling said, leaning close to Amari, voice a whisper.  
 “Well it was I who lost the bet,” Amari said.  
 “No, I mean, when my hand touched his…I tried to resist the temptation, but I couldn’t.” 
 “Oh. Oh. You…delved into his mind?” 
 “Shh, not so loud.” Aisling’s eyes flicked to Graeme, but he was still caught up in the moment, seeming to love the attention as much as any highborn lord with a beautiful lady on his arm.  
 Amari lowered her voice. “Sorry. What did you see? In his mind?” 
 “I saw a little boy raised by strangers. I saw a man, his real father, returning on occasion to beg for a few coins. Graeme always stole a few from his adopted parents and snuck them to his father, until one day, after he was a man grown, he refused.” 
 “What happened?”  
 Aisling’s expression had grown tense, and Amari noticed she was digging her own fingernails into her wrist. “They fought. His father was still a lot bigger than him then, while Graeme was only thirteen name days old. His father beat him senseless and then left him for dead.” 
 Amari’s own face tightened to the point of aching. “Gods, what a horrid man. How did Graeme survive?” 
 Aisling’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “A woman healer saved him,” she said. “Not the way I can, of course, but with bandages and splints, poultices and herbal concoctions. When he recovered, his adopted parents informed him he was no longer welcome; they were scared his father would return and do the same to them as he’d done to his son. He’s been on his own ever since.” 
 “That’s…awful. His scars…” 
 Aisling nodded. “Many are from his father’s beating, but not all. Rather than being broken by what had happened, he was determined to protect himself, joining a street gang and learning how to fight. They fought rival gangs and twice he found himself in knife fights that ended with as much of his own blood being spilled as that of his opponent.” 
 “So Grimfire hired a ruffian from a street gang to protect me?” Amari said, in disbelief. 
 “No. Graeme has been done with that life for several years. It’s not easy to escape one of those gangs once you’ve committed to it, but he fought his way out. On the other side, he resolved himself to becoming a legitimate guard for anyone who needed protecting. He started out doing small jobs for wives married to abusive husbands. The pay was low, but he’d never had a few coins to jingle in his pockets, so to him it was a small fortune. His reputation grew and eventually he landed a position protecting a highborn lord and his family who promptly accused him of stealing and ran him out of their house.” 
 “Did he do it?” 
 Aisling shook her head. “But he knew who did—their own daughter, who was secretly with child from one of the stable boys. She needed the coin to pay a woman who would help her runaway with the lad and start afresh. Graeme refused to reveal the girl’s secret, and it cost him his position.” 
 “And after?” 
 “He struggled to get any jobs, his reputation scarred. Regardless of the truth, he would forever be labeled as a thief. He had been considering leaving Wolfsgaard entirely when Grimfire approached him.” 
 Amari shook her head; it had been a lot to take in. “Is that all?” 
 She’d asked the question sarcastically, but Aisling said, “Not exactly.” 
 “What else could there be?” 
 “Well…as I was perusing his mind and his memories…I chanced upon…well not really chanced, you see, it was almost impossible to miss because of how often the thought continued to spring up, but it’s not like I was specifically looking for it…” 
 “Ais,” Amari said. “Just tell me.” 
 “You,” she said.  
 “Me?” 
 “Yes. Images of your face were frequent, as though burned into his memory. It appears your ruffian, ex-street gang member, scar-laden protector fancies you. Quite a lot, from what I could see.” 
 Without thinking, Amari turned her head to look at Graeme, who, at that exact moment, turned toward her as well, their eyes locking. He smiled one of his rather charming smiles. She felt her cheeks burn and she turned away. “I’m ready for bed,” she said quickly. “You?” 


   
 The next morning dawned bright and, to Amari’s delight, clear of clouds from horizon to horizon.  
 A cheer went up from the sailors when the captain gave the order to “Raise anchor!” and after much cranking and rattling of chains, the anchor was back on deck and the men were unfurling the sails, which instantly billowed, filling with a southerly wind, the ship groaning as it resumed its path toward the southwestern tip of Kingfall.  
 “You disappeared rather quickly last night,” a voice said in Amari’s ear, making her jump half out of her skin.  
 “Weeping Gods, Graeme,” Amari said, turning to glare at the man, who must’ve snuck up on her when she was taking in the busyness of a ship that, once more, had a purpose.  
 “Did I startle you?” he asked, smirking.  
 “No, not at all,” she said.  
 “I shall try harder next time.” 
 “I’ll have you know, I was exhausted last night and your constant twirling and jigging left me rather bored.” 
 “Understandable. I was just hoping, well you see, I’d saved the last dance for you.” His eyes were trained on hers as though the rest of the world had disappeared.  
 “Oh really?” she said, feigning indifference.  
 “Yes, and instead I was forced to dance an Odinian jig with Harley McQuinn. You know, the rotund fellow who prepares the daily meals?” 
 “Now you’re just being ridiculous,” Amari said. 
 “I’m serious. He’s not a bad dancer, actually, except when his belly bounces off your knee…” 
 “All right, fine, I’m sorry we snuck off without saying ‘goodnight’. Satisfied? Or shall I wallow a little more?” 
 Graeme pinched his thumb and forefinger together. “A little more wallowing would make me feel much better.” 
 Amari, after her initial shock of learning of Graeme’s past and his alleged interest in her, was feeling much more confident now. Playful even. She dropped to her knees with her hands clasped together as if in supplication to the gods. “Oh, king of all dancers, please forgive me for depriving you of your last dance!” 
 Graeme eyed her suspiciously. “Something about it lacks authenticity.” 
 “You think?” Amari said, accepting his offered hand as he pulled her back to her feet. Just then, the ship lurched over a wave, causing her to stumble. He caught her by the wrists while her face smooshed into his chest awkwardly. “Sorry!” she said, trying to regain her balance when another mischievous wave rocked the ship the opposite direction. One of his hands dropped to her hip, once more steadying her.  
 “Your sea legs could use some work,” he said, a smile playing on his lips.  
 “And your manners could use some work. Don’t you know it’s considered rude to point out a woman’s flaws?” Amari said as she extricated herself from his grip.  
 “Fair enough. By way of punishment, you may advise me of one of my own flaws.” 
 Amari tapped her front teeth. “Oh, but there are so many to choose from…” 
 “I’m certain you can decide.” 
 “Fine. Your ego is the size of the Endless Ocean.” 
 Graeme clutched his chest, pretending to have been struck by a projectile—an arrow perhaps. “Fair enough, but how would you know? You can’t even see the other side of the Endless Ocean.” 
 “Exactly, just as I haven’t found the other side of your ego yet.” 
 He laughed. “You wound me. I can admit when I’m no good at something. But there are just so few of those things…” 
 “You seem to have made my argument for me.” 
 “A bad habit of mine. Another of my plethora of faults.” 
 “We’re moving,” Aisling said, having finally joined them above deck. “Her eyes flitted between Graeme and Amari before settling on Amari, a question in her look.  
 Amari shrugged. There would always be questions, but right now the need to find the answers didn’t feel urgent. Instead, with the wind in her hair, she stared out at sea as they charged for the Stormlands.  


   
 Everything had been going far too well. The weather had been beautiful, the winds in their favor, the day spent with sunshine and sea breeze and amusing conversations with Aisling and Graeme. Thankfully, there were no more spitting contests or embarrassing losses of balance.  
 As evening arrived, they’d just passed the last of the Stormlands’ islands—if treacherous hunks of black, jagged-edged rocks could be considered islands—when the weather turned.  
 The clear sky to the west was suddenly filled with gray clouds building themselves into black mountains. A slash of crimson lightning crackled toward the ocean. Then another. More flashes. Dozens. Then came the thunder, a deep and foreboding rumble that might’ve been the storm stretching after having been aroused too early from a nap. The waves seemed to grow taller by the second, smashing into the ship’s hull, sending gouts of seawater spraying onto the deck.  
 Everything on deck had already been tied down, but one of the knots must’ve been wrenched free, because suddenly three barrels tumbled across the wooden planking, right toward where Amari and Aisling had been scurrying for the staircase, the captain having ordered them to return to their cabin. One of the barrels tumbled harmlessly into a coil of rope and stuck fast, another crashed into a crate and splintered open, spilling its cargo—apples—every which way, while the third rolled on a collision course for the two women, who froze in surprise.  
 And then Graeme was there, knocking them out of its path while simultaneously positioning himself dead in the barrel’s tracks. As Amari tumbled with Aisling to the planking in a tangle of arms and legs, she looked back just as Graeme was hit in the chest, his arms roping around the barrel as though trying to embrace it. The barrel landed atop him and then continued its reckless charge, leaving him flattened in its wake.  
 “Graeme!” Amari shouted, clambering on hands and knees to where he lay writhing, one arm tucked against his abdomen while the other clutched his knee, which was bent in a way it shouldn’t have been able to bend. His eyes were closed, his face twisted in agony, his teeth gritted together, biting back sounds that resembled the growl of an animal more than anything human. “Aisling!” Amari said, “I need you!” but the godling was already there at her side. “You need to heal him.” 
 “I—” Aisling said, looking more uncertain than Amari had ever seen her look. “The last time I used my blood…I don’t know if I can…” 
 “Look at me.” When the godling tried to look away, Amari grabbed her chin and steered her back toward her, until their eyes met. “You can do this. You saw Graeme’s past. You saw what he is. He is pure. Just like you.” Aisling nodded, eyes wide. “I know you can do this.” 
 The rain began to fall.  


 Aisling 
   
 Aisling grabbed Graeme’s dagger, wrenching the blade from its sheath. She’d cut herself open so many times the act held no fear for her. And yet she paused, scared of her own blood—what it was capable of, the destruction it could reap. 
 Memories assaulted her. Bones shattering. Flesh splitting open. Bodies breaking apart. Blood everywhere—on the walls, on the bed sheets, on the carpet, on the staircase, on her. She remembered the shadows as she fled, seeming to pursue her down each alley, until she sought shelter in the darkness. Even that was soon pierced as an errant blade of moonlight had found its way through a crack in the structures overhead, piercing the shroud and illuminating the puddle that Aisling had found herself sitting beside, her own body shaking like a leaf clutching a branch in autumn. She’d seen her reflection. Haunted. Blood-speckled. The blood of the four lives she’d taken with an ease that had never been there when she healed.  
 She remembered scrubbing her skin using her bare hands and the dirty water in that puddle, scrubbing for hours, long after the blood had been cleaned away, long after it had passed the point of pain.  
 “Aisling! If you’re not ready to do this, it’s okay. I believe in you, but I won’t demand something of you that you won’t ask of yourself.”  
 Amari’s voice, cutting through the miasma of her thoughts and bringing her back to reality. She saw her expression reflected in the blade she was gripping in both hands, to the point where it had cut into her fingers, glowing blood spilling free, dripping on the deck and mixing with the rainwater, which had begun to fall faster and harder. She could see every raindrop if she wanted to, hear every splash, feel every breeze tingling along her skin. Stop, she thought, fighting her supernatural senses and their effort to distract her. “I can do this,” she said. “I will do this.” 
 She refocused on Graeme, who continued to growl in pain.  
 “His knee first,” Amari said. “So he can walk.” 
 Clarity returned and Aisling used the dagger to slash his trousers open, peeling them back around the damaged knee. The break was severe, the leg bent unnaturally to the side like the angle in the corner of a door jamb. She placed the dagger on the deck just as the ship lurched, sending the blade sliding away on the slick wood. She tried to grab it, but Amari grabbed her arm first. “Leave it. Graeme’s leg.” 
 Aisling was thankful for the reminder. The chaos around her continued to distract from her objective. Sailors fought to wrap and tie the sails before they were torn to ribbons by the winds now assaulting them. Men rushed below deck to man the oars in an attempt to outrun the storm before it was fully upon them. The captain was at the wheel, trying to hold their course steady as he barked orders to anyone within earshot.  

Graeme’s knee, Graeme’s knee, Graeme’s knee, she chanted in her mind. She squeezed her bloodied hand into a fist, until fresh glowing drops fell. The first few missed as he rolled to the side when another wave of agony hit him, but then she said, “Please hold him,” and Amari planted her palms on his shins to pin his legs to the deck, causing him to grit his teeth in pain. The next drops splashed onto his bent knee. Aisling grasped his leg with both hands and closed her eyes.  
 She didn’t have to search to find the damage, which was brutal and obvious, the bone shattered in three distinct places. Mending each break would require the precision of an artist, each brush stroke planned perfectly to ensure he wouldn’t be left with a noticeable limp afterwards. For the first time since the events that had occurred on that fateful night in the palace, Aisling felt confident again. This is what I was born to do. What I did to the king and his guards…that was a woman with her back to the wall, pushed to the brink of a cliff…

 Graeme howled as the bones began to reform, to slot back into their proper positions, to knit themselves back together.  
 And then, abruptly, she was there again, on a bed with a dead assassin and a horrid king with a dagger jammed in his chest, demanding that she save him. Except this time he grabbed her, pulled her against him, his face alight with a mixture of pain and desire. He wasn’t just King Gaard, but Emperor Kalora and Queen Shim and Prince Helmsley—she’d been a gift from the king to the spoiled brat on his eighteenth name day—and Lord Ferris and countless others, all of whom had wronged her in one way or another, all of whom had treated her like a possession to be used until they grew bored of her.  
 She remembered the feeling she’d finally felt on that night of nights, when it had all become too much, when her anger had turned to rage had turned to pure, unleashed hatred for them all before becoming more than a feeling, the powerful energy thrumming through her blood just before she’d released it, which she did again now, relishing that feeling of freedom from servitude, from being someone’s dog to be kicked or ordered to roll over or fed scraps unfit for human consumption beneath a table.  
 Bones just beginning to heal were shattered once more, splintering into shards that stabbed outward through the skin. Graeme’s scream was white and hot and loud, before falling silent as his body offered him the merciful protection of unconsciousness.  
 The memories vanished and Aisling was left staring at the man whose leg she’d mangled beyond recognition. What have I done?



 Amari 
   
 “What have you done?” Amari said, staring at the wreckage of Graeme’s leg, which, not a moment earlier, seemed to be rapidly healing, straightening into a normal position.  
 Her eyes flicked to Aisling, whose expression was laced with horror, her mouth slightly open. She was staring at her own hands, which were glowing with her blood. The way she stared at them was how Amari might stare into the face of a monster, one of the demons from the Void. “I…I can fix this. I will fix this.” Aisling started to reach for Graeme’s knee once more, but Amari grabbed her arm to stop her.  
 “You’ve done enough. Don’t touch him. The next time you might kill him.” She was aware of the harshness of her tone but didn’t care. What had happened was a stark reminder that this woman, despite coming across as kind and caring and gentle and witty—everything she’d ever want in a dear friend—was also dangerous, something other than human. Amari understood that what she’d done back at the palace had been for self-preservation, and, despite the brutality of the acts, couldn’t fault her for that, but this was just brutality. Aisling had looked inside the man lying before her and found him to be pure of heart, and yet she’d done nothing but destroy him when she’d been asked to heal him.  
 Aisling withdrew her hands sharply, holding them up like they were deadly serpents. Lightning flashed and thunder rumbled. The full power of the storm was growing closer, the ship rolling in heavy cycles, forcing Amari to grasp onto anything she could and also Graeme’s uninjured leg to prevent them from sliding across the deck.  
 “What can I do?” Aisling said. “I have to do something.” 
 “Get me two pieces of thin wood, something to bind his leg, and something for him to bite down on. Hurry!”  
 As Aisling hurried off, her balance impeccable despite the tossing ship, Graeme’s eyes fluttered open. “Mari?” he said, her name morphing into a groan as he twisted to the side and vomited.  
 “Graeme, listen to me. You’re going to be all right. I need to try to set your leg, but it’s going to hurt tremendously. For a street gang warrior like you, it should be just another day.” 
 Despite the obvious pain he was in, his head tilted to the side. “How did you know I was—” 
 Aisling returned before he could finish his question, glowing fingers clamped around a broomstick sans broom, a crumpled-up bedsheet, and a thick rag. “Here,” she said, thrusting the lot toward Amari.  
 Amari grabbed the rag first, rolling it into a cylinder and then stuffing it into Graeme’s mouth. “Bite down hard, okay?” 
 He nodded, eyes wide but determined.  
 Next, she firmly clutched his foot, while placing her other hand on his thigh, just above the damaged knee. “On three,” she said. “One, two—” 
 On two, she pulled his lower leg upwards while continuing to pin his thigh to the deck. There was an audible crackling-popping sound while Graeme growled through the rag, tears leaking from the corners of his eyes. “It’s finished,” Amari said, slightly breathless, but Graeme was unconscious again. She inspected his knee. Blood continued to stream from where the bone shards had pierced his skin, but the bones, at least, were now back inside his flesh.  
 She turned toward Aisling. “Think you can help me keep my balance without shattering any of my parts?” she asked.  
 “Of course, yes,” Aisling said. The godling still looked numb, as though her eyes were seeing beyond their immediate world to some other place.  
 “Good. Then steady me.” Carefully, Amari stood, while Aisling gripped her arm for support. Amari brought the broomstick with her, holding the top with two hands and then stamping one foot down in the direct center. There was a satisfying snapping sound as the stick broke into two pieces that were approximately equal length.  
 She dropped back to Graeme’s side, quickly checking his heartbeat and breathing, both of which were steady. What was not steady was the ship, which was taking hit after hit by ever more violent waves, the latest of which crested so high that a portion of its white water frothed over the railing and spilled across the decking, which was already beginning to swim due to the sheeting rain. Amari knew she needed to get Graeme’s injury splinted and wrapped soon or it might be too late.  
 “Tear long strips from the sheet,” she instructed Aisling. While Aisling obeyed, she positioned the broomsticks on each side of his leg. The ship shuddered as it smashed through another wave. “Hurry!”  
 Aisling handed her the first strip of cloth and Amari began to wrap, taking extra care around each broomstick to ensure they were in the proper position. The material was soaked and more than once her fingers struggled to control it, but she persevered until the broomsticks were in place. Once they’d been secured, she wrapped faster, stopping only when she ran out of cloth, accepting the next strip from Aisling, who had it ready. Three more strips and Graeme’s leg was wrapped tightly from his thigh to his shin. Amari secured the final strip by tying it off three times, which took far longer than she liked considering the frustratingly uncooperative wet material and the sway of the floundering ship.  
 When it was finally done, she slumped back, spent from the effort, which was as much mental as physical. “Look out!” one of the seamen shouted, and both she and Aisling turned just as a monumental wave rose above the height of the ship, frothing angrily. Sailors dived to and fro as the wave crashed onto the deck, swarming over everything. Graeme’s unconscious form was thrown headlong, and it was all Amari could do to hang onto him as they were swept hard into the far wall. She shielded him, taking the brunt of the impact on her shoulder, which screamed with pain. Aisling had managed to clutch onto something and was now separated from them by a short distance that might’ve been halfway around the world.  
 The next blow came not from a wave but from a streak of lightning from the maw of a cloud that, frightfully, resembled a black dragon. It struck a sailor, whose body went instantly rigid before bonelessly tumbling over the railing, vanishing. Amari gripped Graeme’s body, holding him to her chest and ensuring his head remained above the flood. A prayer to the gods was on her lips as she watched Aisling try to fight across the swamped deck to reach them. She was halfway there when the ship lurched hard in the opposite direction, throwing her back. Amari gripped the railing and Graeme, refusing to release either, watching as Aisling tumbled to the other side of the ship.  
 More lightning struck, jagged crimson blades all around them, until she could smell their passing, the scent of something burning, not dissimilar to the ever-present odor of a forge. One of the bolts seared into the base of the main mast, sending sparks flying through the darkness like dozens of fireflies. There was a crack! as sharp as the snap of a whip, and then the column of timber began to fall.  
 Amari screamed as its shadow loomed over her, but then the ship rocked hard in the other direction, causing the shattered mast to change its trajectory and come crashing down on the opposite side of the ship, crushing the wooden railing before sliding into the sea.  
 “Aisling!” Amari shouted, unable to see the godling through the blinding storm. The mast had landed close to where she’d seen her.  
 “I’m here,” Aisling said, and then there she was, gripping a rope whose coil had come undone, shedding long tentacles across the decking. Slowly, fist over fist, she dragged her way to where Amari continued to protect Graeme’s unconscious form. “This isn’t sustainable!” Aisling shouted to be heard over the wailing wind and claps of thunder. “The ship is going down!” 

Oh gods, no, Amari thought. It can’t. Graeme is unconscious and even if he wasn’t, his leg is completely useless, along with one of his arms. Think, Amari, you can’t die like this. You haven’t even searched for Sampson yet. You don’t even know if he’s alive. Think! “A raft,” she said quickly. “We need something to keep us afloat. I can’t leave Graeme to look for one.” 
 Aisling nodded firmly, and Amari was glad to see her numb expression replaced by one of determination again. “I’ll be right back.” Aisling clambered back along one of the ropes, disappearing into the deluge once more. 
 The few minutes Amari spent waiting for Aisling to return were some of the longest of her life. Several times the ship shuddered and lurched so violently Amari thought it was finished, but each time it miraculously managed to right itself, rolling over waves so large they might’ve been walls of water erected by the sea goddess to protect her ocean castle. At some point another mast broke and went the way of the first. Amari heard occasional shouts that told her some of the sailors were still alive, still fighting for survival, but they became fewer and farther between and she couldn’t make out anyone through the skeins of rain slapping her face.  
 She released a sound that was half-laugh, half-sob when Aisling’s face reappeared, jaw locked and teeth clenched from the effort of tugging an entire door along behind her, fighting the current the whole way.  
 Amari immediately recognized it as the door to their cabin. “You mad woman,” she said. “You went below decks?” 
 “It’s not completely flooded yet, though it will be soon,” Aisling said. “It’s cedar—should float well enough to serve as a makeshift raft. Now we need to get clear of the ship or we’ll be sucked under when it sinks.” 
 “That’s going to be difficult with Graeme’s dead weight.” 
 “We’ll do it together,” Aisling said.  
 Amari took a deep breath and then nodded once. Graeme’s arm was already flopped around her neck and over her shoulder. Drenched and sopping, she tried to stand, but her feet slipped on the deck and she landed on her behind with Graeme wrapped around her. He groaned. “Wazza?” he said, eyes fluttering open. The next sound he made was a roar that would’ve impressed a lion as the pain returned.  
 “I got you, you big baby,” Amari said, trying to stand once more. This time, she managed to get them both up—it helped that Graeme was able to put pressure on one of his legs to take some of his weight off her. “Listen to me, Graeme. The ship is going under. We need to jump. Now.” 
 “My leg,” he groaned. “It hurts. I can’t…I can’t…” 
 “You can and you will. I cannot get you over the railing on my own. You’re too damn heavy. So here’s what’s going to happen: On three you’re going to push off of your good leg so I can heft you the rest of the way up. Understood?” 
 “Is this a real count of three, or are we going on two like the last time?” 
 The jape was so unexpected it caught her by surprise, relief flooding through her. If he could make a joke at a time like this, maybe he was going to be okay. Maybe they were all going to be okay. “A real count of three,” she said. “Ais, can you handle the door?” 
 “Yes. I’ll go first. Try not to land on me.” With that, she manhandled the cedar door onto the railing and then pushed it until gravity took hold, sucking it over the edge. Then she clambered up onto the railing, balancing perfectly without holding onto anything, even as the rain slashed into her and the wind buffeted her. She glanced back. “Hurry. I don’t want the door to get too far away.”  
 “I will. Now go!” 
 She didn’t need further urging, leaping fearlessly from the railing. Amari was unable to hear her splash amidst the backdrop of the storm. “Now it’s our turn,” she said. “Are you ready for this?” 
 “Who isn’t ready to leap from a sinking ship into an angry ocean determined to drag us into its depths to become food for sharks?” 
 “I preferred you when you were unconscious,” Amari said. “But I’ll take that as a yes. On three. One…two…three!” 
 As one, they each shoved off one foot and slid their backsides onto the narrow railing. Graeme growled but maintained his grip on her shoulder. The ship bucked beneath them, as though realizing its victims were escaping before it had a chance to devour them whole. Amari clutched the railing with one hand so tightly her knuckles ached and she thought her fingers might crunch through the wood. The ship settled momentarily as it descended into a trough between waves.  
 The wind swirling around her, she looked back into the frothing ocean, searching for any sign of Aisling or the door. She saw nothing but churning dark-gray ocean and the reflections of streaks of lightning.  
 The ship began its laborious climb up the face of another wave; this one made the others look like dwarves next to a giant. “We’re out of time!” she said, swinging her legs over the railing. Graeme did the same with one leg, but then found himself in the precarious position of straddling the railing, unable to get his injured leg over. “Here,” Amari said, releasing the railing to help lift his leg up and over, which had the unintended effect of throwing off her center of gravity. Not that it mattered—they were going overboard regardless.  
 It wasn’t graceful. It wasn’t timed with the crash of the waves. It just was.  
 Still clutched together with free arms flailing at each side, they fell like dropped stones. Thankfully they didn’t twist in midair, falling sword-straight, feet hitting first, which Amari knew must’ve caused blades of pain to shoot up Graeme’s injured leg, but she didn’t have time to think about that or anything else other than not letting go of Graeme as she fought the pull of the ocean, kicking her own legs as hard as she could against his weight and her sodden garments, both of which sought to drag her into the depths like twin anchors.  
 Her lungs began to tighten—had she even remembered to take a full breath before they’d landed? She couldn’t remember; it had all happened so fast. Everything looked the same and she was beginning to wonder whether she was actually kicking toward the surface and not sideways, or worse, deeper. Her eyes burned from the saltwater, and now her lungs were screaming for air.  
 Then she saw it: a streak of red, blurry and distant, but impossible to mistake for anything but one of the jagged blades of lightning that had been their undoing in the first place. Now it was her savior, as she fought toward that spot, which was burned into her vision even as the lightning faded away. There! Another bolt. And another. Getting to the lightning was her only hope. Her salvation. Just as her lungs threatened to force her mouth open to suck in whatever it could get, which would be nothing but water, she breached the surface, gasping as life-giving air rasped down her throat, filling her chest. “Graeme!” she shouted, but he didn’t respond, his eyes closed, his lips pale. “No, Graeme! You don’t get to leave me! You’re not allowed! I won’t permit it!”  
 Still no response, his scarred, bearded face calm, serene.  
 Peaceful. So peaceful.  
 He was dead.  





 Twenty 
 Aisling Brightshine 
 Endless Ocean, somewhere off the coast of Travail 
   
 THE CURRENT WAS EVEN STRONGER THAN SHE IMAGINED.

 After landing in the water, Aisling had kicked to the surface and then searched for the cedar door, which she found a much greater distance from her than expected, the current pulling it rapidly away from the heavier ship. You’re not getting away that easy, she thought. It had been many years since she’d had the opportunity to swim, but it came naturally to her, and though this was nothing like the countless hours she’d spent with Heiress frolicking in the enormous lake in the center of the Godlands, racing each other from shore to shore and then back again, instinct kicked in as she pressed the insides of her feet together to form a single appendage, kicking like a dolphin and throwing her arms over her head in powerful strokes. The distance between her and the door vanished rapidly until she was able to grab it and then haul herself aboard.  
 Finally, she looked back, finding the ship far distant, riding low in the water with half the deck submerged as it continued to be pummeled by wave after wave. With a horrendous groan that might’ve been a dying sea creature, its bow shot straight up before descending into the ocean. Gone like it had never existed.  
 Had anyone survived? Through the storm, which finally seemed to be waning, Aisling could make out objects in the water but couldn’t tell if they were human or merely flotsam and jetsam from the sunken vessel. “Amari!” she screamed. “Amari!” Again and again she shouted the queen’s name, and again and again her cries went unanswered. Her friend—because that is what she’d become to her—was nowhere to be found.  
 Until she was. Without her keen eyesight, Aisling may have never spotted her, but there she was, still clutching Graeme, somehow managing to fight the waves while holding his head above water and keeping herself afloat too. Like a warrior, Aisling thought. Like a queen. Not the type of queen who sat on a plush throne and gave orders to servants who scurried about to fetch her glasses of wine and nibbles, but the type of queen who took decisive action in the face of seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Even as she struggled to hang on, Amari Gaard was the most breathtaking sight Aisling had ever laid eyes on.  
 “I’m coming!” Aisling shouted, taking up position on her knees and using her arms like oars to paddle the water behind her at either side, refusing to let the powerful current defeat her, gaining inches at first and then feet. Every so often she would shout Amari’s name, hoping it would give the queen hope that help was on its way and that she should not give up, should not despair.  
 Finally, after what felt like hours, she reached her.  
 As their eyes met, Amari seemed to stare right through her, seeing something beyond. “Please,” she said. “Take him.” 
 Aisling did, though her heart broke as she pulled Graeme onto the door, laying him on his back. Even her keen hearing could not make out the beat of his heart or the rush of air between his lips. The door wobbled under his weight, but she managed to counterbalance it with her own and then help Amari aboard.  
 They sat side by side, legs dangling in the water, facing away from Graeme.  
 “Amari, I’m sor—” 
 “You shouldn’t have tried to heal him if you weren’t ready. I said you didn’t have to.” 
 Aisling winced. “You also said you believed in me.” 
 “I did, but I was wrong. Graeme had an entire lifetime ahead of him, but now his future is gone. It will never be. You said it yourself: He’d had a hard life, but he was good. He was pure. He shouldn’t have had to…” The last word was a choking sob and Aisling put her arm around her and Amari sank into the space between her chin and shoulder, entire body shaking. “It’s not fair. None of it is fair.” 
 Aisling said nothing, her cheek pressed to Amari’s wet hair.  
 There was nothing left to say.  


   
 They drifted for hours, carried on a strong, unrelenting current that seemed to have its own mind on where they should go. At times they seemed to be moving closer to the Travailian coast, while other times moving further away.  
 Amari slept on Aisling’s shoulder most of the time, but when she was awake, she didn’t speak. Aisling didn’t either. Words felt so empty.  
 Neither of them turned to look back at the door’s third passenger.  
 Aisling had healed countless humans over the years. Thousands. Good humans. Bad humans. Evil humans. She’d saved all their lives again and again and again. And yet she couldn’t save the one that would’ve mattered the most to the woman sitting next to her, a woman she’d grown to care about.  
 The light drizzle that had followed them as they’d escaped the path of the storm finally slowed to a trickle and then ceased altogether, the clouds opening to reveal a path of sunlight that warmed their skin and pierced the water, which was clear and aqua.  
 “Why couldn’t you heal him?” Amari asked, hours later when the sun was high in the sky and hot enough to have dried their hair, clothes and skin over an hour earlier.  
 Aisling froze. “I tried—I swear it. I wanted to heal him, so badly, but…” 
 “But what?” Amari’s tone was cold, harsh.  
 Aisling said nothing. All she had were excuses, and they were all bad ones. “I failed him.” 
 Amari snorted. 
 “I would trade places with him if I could,” Aisling said.  
 Amari’s eyes darted to hers. “Don’t say that. I don’t want you dead. I don’t want Graeme dead. I don’t want anyone dead.” 
 “I know.” 
 “And yet, I find it hard to look at you right now. I don’t want to feel this way, but I do. If we reach land, I will go one way, and you will go the other. Understood?” 
 Aisling nodded, feeling a pang of sadness in her chest.  
 “Promise me,” Amari said.  
 “I—I promise.” 
 “I need you to do something else for me,” Amari said.  
 “Anything.” 
 “Push Graeme off the raft.” 
 “What?” 
 “It’s only right that he receive a burial at sea,” Amari said. Her words were short and tight, and Aisling could tell she was trying to hold back her emotion. “And we won’t be able to bury him wherever we wash up. We can’t leave him on the raft. Soon his”—she swallowed, pursing her lips—“body will begin to decompose. He’ll attract sea predators, which will put us in danger. I can’t do it myself. I can’t.” 
 “You’re right. I’ll do it.” 
 Aisling started to turn around, but Amari said, “Wait. We should say a few words.” 
 “Words?” 
 “About him. Like a eulogy. We might not have known him long, but we knew so much about him because of your violation of his mind.” 
 Aisling didn’t protest the queen’s choice of words because she didn’t have any right to. “Okay.” 
 “You first.” 
 There were so many things Aisling wanted to say to Graeme, but now her mind went blank. “Graeme was…entertaining,” she started, memories of the last week or so playing in her head. “He always made us laugh. Always.” 
 “He cracked a joke just before we jumped over the railing,” Amari said, managing a thin smile. “I thought it meant he was going to be okay.” 
 “That’s just like him,” Aisling said. “He had a hard life but never let it dampen his spirit. He was caring and kind and confident and—” 
 “A damn good dancer,” Amari interjected. “I wish I hadn’t wasted my chance to dance with him.” Tears streamed down her face. “I only just met him. I only barely knew him. Why does this hurt so much?” 
 “Because you are good, so good. And he cared for you,” Aisling said. “I could see it in his eyes. He thought you were something special.” 
 “I couldn’t even save him,” she said. Tears dripped from her chin, splashing into the crystalline water.  
 “That’s my fault, not yours,” Aisling, gripping her hand. Amari lifted her chin to look at her. “Never think any of it was your fault, do you understand?” 
 Amari stared at her, vision blurred by fat tears continuing to well and fall. “You don’t get to decide that.”  
 Aisling stared back. “No, but you do. And what happened to Graeme was on me and me alone. If I’d healed his leg rather than destroying it, he could’ve swum as well as any of us. He could’ve stayed afloat long enough to get to the door. He would’ve lived. All of your anger should be directed at me.” 
 Amari looked away, but Aisling thought she detected a change in her demeanor, some of the sadness melting away, replaced by the steel mask she’d worn so well for years. Good, Aisling thought. Let her hate me. So long as she doesn’t hate herself. 

 In any case, there was one thing she knew she could never tell her, the other thing she’d learned when she’d delved into Graeme’s mind while dancing with him: 
 Graeme had never learned to swim.  


 Amari 
   
 Amari didn’t hate Aisling, even if she wanted to. And, despite what she’d said, she didn’t want them to go their separate ways if they ever reached land. The truth was, Aisling was the one spot of goodness in her life right now, and the thought of letting go of her felt like watching a star explode in the heavens. She knew she was a woman who’d been through void and back, but this was beyond her compassion. And yet if Aisling had just done what she’d done a thousand times before—she’d seen a man stabbed through the stomach only to be completely whole again a few moments later because of what Aisling could do—Graeme would still be alive. Worse, she’d made the situation worse than it was, giving him even a smaller chance at survival. How could she ever look at her the same way again?  
 Amari hadn’t watched as Aisling had pushed Graeme’s body into the water. She couldn’t watch. She wanted to remember him as the vibrant, care-free man who’d breached all her defenses to capture a small corner of her heart, a corner that might’ve grown larger over time—if they’d had time.  
 “It’s finished,” Aisling said, and Amari flinched.  
 The southwestern corner of Travail was visible now, the current sweeping them in a long arc into what Amari knew from studying Kingfall maps was a new body of water—the Sacred Sea. Why it was sacred was up for debate, but the leading belief was that the tears of the Weeping Gods had created the sea itself where before there was only an enormous barren canyon devoid of all life. 
 Amari trailed one of her hands in the water, feeling for any change, like the tingle of magic on her fingertips. Nothing. It was just seawater, salty and cool. If the gods had wept into the canyon hundreds of years ago, their tears had been absorbed by the ocean by now.  
 “We should paddle for shore,” Aisling said. She dipped her palms into the water and began to shovel it behind her to change their makeshift raft’s trajectory.  
 “No,” Amari said.  
 Aisling stopped. Amari could feel her eyes on her, but she didn’t turn to meet them. Didn’t want the godling to see how red they were, how broken she looked. “No?” Aisling said when she didn’t turn. “Why not?” 
 “Travail is no friend to Teravainen. The dragonlords would not be kind to us.” 
 “And you think floating on a raft will be? Plus, the dragonlords won’t know who we are. I mean, they’ll know I’m a godling, but they won’t know you’re a queen. They’ll likely have witnessed the ship’s demise from Dragonsmount, so they won’t be surprised when survivors wash up on—” Aisling cut off suddenly. “Oh. You’ll be farther away from where Sampson disappeared.” 
 Amari almost wished that Aisling wasn’t beginning to understand her motivations so well. It would make what came next so much easier. “I have to find him. That’s all that matters now.” 
 Aisling said nothing for a time, but at least she’d stopped paddling, the current tugging them swiftly along. In the distance to the east, the stony spires of the Soullands rose like majestic columns. It was weird to think that amidst their shadows there was once a Rift that had now, by some miracle, been sealed. Why had the Rift at the Infernal Pit grown larger while the Travailian Rift vanished? Was it the gods punishing the Terrans for her father’s endless wars?  
 She cast the thought aside, searching the horizon for any sign of what was called the Godsbridge, or Bridge To End All Bridges, on which the whole of Godstown had been built, an entire colony of humans that didn’t associate with any of the Kingfall nations. For now, the Sacred Sea stretched to the end of her sight. Stop being foolish, she chided herself. It’s not as though Godstown is just around the corner. By ship the journey would’ve taken another three days. By makeshift raft with no oars and no sails, swept only by the current… 
 It could take a full week if it took a day. Aisling wouldn’t require food, but she would. And she knew the godling needed water as much as she did, which meant they’d be praying for rainfall before long, even if another storm might capsize them.  
 She didn’t want to think about it, not yet, and she needed something to distract her from her stomach, which was already complaining at being empty. “Why did you come back for us?” Amari asked.  
 Aisling shifted on the opposite side of the raft. “I should feel offended that you’d have to ask, but after what happened, I understand.” She sighed. “Regardless of what you may think and the evidence to the contrary, I don’t enjoy seeing humans suffer any more than you do. I tried to heal Graeme, I swear it, but then—” 
 “What? What happened, Aisling? I must know. Tell me!” Amari spun around, which made the door rock violently, nearly pitching them both into the water, and probably would have if they hadn’t both had the instinct to throw themselves flat against its surface until the worst of the swaying was over. Lying on their stomachs looking at each other with wide eyes, Amari said, “Tell me why you were unable to heal Graeme. Do you really think it will change my opinion of you at this point?” 
 Aisling closed her eyes. Opened them. “It’s not that. I don’t want it to sound like an excuse. I failed him. I failed you. I failed myself. Everything else is just meaningless details.” 
 “Not to me. Tell me or I’ll rock the raft again.” 
 “You wouldn’t.” 
 “Try me.” 
 It was a silly, foolish threat, and for a sliver of a moment, the tension eased, and the two women shared a smile. When it was over, they sat up, looking at each other. Aisling’s lips opened and she spoke. “Just as I was repairing Graeme’s knee, I saw your father.” 
 “What? What do you mean ‘saw’ him?” 
 “His memory. A twisted memory of that last night with your father. He grabbed me. He wanted me to heal him so he could…do things to me. I should’ve been able to control myself, should’ve been able to squash the memory and refocus on helping Graeme, but I couldn’t—I failed—I hurt someone who never deserved to be hurt, not ever again.”  
 On the last word, Aisling cast herself back to the raft, covering her face with her hands. Though she couldn’t weep, Amari could feel her pain and sadness, like a palpable fog drifting away from her form. She had the desire to go to her, to comfort her, but held herself back for some reason. Would comforting Aisling bring him back or heal her own wounds?  
 The answer was simple: No. She turned her back once more and watched the rocky coastline ease past, hating the cold person she insisted on being in this moment.  


   
 Nights were the worst. On the ship, she’d loved looking up at the stars and moons in the sea of darkness, but on a two-inch thick wooden plank the sea was far too close for comfort. Though Amari’s stomach had stopped clenching, having given up on receiving any sustenance on this day, not being able to see what might be skimming through the waters around them made sleep elusive. Anytime something bumped against the bottom of the door, Amari sat bolt upright, squinting into the gloom and searching for what she was certain was a shark or something worse, a giant sea creature with hundreds of daggerlike teeth ready to chomp them in half.  
 “I don’t require sleep,” Aisling said. “You rest and I’ll keep watch.”  
 They were the first words either woman had spoken in hours, since Aisling admitted what had happened when she’d shattered Graeme’s knee beyond recognition. “Thank you,” Amari said, using her arm like a pillow as she closed her eyes once more.  
 Exhaustion stole the world around her.  


   
 The next morning, she awoke to moisture on her lips and face. As her eyes opened, she couldn’t hold back a big smile, catching the misting rain on her tongue. Overhead, the clear night sky had transformed into a gray-skied blanket.  
 Beside her, Aisling made a sound of pure pleasure as she, too, drank every bit of water she could. For more than an hour, they said nothing, soaking in the much-needed hydration. The rain continued to fall, but they had nothing to capture it with save for the cutout portions of the door. The design was meant to make the door more aesthetically pleasing, but now was a boon as it collected a full inch worth of rainwater over two rectangular depressions that were approximately two feet by three feet.  
 “We’ll have to ration it,” Amari said. “One for you, one for me. Drink only a sixth of the water per day and it will sustain us until Truro.”  
 “What about food?” 
 “I will last,” Amari said, with more confidence than she felt. “Perhaps I can catch a fish.” 
 “Or we can paddle for shore and find something for you to eat there.”  
 “No.” Amari wasn’t being stubborn for the sake of being stubborn, and she knew an explanation was in order. “It’s hard to explain, but I feel like I have to keep moving, because…if I stop it will mean the end of everything.” 
 “The end of…everything.”  
 The way Aisling echoed her words back to her made Amari think she was about to have her arms and legs immobilized before being confined to a madhouse. “You think I’ve lost a significant portion of my marbles, don’t you?” 
 “Significant? Of course not. But several, maybe.” 
 “Very funny. Look, I know how it sounds, but the feeling has been growing for a while now.” 
 “It’s called hunger.” 
 “It’s not that, I swear it. Something is drawing me eastward. Maybe it’s the connection I’ve always felt with my brother, with Sampson. I don’t know.” 
 Aisling stared at her, and Amari got the sense she wanted to say something more, but then she pursed her lips and nodded. “As you wish. Eastward we shall go. Now let’s see about catching you a fish or two, shall we?” 


 Aisling 
 Four days later 
   
 They hadn’t been able to catch any fish. Though the fish had been curious about their fingers, which were the only thing they’d had to use for bait, moving fast enough to grab onto the wriggly little things had proven far more difficult than Aisling had thought it would be. Which left Amari, four days later, in a bad way.  
 Aisling watched her as she slept, dress salt-crusted and stiff, lips chapped, skin burned and beginning to peel. No one would ever guess she was the queen of the second largest nation in Kingfall. And yet, even now Aisling could see the queen that she was. Up until about a day ago, Amari had demonstrated a strength beyond comprehension. But then, finally, the hunger turned the corner to starvation and she became too weary to do anything but lie there, occasionally dipping her lips into their meager fresh water supply and sucking some moisture from the depression in the raft. The only problem was that the lower the water level became, the quicker the heat of the sun took what was left.  
 They had enough for another day at most, with no signs of additional rainfall visible in the cloudless sky.  
 Which meant Aisling was going to have to do the very thing that Amari had expressly demanded she not do: paddle for the coast. Aisling had obeyed her thus far out of a sense of responsibility for the pain she’d caused this woman—a way of making things right, if that were even possible. But now…obedience could result in Amari’s death, and she couldn’t have any more blood on her hands or she might as well sink into the ocean herself.  
 Plus, although Aisling understood that Amari believed some connection to her younger brother was driving her ever eastward, Aisling had seen the three lights in their mother’s mind, had seen when one of them had been extinguished. Which meant that Sampson was likely dead and whatever was drawing Amari to the east was something else entirely. But what? 

It doesn’t matter, she thought. Before she did anything else, she needed to get Amari talking to prevent her from slipping away in the silence. “Amari? Can you hear me?” 
 The queen’s dry lips moved but no sound emerged. 
 “Amari? I have a question that’s been nagging at me for a while. How did you know to splint Graeme’s leg like that?” 
 “Hmm,” Amari murmured, tongue roaming fruitlessly over her lips to try to moisten them.  
 “The splint you made for Graeme’s leg—it was very effective to stabilize his fracture. Where did you learn to do that?” 
 Amari’s eyes fluttered open. At first, there was no evidence of recognition in her gaze, which seemed to wander aimlessly around Aisling’s face, but then it locked on her in the direct manner the queen seemed to use when faced with any obstacle. She spoke, slowly, as though each word were a struggle. “I once saw a soldier sustain a fall from a horse whilst training. He howled in pain. There were bones sticking out all over the place, similar to Graeme’s leg. Jarrod had been too squeamish to watch, but I stayed with Sampson, who asked me to describe everything to him.” She paused to lick her lips again, her eyes blinking lazily.  
 “A healer was called for. When she arrived, she forced the bones back into their proper positions, splinted and wrapped his leg, and then the soldier was hauled away on a plank. I thought nothing of it until six months later when I saw the same soldier in the training yard. He was up on a horse, riding as though nothing had happened. I’d been amazed by what the healer had been able to do for him. She’d saved his leg and his ability to walk and, because he was a soldier, his entire livelihood. I had hoped to do the same thing for Graeme.” 
 “You did everything you could.” 
 “Did I? When we splashed into the water, did I kick hard enough, or could I have kicked harder? Did my head breach the surface first, or did I force him up first to ensure he could get a breath?” 
 Though it was hard to hear the undeserved guilt in every question the queen asked, Aisling was glad for it. The woman needed to feel something, anything, in order to stay alive. She needed to keep fighting. “I don’t know,” Aisling said. “Could I have fought harder against the darkness inside me and healed his leg? Could I have paddled harder to get to you in the water and then brought him back before it was too late? Could you have foreseen Jarrod’s treachery and thus avoided being on that ship altogether?” 
 “Stop.” Though the word was spoken from weary lips and a rasping throat, some of the queen’s command was in it.  
 But Aisling didn’t stop. “And if so, would that mean Graeme would never have even boarded the ship? Or could the ship’s captain have been more cautious and waited several more days at sea to determine whether the storms would return? Could the ship have sailed faster if the sailors manned the sails and oars with more efficiency?” 
 “I said stop!” Amari growled, and this time it was the true command of a queen, one Aisling had no choice but to obey, clamping her lips shut. 
 “There you are. Welcome back, Queen Amari Gaard.” 


   
 The effect of Aisling’s method of drawing out the fire inside Amari had been painfully brief. Several hours later the queen fell back asleep, and no amount of coaxing could awaken her. Finally, Aisling felt she had no choice but to paddle for shore.  
 The only problem: she couldn’t seem to make any headway against the current, which fought her with the tenacity of a predator determined to hold onto its prey. She grew more frantic, paddling harder and harder, until her arms ached. She could heal them, but that would only sap more of her energy. Instead, she took a break, determined to try again soon.  
 She looked up absently, gaze trained eastward. A frown creased her forehead. Her eyes narrowed. Something looked different for the first time in days. The Travailian coast was still to the north, but now there was a sliver of something that wasn’t water to the east, a long, slightly curving line propped up by large stonelike forms.  

Can it be? she thought. Have we reached Truro at last?

 She waited a solid hour to be certain before trying to awaken Amari. By then, Aisling could see the awe-inspiring statues of the Weeping Gods rising from the Sacred Sea, their backs hunched, their expressions forlorn as they supported the weight of the Godsbridge, which in turn held an entire colony on its flanks, the structures stretching for the sky.  
 “Amari,” Aisling said, gently prodding the queen’s shoulder. “Amari, you need to see this. We made it. Godstown is dead ahead. Two hours away—three at the most.” 
 “Mm?” Amari said through lips that seemed to be sealed shut.  
 “Please try to open your eyes. The sight will give you strength.” 
 “Everything is fuzzy,” Amari said, her lips opening the narrowest amount to allow the words to escape.  
 “There will be help soon. You’re going to be okay. Now open your eyes.”  
 Amari did. She opened her eyes. Something about the way she looked upon the majesty of the bridge town made Aisling frown, such was the intensity of the queen’s stare. And then she spoke: “He is here. I can feel it.” 
 “Who?” Aisling said, not understanding.  
 “Sampson.” 


   
 After that, Amari drifted away again and Aisling used what remained of her store of energy to paddle with the current to speed their arrival at Truro, which was located on the northern, Odinian side of the Godsbridge. Even if she were unable to fight the current to the shore, she was certain there would be more than few seaworthy vessels she would be able to hail for assistance.  
 Two hours later, the statues of the Weeping Gods were so close she could see their eyelids, which were closed. The detail was exquisite, such care taken to carve the folds of their cloaks and the expressions on their faces. Each of the statues were hunched over, as if wearied by their burdens—the weight of the world. She could feel their sadness at what had become of the world they’d created. It was no wonder they’d felt compelled to abandon it and leave the humans and other races to their own devices.  
 Aisling shook her head and focused on the shore, which, to her delight, seemed to be reeling them in, the current tugging them more northward than westward now. A thought flitted through Aisling’s mind—we were meant to come to this place—but she quickly let the notion slide past. There was a major difference between happenstance and fate, and the ocean currents followed no one’s command.  
 Still, she felt they deserved a bit of luck after all they’d been through.  
 In a few more minutes the distance to the shoreline had been cut in half. If they continued on this path, they would land so close to the bridge they could almost spit on it. That thought conjured up memories of their infamous spitting contest with Graeme, which sent a drumbeat of pain through Aisling’s chest.  
 She blinked the memory away, a flash of white catching her eye as a woman wearing a white dress descended a curving stone staircase that connected the shoreline to the bridge high above. Aisling’s exceptional eyesight told her the woman was young, moving with a youthful grace and vigor that showed she delighted in her current errand. She was so focused on placing her feet on each step without stumbling that she hadn’t looked up to see them yet.  
 When she reached the last step and bounded out onto the gentle slope leading down to the water’s edge, however, her chin finally lifted and her gaze slid across the sea, eventually landing directly on Aisling, their eyes meeting. The young woman ground to a stop, frowning. And then, with an unexpected swiftness, she took off once more, racing down the slope and splashing into the water without care for her dress. Still staring at Aisling, she waded further into the water and then dove forward, swimming with the ease of one who’d learned at a young age and practiced every day since. Not even the sodden weight of her dress seemed to hinder her as she streaked toward them, eventually reaching the door. Without a word, she grabbed the edge and began to tow them for shore. 
 When she was close enough to stand, the woman dug in and pulled the door while trudging through the water, more and more of her soaked form coming into view as the water grew shallower. Aisling, who was weak from paddling, leapt out and stumbled, but the woman’s hand shot out instantly to grab her arm and steady her. “Thank you,” Aisling said, firming up her feet. “I’m fine. We can pull her ashore together. And then she needs food and water, as soon as possible. It has been many days…” 
 The woman nodded, and together they hauled the door up onto the bank, careful not to let Amari’s sleeping form spill off as they did so. Aisling was spent, flopping beside the raft and staring up at the sky. The woman, on the other hand, showed no signs of tiring, immediately tending to Amari, listening for her heartbeat and breaths, and then moving her onto the softer ground beside the door.  
 The promise Aisling had made to Amari—that once they reached shore they would go their separate ways—appeared at that moment. She wouldn’t break that promise. Aisling felt confident this woman would do everything in her power to help the queen, that it was no longer her place to do so, not when her own healing powers were likely to do more harm than good.  
 Thus, as the woman continued to tend to Amari, reaching inside a small pouch to extract a water skin and a small bit of dried food, Aisling slipped away, toward the shadows beneath the Godsbridge. I’m sorry for everything, she thought. 
 She didn’t look back. 


 Amari 
   
 Amari sensed that something had changed. For one, the ground felt softer, more forgiving than the wooden plank she’d spent the last…how many days had it been? She’d lost count. And second, the ground wasn’t moving the way it did when the raft rocked on the ever-shifting current.  

Have we run aground? Or did Aisling finally paddle us to shore, going against my wishes?

 Something else felt strange, too, although it was less definable than the others. It was like the marrow of her bones were bowstrings that had been plucked by a musician. The feeling seemed to originate from the water, which she could still hear churning against the rocks. It was the same feeling she’d had before, in that fleeting moment when she’d first laid eyes on the Godsbridge—that Sampson was close. But how could that be? And how could he be in the water? It made no sense. Still, if she weren’t so weak, she suspected she might plunge back into the sea for no other reason other than to satisfy the unusual instinct in her core.  
 Amari managed to crack her eyes open. A young woman peered at her, the tightness of concentration on her face, but Amari’s eyes drifted past, to where a figure that walked with such grace it stole her breath was moving swiftly away. “Wait,” she tried to call, but all that emerged from her lips was an exhausted murmur. Wait. Aisling. Come back. I need you. I need. I. Weariness took her once more and the world fell into darkness.  





 Twenty-One 
 Quill 
 Jackaloos, Teravainen 
   
 “NO, LIKE THIS,” QUILL SAID. “TRANSFORMANI BUTTERFLY.”

 Viridian light curled from his staff to the mosquito that had been buzzing around his ear a moment ago. Its wings grew larger and vibrant with a lovely orange and black pattern dotted with white spots, and its body grew longer, along with its antennae. The mosquito-turned-butterfly danced away, slipping through the carriage window and out into the night.  
 They’d been at it for hours to pass the time, but Rondo had made little headway in regards to transfiguration, which was considered a basic skill that all mages were required to learn. Turning one creature into another just didn’t seem to be in him. Thus far, he’d turned an ant into a hair (half white, half black), a hair into an egg (brown with white speckles), and an egg into a chicken (with no legs and no beak). Quill finally changed the chicken back into the ant before the situation grew dire, the insect promptly scurrying off, looking rather harried from the experience. 

At least he hasn’t blown anything up, Quill said, considering it a small victory. And they’d used very little of their supply of magenum as the amount required was commensurate to the size of the object or creature being transfigured.  
 “You make it look so…easy,” Rondo said, adjusting his glasses as he watched the butterfly flit out into the night.  
 Quill held back the natural response—It is easy—because that would be counterproductive and make his friend feel even worse about his inability to perform basic magic. “Mayhaps you should focus entirely on your area of specialty. They’ll have to advance you to magehood if you demonstrate expertise in magenta-type magic.” 
 Rondo’s head hung. “I’m even worse at growing plants. The last time I tried to grow a red rose it almost bit my finger off.” 
 Quill bit his tongue lightly to keep from laughing. While he felt bad for his friend and wanted him to succeed, many of his escapades were quite amusing. Still, when he’d frozen up back in the alley in Wolfsgaard, it had been Rondo, of all people, who’d come through. It didn’t matter that it turned out to be a charade orchestrated by Grimfire, it had felt real enough. Rondo has more to offer than just entertainment and a vast store of random knowledge, he thought. Don’t forget that. 

 The darkness outside the carriage windows was suddenly obliterated by a series of lanterns hanging from lampposts flashing past. Behind them were small, single- and double-story structures, most of the windows dark, but some still glowing with inside light. Night owls, burning the midnight oil.  
 “’Ere we are!” the driver grunted, bringing the four horses to a stop. It was the most the man had said the entire journey, other than occasionally grumbling to himself about the weather—it had rained for much of the two-day jaunt across the heart of Teravainen. Once they’d become bogged in knee-deep mud and the poor chap had been prepared to dig them out with his bare hands if necessary, but Quill had advised him to remain seated. Two spells later and they were back on solid ground and storming southeast once more. Quill had expected a ‘thank you,’ but had only received more inaudible grumbles. Evidently the man didn’t enjoy magic very much.  
 In any case, Quill was glad to reach their first stop, where they could have a warm meal and a soft bed, or so they’d been promised. He stepped out into the night, eyeing the tavern, which needed several coats of fresh paint, a good scrub of the windows, and four of the fifteen letters on its sign to be replaced. The sign read JAC_ALO_S TA_ER_, which he easily translated to be JACKALOOS TAVERN. While descriptive, it wasn’t the most creative name as Jackaloos was the town, a sort of natural travelers’ resting place considering it was located in almost the exact center of Teravainen.  
 Quill was about to march up to the front door when Rondo stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Thank you,” the magenta mage said.  
 Quill frowned. “For what?” 
 “For requesting to travel overland. My behind is sore and throbbing, but it beats the void out of spewing my guts up for hours on end.” 
 “It’s the most direct route to Chrysallis,” Quill said, waving away his gratitude. They both knew that, while that might be technically true, a sea voyage had the potential to be significantly shorter, especially if the winds were in their favor. “Come on, this place may not be the prettiest, but I suspect it’ll be plenty warmer on the inside.” 
 Quill’s instincts proved correct, as, the moment they entered, a blast of warmth from the crackling fireplace washed over their cool skin. The duo inhaled together, each sighing as the hearty aroma of some kind of hot and steaming soup filled their nostrils—a tavern maid had just stepped briskly past them with a tray laden with a half-dozen bowls. “Be right with ye,” she said without looking in their direction, sliding the tray deftly onto a table lined with hungry patrons. None of them gave the newcomers a second glance as they tucked into their food, slurping loudly and offering grunts of satisfaction.  
 The tavern maid turned on her heel and started back toward them, her head finally coming up to take them in.  
 She stopped short, a scowl dampening her otherwise friendly features. “Don’ need business from the likes of ye,” she said curtly.  
 For several seconds, Quill was so stunned by her refusal that he was rendered speechless. The likes of us? What does that even mean? Then it dawned on him—their robes and staffs. They were obviously mages. What does she have against mages? “I’m sorry,” he said, “but I must insist upon room and board for the evening. We are on an urgent errand that is of utmost importance to Kingfall. We arrived on a carriage arranged by King Gaard himself.” 
 The woman snorted. “I don’ care if ye arrived on a litter carryin’ the Weepin’ Gods themselves. Git out.” 
 Before Quill could consider how to reason with the woman, there was a thump as a plump, squat man pushed belly-first through a set of swinging doors that, presumably, led to the kitchen. “Hullo, hullo,” he said gaily, until he, too, stopped as though he’d run smack into a stone wall. “Hullo?” he said again. It seemed to Quill that the man used that one word for varying purposes. 
 “Good evening, sir,” Quill said, hoping politeness would go a long way in rectifying the tense situation. “We seek a room and board for the evening.”  
 “O’ course, o’ course,” the man said, seeming to compose himself after his initial shock of finding two mages standing in his entranceway. “Name’s Marty. My wife, who ye’ve already met, is Greta. Wife, room 4 is available. Get ’em the key an’ then bring up two tavern specials, quick as can be.” 
 Greta didn’t move. “Husband, I think ye are confused. These men were just leavin’.” 
 “No, we were not,” Quill said. 
 Rondo leaned in. “Maybe we should. We can sleep in the carriage another night, just fine.”  
 Quill considered his friend’s advice. Was he being difficult simply because he’d envisioned a soft bed and warm meal? Or was he upholding some deep-seated principle that he would never be willing to compromise on?  
 He realized it was neither. Something about the way the woman—Greta—had looked at them required further consideration. There was anger in her scowl, but there was something else too. A nervousness bordering on fear. She’s scared of us, he thought. “Have other mages come through Jackaloos recently?” he asked.  
 “Aye,” she said. “Yer kind”—she spat the word like it left a foul taste in her mouth—“’ave been regular travelers through ’ere the last couple weeks. First there were two, like ye ’cept with black robes…” 
 “Obsidian mages?” Quill said.  
 “Call ’em what ye want,” she said. “They weren’t normal. Their eyes were too dark, almost no white at all, an’ they had a queer darkness wafting out from their robes. ’Twasn’t natural. I served ’em like I serve all our customers, but never got a single thank ye or show of gratitude from either of their lot.” 
 Quill’s heart hammered as he exchanged a look with Rondo. “Can you describe these two mages in more detail?” 
 She shrugged. “Other than the dark eyes, ye mean? They were too pale, like they ’adn’t seen the sun in days. One was a woman, the other a man. They kept their hoods up all the time and they took their meals in their rooms.” 
 “Any chance either of them had a marking like this anywhere on them?” He pulled a scrap of parchment from his pocket with a rough sketch of the symbol drawn based on Rondo’s description, the sun inside a star, and showed it to the woman.  
 “Aye. They both ’ad it tattooed on the inside o’ their right wrist.” 
 “You’re certain?” 
 “Did I stutter?” 
 “Sorry. We are investigating a…matter. These mages might be involved, so we need to be certain of every fact we uncover.” 
 “I’m certain they ’ad the symbol. Saw it when I ’anded ’em their bowls.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are ye so interested in these mages? ’Ave they gone rogue or somethin’? Or is it because o’ all the queer things that’ve been ’appenin’ since they left?” 
 “What sort of queer things?” Rondo asked.  
 “The deaths, fer one,” she said.  
 The plump man—Marty—shuddered at his wife’s words. “Ain’t never seen nothin’ like it. Every night after they left there was another. Fer three nights. Then it stopped. People called ’em deathmares.” 
 “I’ve never heard such a term.” Quill looked toward Rondo to confirm. 
 His friend’s eyes were as wide as globes. “Deathmares…,” he said, a heaviness in his tone. Just as Quill thought he was about to impart some snatch of wisdom from his studies, Rondo said, “Nope. Never heard of them. Can you describe what happened?” His eyes flicked between the husband and wife. 
 Marty shuddered again and looked away, while Greta stuck her chin out and said, “They awoke screamin’ in the night, wakin’ half the town, rantin’ and ravin’ about nightmares in which they died. Yer not supposed to die in yer own dream. Ye can go to the brink of a cliff, can even jump off it, but ye’ll always awake before ye land. First it was the butcher, Mister Kerrigan. Toughest bastard ye ever met; pardon me language, but it’s true. Screamin’ like a lunatic in the middle of town in the dark, wearin’ nothin’ but nightclothes. Babblin’ about a nightmare where ’e was stabbed in the chest by ’is own butcher’s knife. That’s when we saw the blood.” 
 “Ain’t never seen so much blood,” Marty said, clutching his own chest as though he were the one stabbed and not the butcher. “Soaked all the way through ’is nightclothes, it did.”  
 “Our town is too small fer a healer, but one ’appened to be passin’ through,” Greta continued. “Cut through ’is nightclothes right there in the middle o’ town. The lantern revealed the slash in ’is chest. Later they found ’is butcher’s knife slick with ’is blood, layin’ right on ’is bed, like he’d taken it to sleep with ’im. Right creepy, that is, don’ ye figure?” 
 As Quill listened, he frowned in Rondo’s direction, but his friend didn’t meet his eyes. He could tell something was off about him. “Indeed. And the other two?” 
 “We’d rather not recount the details,” Marty said.  
 “Bah,” his wife said. “They’ll only learn the truth from someone else. Ol’ Man Norby was the second. Same thing. Awoke screamin’ an’ rantin’ somethin’ fierce. Was facin’ away from those of us who gathered. Said ’e ’ad a dream about ’is ol’ hound, Norby Jr., bitin’ ’im to death. When '’e turned around, ’is throat was ripped out. Blood everywhere. Could see all kinds of things inside ’im yer not supposed to see. ’E was dead less than a minute later. Damndest thing I ever seen. Mangy mutt was found with blood all over ’is chops. ’Ad no choice but to put ’im down, poor beast.” 
 “Animals, even domesticated ones, can be unpredictable,” Quill said. 
 “True, but not Norby Jr. ’E never bit nobody. Never even barked. ’Ad been with Ol’ Man Norby fer fifteen years if it was a day. They were thick as thieves, never without each other. And the mutt was lame in his right front paw and half blind to boot. Ye gotta admit, it’s queer that ’e’d attack ’is master so viciously.” 
 Quill couldn’t argue with that. Everything about these stories was queer, and quite disconcerting given the stolen darkblades. “And the third?” he asked, feeling slightly queasy by her description of the events.  
 “Maeve Hobbs,” she said. “Right nasty ol’ witch.” 
 “Wife, it’s not kind to speak ill of the dead,” Marty said, looking upward, as though seeking forgiveness from the gods for his wife’s behavior. 
 “Well, she was an’ I could’ve said worse too. I was bein’ kind by leavin’ it at that.” 
 “What happened to Maeve Hobbs?” 
 “Same story with slightly different details an’ the same endin’. She dreamed ’er own death. Knifed by ’er own lil boy—name was Charlie, a good boy despite ’is awful mother.” That earned her another disapproving look from her husband, which she promptly ignored. “Charlie never got up to mischief like the other boys. But it was ’im who did it, all right. The lad was found with the bloody knife in ’is little ’and.” 
 Quill noticed the way she was speaking of Charlie in the past tense. “What happened to Charlie?” 
 Her eyebrows lifted in morbid excitement, as though he’d just reminded her of something. “Maeve was the last deathmare—’aven’t ’ad another since, thank the gods. But other queer things ’ave been ’appenin’—children goin’ missin’.” 
 “Missing?” 
 “Aye. Lost six already. Safe in bed one minute, gone the next. Parents ’ave been takin’ extra precautions, boardin’ up their children’s windows, lockin’ ’em in at night. Sleepin’ beside ’em. Don’ make no difference. It all started with Charlie. After ’e…did what ’e did to ’is mother…folks locked the boy up until they could decide what to do with ’im. Poor lad was only nine name days old, and ’is horrid wench of a mother probably drove ’im to do it anyway…” 
 “Greta!” her husband protested. 
 “Well she was, an’ I’d say worse if she was still alive to hear it.” 
 Quill felt like he was a mediator in a dispute between disgruntled neighbors trying to determine whether an apple tree lay on one property or another. “You were saying the disappearing children began with Charlie?” he prompted. 
 “Aye, indeed. Like I said, the boy was locked up tight. Someone went in to give ’im some food and water—couldn’t ’ave ’im starve to death—’cept ’e wasn’t there. ’E was gone, like the earth ’ad swallowed ’im whole. The other children were the same. No one saw ’em sneak off into the woods or hide in an attic or root cellar. Doors locked. Windows boarded up without a single nail pried out. They vanished, as if by…” 
 “Magic,” her husband finished, frowning at their staffs and the dangling vials of glowing magenum.  
 “If so, it is improper use of magic, and the mages need to be brought to justice. But you implied that the two obsidian mages were only the first to pass through Jackaloos. Were there others?” 
 “Just one,” Greta said. “Yesterday. I ’appened to be out front sweepin’ off the welcome mat, so to speak, when ’e comes up. I shooed ’im right off and slammed the door in ’is beady-eyed face. Another black-robed fellow.” She seemed to take a second look at their robes. “Yer robes are far cheerier, ’specially the pink one.” 
 “It’s magenta,” Rondo said tiredly. 
 “So long as they’re not black,” Greta said. “I suppose I’ve been a real Maeve Hobbs to ye.” Marty shook his head. “Anyway, I apologize. Ye may stay the night, so long as ye don’ plan on stealin’ any children or stabbin’ us in our sleep.” Her husband’s face had gone quite pale.  
 “We carry no sharp weapons and have no interest in children. But thank you, we understand your reaction to us given the circumstances,” Quill said. “Did yesterday’s mage have the same marking on his wrist as the others?”  
 “I couldn’t rightly say,” Greta said. 
 “And he left town?” 
 “As soon as ’e realized I wasn’t the only one who’d give ’im the cold shoulder, ’e made tracks fer the southern end of town. Word is ’e was seen creepin’ through the woods, headin’ south and east. Good riddance, I say.” 
 “Thank you,” Quill said. “You’ve been most helpful. Now about that Tavern Special…” 
 “I’ll bring it right up, jest as soon as I get ye settled in yer room. But ye’ll hafta pay in advance. Can’t be too careful with queer things afoot.” 
 “Understood. Rondo, pay the woman what we owe and an extra silver for her time.” 


   
 The soup was everything its aroma had promised it to be: warm, hearty and flavorful. And Greta had not skimped on the meat and vegetables, large chunks of soft carrots, potatoes and leeks providing the perfect accompaniment for the squares of tender beef. For several minutes, the two mages sat on the edge of their adjacent beds and enjoyed filling their bellies, which had been emptier than they’d thought.  
 After they’d abandoned their spoons and tipped the bowls back to drain the final dregs from the bottom, Quill sighed and leaned back. “There was something you didn’t want to say back there, in front of Greta and Marty, wasn’t there? Something about the deathmares?” 
 “I hope I wasn’t too obvious,” Rondo said.  
 “Not at all. It’s only because I know you too well. But you’ve heard that term before, haven’t you?” 
 Rondo nodded. “Only once. A single line from the Kingfall Histories, almost a footnote such was its brevity.” He paused to lick a final bit of thick broth from the back of his spoon before clinking it into the empty bowl. “‘And wherever the wielders of the darkblades passed, deathmares followed.’” 
 Quill’s heart leapt in his chest. “That confirms it. Those two mages were the thieves.” 
 “Those words were written centuries ago.” 
 “And yet they’re as relevant now as they were then. It cannot be a coincidence.” 
 “But they wore the same marking as the other mage, the one posing as the guard,” Rondo said. “All this does is confirm what we already suspect—that the Solarii are responsible for the thefts. Greta said the mages passed through Jackaloos a few weeks ago.” 
 “The timing works,” Quill admitted. “They would’ve had time to steal the blades and then travel south by way of Jackaloos before reaching the border.” 
 “Only to head north again to assassinate the Terran general?” 
 “That bit is what I’m struggling with. Why use the darkblades for something so…mundane?” 
 “Since when is murder ‘mundane’?” Rondo asked, raising his eyebrows. 
 “I don’t mean to make light of death, but the darkblades are believed to provide their wielders with great power, power dwarfed only by the godblades themselves. Assassinating a single general who will only be replaced seems to be a”—there was no other word for it—“mundane use.” 
 “True, but it may also only be the first raindrop in the storm to follow. By all accounts, the Solarii have barely managed to prevent a Terran invasion. If they have four weapons—darkblades—that can give them an advantage, surely they won’t hesitate to use them.” 
 “Agreed.” 
 “Then our work is done, isn’t it? We’ve confirmed the secondhand account we received from Grimfire. The Solarii are behind the thefts. We should send word to the Archmage Council and return to Aeromand, shouldn’t we? We did it.” 
 Quill knew there was wisdom in Rondo’s words, and yet something was stopping him from pointing the finger solidly at the Dead King, despite all the facts lining up against him. “Something about it feels too…obvious.” 
 Rondo laughed. “What? You wanted your first official assignment to be more challenging?” he said. “My advice: Take the victory and the rewards that come with it. I know I will. They can’t deny me magehood now.” 
 Quill felt terrible denying his friend what he’d coveted for so long, but he couldn’t in good conscience call off the investigation when he continued to sow seeds of doubt in his mind. “We will. Soon, I promise. But I want to reach Chrysallis first, see what we can find there. If more evidence targets Solarii, then I’ll send the letter straightaway.” 


   
 “We hope the children turn up and that Jackaloos is spared from additional tragedy,” Quill said to Greta and Marty before they departed the next day. 
 “Thank ye,” Greta said. “And if it’s all the same to ye, I hope our paths never cross ways again.” Marty cast his eyes to the heavens once more, as though expecting them both to be struck down by lightning as punishment for his wife’s wayward mouth.  
 Quill offered a small smile and a bow and clambered into the carriage, where Rondo was waiting. “Are you sure you don’t want to return to Wolfsgaard? We can travel by sea—I’m willing to suffer the journey again if it means the ultimate reward awaits me on the other end.” 
 “I’m sure. But I promise you, Rondo, you will receive your magehood and a fresh robe and shiny new staff to go with it.” 
 He sighed. “I guess it will give me more time to practice my spells. Mosquitos and ants beware!” 
 Quill chuckled and settled in for another long day of bumping and bouncing. At least the winter rains they’d endured for the first leg of their journey seemed to have abated, though they’d left quite a chill in the air in their wake. Soon the heart of winter would be upon them and the rains would turn to snow and ice, making these very roads nearly impassable for a fine carriage such as this.  
 He glanced back, but the tavern proprietors had already returned inside to tend to their less problematic customers. He truly hoped their departure would mean the end of Jackaloos’s struggles. Where are the children? he wondered inwardly. The deathmares were frightening enough, but to then have half a dozen children go missing soon after? Were the abductions carried out by the mages wielding the darkblades? And if so, why? What could they possibly want with children?  
 Evidently, Rondo had been contemplating the same mysteries, because he said, “There are a number of dark magic spells requiring the blood of a virgin,” he said. “That could explain the missing children.” 
 Quill had already thought of that. Though dark magic was not focused on during his studies in Aeromand, the topic had been broached to ensure all trained mages were aware of its capabilities in the event they ever came across it. Use of dark magic, however, was strictly prohibited. “They would only require one child for that. That would provide them with an almost unlimited supply of blood, as long as they were patient and allowed the child to recover after each use.” Speaking of a poor, innocent child in such a way left a thick knot in his stomach and throat.  
 “Maybe they were worried about one dying and not having a replacement?” 
 “Maybe. But six? Seems like overkill. Plus, there are children in every town. Why take so many from Jackaloos? Assuming it was them and not some other nefarious presence.” 
 “Like what? A mischievous child-stealing nymph? I’ve never heard tales of nymphs in Teravainen. Now if we were talking about Calabria…” 
 “You’re right. It can’t be a coincidence. These events are all related. I can feel it in my gut.” 
 After that, they settled into a comfortable silence for a time as the carriage bumped along. Every so often they would pass through a small village, most of which were so tiny they weren’t even marked on any maps—at least none that Quill had seen. If so, they’d be represented by a pinprick dot that could easily be mistaken for a speck of dust. They reminded him of the small town he grew up in before…the incident that had changed his life forever.  
 Thus, he knew and understood the people of such places. They would be mistrustful of outsiders, even more so than the residents of Jackaloos, who were at least accustomed to having travelers pass through. If they wanted information, their only option was to buy it with coin, which he gladly did, offering a handsome sum to those who his instincts told him would have no reason to fabricate a story.  
 At each tiny village, he received the same story, one of mages and deathmares and disappearing children.  
 After the fifth such stop, Quill and Rondo sat in the carriage with their hands on their knees, each wearing heavy frowns. Quill had developed a headache, and the way Rondo was massaging his temples with his thumbs, he suspected his friend had too. The intensity of the bumping and jolting along the stony, pothole-laden road wasn’t helping, but the true cause of their discomfort was the growing pile of corpses and lost children. The deathmares were a concern, of course—no one wanted to hear about people dying because of any kind of magic, especially dark magic—but at least they were explainable based on the passage Rondo remembered from the Kingfall Histories. But the children… Quill repeated the question he’d asked half a dozen times already. “You’re certain you don’t remember any references to children in relation to lesserblade lore?” 
 Rondo met his eyes. “I don’t easily forget, remember? But it’s not as though I’ve read every book there is to read on the subject. Void, I haven’t even read every book in that unwieldy trunk we continue to haul around everywhere we go.” 
 “Then we best get reading. Driver!” 
 Quill had the driver stop the carriage so they could retrieve the chest from the cargo hold. He sniggered as the two mages struggled to lift it into the cabin, until finally Quill snapped, “Will you please lend a hand, man!”  
 The driver’s laughter cut off in an instant, he jumped down from his perch, and with much grunting and cursing, they managed to shove the trunk through the narrow door and onto the carriage floorboards. “Where are you gonna sit?” the driver asked, scratching his head when they were finished.  
 “We’ll manage, thank you,” Quill said. “Just drive the carriage, if you please.” 
 “Where are we gonna sit?” Rondo whispered as the pair clambered back inside to find the chest occupying the entirety of the area between the two seats, where they would normally place their feet. “In the trunk?” 
 “Of course not,” Quill said, opening the chest. He lifted a pile of books and set them beside him before closing the lid. “Like this.” He sat with his feet kicked up in the air diagonally across the space, over the top of the trunk.  
 “Fun?” Rondo said, assuming a similar position but in the opposing direction, such that his legs crisscrossed Quill’s resting gently on his knees.  
 “The fun will be when we find a reference to lost or disappearing children in these dusty ol’ tomes,” Quill said. “Grab a book.” With that, he snatched a book off the top of the pile. The Kingfall Histories: Volume VI. 150 A.W. to 285 A.W. He racked his brain but couldn’t think of what had happened during that period. He was beginning to regret being such a poor student of history growing up. Then again, that’s why he’d chosen Rondo to accompany him. The magenta mage acolyte lived and breathed history. “135 years of history covered by a single volume?” he said, holding up the book so his friend could see the cover.  
 “The authors of the Histories preferred writing about wars and strife,” Rondo explained. “Those were the most peaceful years Kingfall has experienced in five centuries. Most of it is about innovation, science and construction—important, yes, but not exactly relevant for our current task. Anyway, you can ignore any of the Kingfall Histories volumes. I’ve read them all and I can definitively say there’s nothing about lost children, at least not in relation to the darkblades.” 
 “Well that will save some time,” Quill said, grabbing another book and inspecting the embossed words on the leatherbound cover, which was difficult to read as many of the letters had been shaved off by rough use. “Alby’s Complete Guide to Lesserblade Lore?” Quill said. “Who’s Alby?” 
 Rondo looked at him with less respect than ever before. “You’re joking, right. Please tell me you’re joking.” 
 “Of course I am. Alby was that fellow who wrote a complete guide to lesserblade lore. Everyone knows that.” Quill grinned cheekily.  
 Rondo did not look amused. “Alby is only the historian most famous for his works on the godblades and lesserblades. On the subject, there is no more credible source.” 
 “Why didn’t you say so? All we have to do is find this Mister Alby and we can ask him directly without requiring our noses to be stuck in these dusty, old pages all day.”  
 “You really don’t like reading, do you?” 
 Quill sniffed. “It’s not that I don’t like it, it’s more…” He feigned a sneeze. “I’m somewhat allergic to it.” 
 “Pathetic,” Rondo decided.  
 “I’m more interested in practical things, like learning spellcraft, for example. Books just feel like such a chore.” 
 “And yet you find yourself requiring information from one and can’t even bring yourself to read the first page, can you?” 
 “I won’t need to if you’ll just tell me where to find the famous historian author. Wouldn’t you like to meet him?” 
 “Of course, though it might be sort of hard considering he’s been dead for more than a hundred years…” 
 Quill groaned. He should’ve known that books as old as these would’ve been written by a person even older. “Fine, I’ll read it. Starting with page one. Shouldn’t take me long, I happen to be a talented skim-reader.” Grudgingly, he flipped open the cover and navigated to the first chapter, which was titled, The Existence of Lesserblades in Relation to Human Mortality. He had to stifle a yawn. 
 “Don’t bother,” Rondo said. “I’ve already read it cover to cover. There’s nothing there.” 
 “So much for it being a ‘complete guide’,” Quill said, which drew a scornful look from across the trunk. “I tell you what: Why don’t you rummage through the pile of books and separate them into piles of what you’ve already read and what you’ve yet to have the displeasure of reading, then sort them from most relevant to least relevant, and then we can divide and conquer what’s left. Agreed?” 


   
 Several hours later, Quill awoke when the carriage jolted to a stop.  
 “Welcome back,” Rondo said wryly, his face haloed by the light from a swaying lantern hanging from a hook. Dusk was upon them, and inside the carriage it would be quite dark if not for the light. “You have ink on your face.” 
 “I do? Really?” Quill dabbed at his face with a handkerchief.  
 “No, you don’t. You would have to actually open a book and then fall asleep with it on your face for that to happen.” 
 “I opened a book,” Quill protested. “But then I closed it.” 
 “After five minutes,” Rondo said. “You stated in no uncertain terms that reading made you sleepy and you needed a nap before you could continue.” 
 “That’s all true. Reading does make me sleepy. Now that I’ve had my nap, I can read for at least another five minutes before I’ll require more rest. How long was I out, anyway?” 
 Rondo consulted his pocket clock. “Four hours, give or take. I added another book to our ‘Read’ pile. I learned all about the seventeen leading theories on the forging process used to create the lesserblades, and why no one has ever been able to replicate it. Fascinating, especially Goran Melk’s notion that the shadows had to be captured within no fewer than three magical fields before they could be infused with the steel and—” 
 Quill offered an exaggerated yawn.  
 “Sorry if I’m boring you.” 
 “Who? Me?” Quill said. “It’s not your fault. Talk of theories and notions always makes me yawn. Please continue.” 
 “I was finished. Anyway, there were no mentions of children in relation to darkblades. Or lightblades, for that matter. Oh, and I read the book you failed to read as well. Same result, unfortunately, but at least it crosses two books off the list.” 
 “Fantastic. We really are making good progress. I think I’ve earned another nap…wait, why have we stopped?” Quill remembered the reason he’d awoken—the jolt as the large carriage wheels skidded to a sudden stop. He stuck his head out the window to find the driver facing away from them on the side of the road. The sound of liquid hitting the foliage could be heard distinctly amongst a symphony of crickets, cicadas and other insects who preferred to play under the cover of darkness. 
 “I was about to piss me britches,” the driver said, apparently having heard the question. “Plus, it’s too dark to go further tonight. The road has grown treacherous. I won’t risk hobbling one of our horses or breaking a wheel in a hole.” 
 “A wise decision,” Quill said. “One I can get behind wholeheartedly. What’s for tea?” 
 “Venison and hard loaf,” he said, finishing up and turning back, the glow of the lantern barely reaching him. “There’s no village for miles in either direction.” 
 “Mm, I can hardly wait,” Quill said. “I’ll make a sandwich one can break a tooth on. I’ve had this pesky toothache for a fortnight now. This will save me having to go to a healer to have it pulled.” 
 The man didn’t bat an eye. “I can pull it for you. Got a pair o’ pliers in me bag, won’t take half a second.” 
 “Er, thank you for the kind offer, but I think I can manage. I’ll let you know if I change my mind.” Quill ducked back inside, firing a look at Rondo, who was slapping his upraised knees in silent laughter.  


   
 That night and the one that followed they slept in the carriage whilst still on the southeasterly road, which had become rougher and less well-traveled the closer they got to the Odinian border. There wasn’t exactly a steady flow of Odinians into Teravainen and vice versa, and thus, the road hadn’t been maintained, the annual cycles of rain, snow, freezing and thawing taking its toll on the hardpacked earth and stone pavers.  
 “I don’t know if my bottom can take another day of this,” Rondo said, rubbing his behind with one hand while holding a book with the other. “What I wouldn’t give to be a mage, rank 7, and learn to fly.” 
 “Let’s focus on getting you to rank 1 first,” Quill said, absently flipping through the pages of the very last book in Rondo’s Pile o’ Relevance. It wasn’t that they’d reached the last of the books—the rough road had made it difficult to read without acquiring a splitting headache—but that Rondo didn’t trust Quill with the more relevant books as he might miss some key piece of information. Thus it was agreed that Quill would work his way from the bottom up while Rondo would read from the top down. The plan was to meet in the middle, though Rondo had devoured three books while Quill was still stuck on his first, a 1,300-page monster titled Kingfall Through the Ages: A Kingfall Histories Companion Volume. “I still can’t believe you’ve read the Kingfall Histories but not the companion volume.” 
 “Well, er, most historians consider that particular work to be rather, how should I put this delicately? Nonsensical.” 
 “That was supposed to be delicate? Seems rather harsh, if you ask me. The author, this Herbert Lorrie fellow—who has two first names, anyway?—seems to have some rather interesting ideas. For example, he believes the Thousands were never actually destroyed, just corralled and imprisoned for eternity somewhere in the Dreads, did you know that?” 
 “I’ve heard such cockamamie theories before, along with a whole lot more. Utter rubbish, if you ask me. If the Thousands were imprisoned in the Dreads, I’d think someone would know about it, or it would’ve been mentioned somewhere in the Kingfall Histories. The Histories are quite definitive when they describe how, after the fall of Erif Mirg and the forging of the godblades and lesserblades, that the Thousands were eventually defeated and destroyed, the Accords were drafted, the lesserblades were divvied up to each of the major kingdoms with the balance going to Aeromand, whilst the godblades simply disappeared, along with the sword known as Puronompara. In the common tongue, the Pureblade.” 
 Quill had only been half-listening, for once the majority of his attention focused on the words in a book. “Ol’ Two-First-Names Herbie disagrees. Well, not with all of that. Obviously the lesserblades went to the kingdoms and the godblades were lost, but he says the recovered remains of the Thousands are insufficient to account for the magnitude of their army.” 
 “As the factually based Histories explain, that’s because many of the Thousands’ corpses were tied to stones and sunk into the Bay of Sighs. Otherwise practically the whole of southwestern Odin would be littered with bones.” 
 In Quill’s opinion, his friend’s tone had become rather testy, especially considering he was only reciting from a book he’d rather not have read in the first place but was now glad he had. “And their weapons?” Quill asked. “Where are they?” 
 “Melted down and reformed into more practical items. Horseshoes and anvils and the like.” 
 “Hmm.” 
 “No, not ‘hmm’,” Rondo said. “These are facts. That”—he gestured to the book Quill continued to scan—“is nothing more than wild conjecture.” 
 “Mayhaps,” Quill said casually, as though he didn’t care one way or the other. “But what about this little sentence? Ahem. ‘The Thousands were known to engage in dark sorcery, including bone magic, the fusing of humans with animals, and spells requiring the blood of virgins. They also believed that children, because of their malleability, were ideal wielders of both the darkblades and shadowblades. The youngest known wielder of such a blade was King Sampson Gaard, who claimed the Terran throne and marched into battle with a shadowblade at only nine years old.’” 
 “What? Give me that!” Rondo demanded, lunging across the trunk and snatching the heavy tome right out of Quill’s hands.  
 “Rude,” Quill muttered, watching as the mage acolyte pressed a finger to the page, searching for the passage. When he located it, he frowned in concentration, lips moving soundlessly. When he’d finished, his eyes darted up to meet Quill’s before returning to the page to read it again, though Quill knew he didn’t need to, his steel-trap brain having already committed it to memory. “I’ll be damned,” he finally said.  
 “Any chance your Pile O’ Relevance was upside down?” Quill asked.  
 “Herbert Lorrie is considered a fringe historian at best,” Rondo said.  
 “Doesn’t mean there isn’t any truth in his ‘wild conjectures’.” 
 “True. I apologize for dismissing him out of hand.”  
 Quill wasn’t one to hold a grudge, especially when it came to Rondo, who’d forgiven him countless times in return. “Apology accepted. But what could it mean?” 
 Rondo fiddled with the broken part of his staff, which was resting across his lap. “What if the Solariis are collecting children to be wielders of the darkblades?” 
 “But they’ve taken so many already. They only have four darkblades, as far as we know.” 
 “This is rather dark, but logically speaking, they are simply trying to give themselves the best odds of finding the ‘right’ wielder.” 
 “What do you mean by ‘right’?” 
 “All historians, Herbert Lorrie included, believe both the godblades and lesserblades choose their wielder. If an ‘unchosen’ wielder tries to use the blade, they will eventually die in a most brutal fashion. So even if the Solariis have the darkblades, they can only use them for a short while before each wielder perishes, unless, of course, the darkblade chooses them. They’ll go through wielders too fast to make the gambit worth their while.” 
 “But if they find the ‘right’ wielders,” Quill said, trying to understand how a blade could ‘choose’ its wielder, “the darkblades can be used most effectively?” 
 “Exactly. And the more children they have, the better the odds of finding the ideal wielders.” 
 “But what will they do with the remaining children?” Quill asked. 
 Neither of them had an answer. At least not one they wanted to talk about. 


   
 After a week’s journey, they’d finally finished reading the rest of the books in the pile. Quill was somewhat proud that he’d managed to read just shy of half of the books, while Rondo had studied the remainder. However, despite their efforts, the only reference to children in relation to the darkblades was the passage he’d found days earlier in Herbert Lorrie’s fringe history tome.  
 At least they were nearly to Odin, having reached the coast along the Bay of Sighs half a day earlier, their progress growing faster as the road was level and well-packed. Now he could just make out the beginnings of a dense-looking forest, the path twisting away from the coastline—which grew rocky further to the southeast—and vanishing inside the gloom. 
 “We’re going in there?” Rondo asked, frowning as he gazed out the window.  
 “They say Terran’s southern wood is as thick as the infamous Tangle in the Four Kingdoms,” Quill said. “Might make you rethink your belief that Teravainen is free of nymphs.” 
 “I’ve never heard of this wood. What’s its name?” 
 Quill shrugged. “As far as I know, it has none, but its importance cannot be underestimated. The wood blankets a portion of both Teravainen and Odin, with the Vein running through the center, marking the border between the kingdoms. The dense forest along with the breadth of the river make it unfeasible for Terran forces to invade Odin this far south. Thus, most of the battles are fought to the north, between Bearhoff and Kingsfort, where the river is at its narrowest and its banks give way to large portions of flatlands.”  
 “I didn’t know that,” Rondo said, sounding surprised. “How didn’t I know that?” 
 “Perhaps you’ve been reading the wrong books,” Quill said, unwilling to pass up an opportunity to needle his friend. “In any case, we must pass through the forest if we are to reach Chrysallis.” 
 “And the Vein? How will we cross the river?” 
 “There is said to be a raft man who can ferry entire carriages across using a taut rope that’s been strung from bank to bank such that the current, which is quite strong, won’t carry his raft downstream.” 
 “And the Odinians will allow travelers from Teravainen, their sworn enemy, to cross the river into their territory?” Rondo was incredulous.  
 “Like I said, there’s little risk of an invasion this far south. Kingsfort remains the linchpin. Anyone traveling between the kingdoms at this point are likely to be merchants or messengers. Or, in our case, mages on assignment. Never fear, I will request that the nymphs steal our driver before they lay a hand on you or I.” 
 “I heard that!” the driver grumbled.  
 Quill grinned.  


   
 The unnamed wood was as dark inside as it had appeared from the outside, the thick canopy overhead formed of crisscrossing, overlapping branches filled to bursting with leaves that had stubbornly refused to fall despite the onset of winter. 
 The path between the foliage, while overgrown, was still passable, though branches and leaves snapped against the sides of the carriage, occasionally poking their arms inside. “Stay back, foul beasts!” Rondo said, stabbing at them with Gertie’s blunt end like it was a sword while gripping an open book by the top of its spine for a shield.  
 “You missed your calling as a knight,” Quill quipped. “Anyway, as a magenta mage, shouldn’t you be a friend to all of nature?” He murmured a quick spell, which he knew was a rather frivolous thing to do, and mist shot from Gloria to the foliage, which immediately withered away as it slid back outside of the carriage window.  
 “Yes, and you just murdered one of my friends, which makes you my sworn enemy.” With that, he turned his staff on Quill, who was forced to dodge to avoid getting a rather nasty poke.  
 He was about to reprimand his friend for improper use of an unpredictable mage staff, when, once more, the carriage ground to a stop. “Driver, why have we stopped?” Quill asked, using his hands to clear the foliage as he poked his head through the window to get a look ahead. Opposite him, Rondo did the same.  
 The driver didn’t need to respond for either of them to see the truth before their very eyes: 
 One of the largest trees Quill had ever seen had fallen directly across the path. And, given the thickness of the vegetation surrounding it, there was no way for the horses and carriage to go around.  
 “Of all the rotten luck,” Rondo said. “Can you blast it out of the way with a spell?” 
 “It’s far too large for that. If I was rank 3 perhaps. A misfire from your staff would have a better chance at it.” When Rondo raised Gertie as if to try, Quill said hurriedly, “A jape, and a bad one at that. No, it appears we’ll be making the rest of the journey on foot.” He was not at all pleased by the prospect.  
 “But how will we haul the trunk of books?” Rondo asked, reaching the obvious answer an instant after he’d asked the question. “Oh. All those books,” he said despondently.  
 “Will be waiting for you when we return to Aeromand. Thank you for your services, driver,” he added, feeling somewhat bad he hadn’t even bothered to learn the ornery fellow’s name. “You may return to Wolfsgaard.” He tossed him a small pouch with three gold coins, two silvers and six bronze, which he’d always planned to tip the driver. “Stop in Jackaloos on the way back. I hear the famed Jackaloos Tavern offers fine accommodation and satisfying fare to the weary traveler.” 
 The driver caught the pouch, muttering something that had equal possibility of being a thank you or a curse.  
 “You’re welcome,” Quill said, just in case it had been the former. And if it had been the latter, he hoped the driver had detected the sarcasm in his tone. Then, to Rondo: “Shall we? We can practice your magic to blaze a trail through the forest until we’ve passed the fallen tree. And I’ll be ready with my own to put out the flames.” 


   
 They lost sight of the carriage almost immediately, plunging through the thick underbrush, dodging thorn bushes that sought to grab onto their robes. A nasty patch of poison ivy forced them to take an even wider berth than planned. Once they were around the patch, they saw that the tree was even larger than it appeared from the path, neither end visible, disappearing into the foliage on each side.  
 “How does a tree this large just fall over?” Quill wondered aloud.  
 “Lightning?” Rondo suggested. “If you give me a boost I can climb over.”  
 “Then how will I get over?” Quill asked.  
 “I’ll reach down and pull you up.” 
 “More like fall on top of me. No, we’ll find where the trunk was uprooted and then backtrack on the other side to the path.” 
 “Or we could use magic,” Rondo said, waggling his eyebrows. 
 “Oh? Have you mastered a good levitation spell?” 
 Rondo stuck a finger in the air. “No. But you have. Haven’t you?” 
 Quill ran a finger down his new staff, which did make him want to use magic…but levitation spells required a lot of magenum and something about this damned tree felt…off.  
 “Not today, I’m afraid,” he finally said. “We’ll continue going around it.” 
 This led to a great degree of additional hacking and fighting through the foliage, as well as several rather creative curses by Rondo. After one, Quill said, “I’m not sure that bush cares what you say about its mother.” 
 “Ha. This tree goes on forever. Can you please just do your spell thingy and carry us over?” 
 “Sorry, no. Let me lead for a while.” 
 After much scraping of branches and twisting around thorn bushes and poisonous flora, they finally emerged into what felt like a large clearing considering the mangled mess they’d just had to pass through. The tree ended in the center of the space, lying beside its stump. 
 Quill pulled up short, eyes narrowing as he focused on the stump.  
 Rondo was too busy brushing leaves and nettles from his robe to notice what Quill already had: 
 The trunk had been cut clean through.  
 Frowning, Quill walked over to it and ran his finger across the cut portion of the stump’s smooth surface. To hack through a tree this large would’ve required several men with hours to spare. And then surely they would’ve begun harvesting the timber rather than just leaving it lying here, blocking the only road through the wood, unless… 
 The cut was so perfect, almost as if it had been made by— 
 Quill obliterated the unfinished thought, turning back to his friend, who was still grumbling and picking foliage from his robe. “Rondo, we have to ru—” 
 He never got the final word out, because just then there was a blast of light, which careened through the trees. Quill didn’t think, just reacted, throwing himself to the ground, feeling the dark heat of the black fireball’s passing as it rocketed overhead. He didn’t see it land, but he certainly heard it, the explosion sending the rapid ringing of bells through his ears as the very earth shook from the impact.  
 His head whipped around, his first concern Rondo, who’d been not far behind. The clearing was empty, save for the stump and fallen tree, him, and a smoking crater where the black fireball had landed. No Rondo.  
 Dread filled him as he stared at the crater, which was precariously close to where his friend had stood not a moment earlier, grumbling and complaining about the most mundane of worries given their current situation. Was the crater Rondo? Oh gods, what have I done by bringing him with me? No, can’t think about that right now—which direction did that fireball come from? His mind felt all muddled as he scanned the forest, every part of which looked the same. A fireball of that size and power could’ve only been conjured by a powerful mage, rank 5 at a minimum. But where was the mage? Did it matter? If this were going to be a mage versus mage fight, Quill knew his chances were slim—he’d barely achieved rank 1. Plus, the last time he’d been confronted with danger he’d frozen up and had to be rescued by his mage acolyte companion who may or may not be a smoking crater.  
 Another blast shot through the trees, forcing Quill to scramble away on all fours. He managed to slip behind the broad trunk just as the fireball landed. Even behind the tree, heat washed over him, causing a layer of sweat to form between his skin and undergarments, soaking through into his thick robe. The urge to shout for Rondo arose, but even if he had managed to escape the first blast, calling to him now might only draw attention to both their locations.  
 Finally, his mind started to work again. In the clearing, he was a sitting duck—which was clearly what his foe had recognized, waiting until they stepped doe-eyed into the clearing before attacking—so the first order of business was escaping into the tangled forest. The last attack had come from the far side of the clearing, so he needed to run in the opposite direction and then to either the left or the right to make himself as difficult to hit as possible.  
 A wild idea formed in his head. It would require some of his magenum, but he was desperate. He took three deep breaths, trying to slow his heartbeat to a more even rhythm, uncapped the first vial of magenum, which was already about half-empty, and then whispered the words “Renzium liberati.”  
 As soon as the spell escaped his lips, his body began to rise. He knew this was the most dangerous moment, for he would be exposed and unprotected, but he hoped his attacker’s surprise would make him hesitate just long enough. Still, the moment his feet touched the side (which was now the top) of the massive fallen tree, he took off at a sprint, racing along the trunk until he was free of the clearing, plunging into the undergrowth. Atop the fallen log, he could move faster, which was why he’d chosen this route rather than fighting through the tangled mess on the forest floor. 
 Every fraction of every second he expected a fireball to crash into him, incinerating him in a dark flash of black sparks and flames. Nothing. No attack came. He stopped, dropping to a crouch and listening for his foe’s passage through the forest. Which, of course, was foolish he realized, because the first thing a rank 5 or 6 or 7 mage would do when hunting their prey was cast a spell of silence over themselves, allowing them to move without detection.  
 He considered the possibility of an invisibility spell, as well, which would make things even more challenging. Unlikely, he decided. The mage he faced certainly had the ability to become invisible, but it would be a major drain on his or her energy, not to mention the ongoing magenum requirement.  
 Thus, he scanned the gaps and cracks in the tapestry of the forest, searching for a flash or swirl of a black robe. Given the color of the fireball, he was certain he faced an obsidian mage, most likely the same one that had last passed through Jackaloos, who could very well be the same who’d impersonated the guard at Wolfsgaard and leapt through the window to escape being captured. Back then, however, he’d had a rank 7 mage in Grimfire by his side. Now, he had naught but his wits and, hopefully, Rondo, hidden somewhere amongst the brambles.  
 He was thankful for his own viridian robe, which provided a measure of natural camouflage so long as he made himself a small target.  

There! Something black passed a stone’s throw away before disappearing behind a tree. He watched that tree for any sign of movement, but then was forced to twist his head the opposite direction as another fleeting flash of black—there and gone again—flitted behind a bush.  
 His heart pounded as he realized he might be facing more than one enemy, possibly the two mages who’d caused the deathmares at Jackaloos, or even three if the two had waited for the other mage to catch up to them.  
 Defeating one rank 5 or above mage would’ve been a longshot, but two or even three? 
 It was impossible.  
 That left only one option—flight. But first he had to find Rondo; if there was any chance his friend was still alive, he needed to locate him and then make a run for the Vein. If they could cross over into Odin, perhaps their enemies would think twice before following into enemy territory. 
 Another glimpse of black, closer now. A faceless obsidian mage, stalking through the forest. As he watched, however, the mage vanished, only to appear ten seconds later further along. Ah, he thought. He’s using invisibility intermittently to conserve energy and magenum. Once more, the mage vanished. The path the mage was taking was that of winding back and forth, covering every inch of forest. Searching.  
 Quill stole back the opposite direction, running in a low crouch along the tree trunk. Back toward the clearing. That was the last place he’d seen Rondo, and, assuming he hadn’t been incinerated—Quill blinked away the thought—he had to be nearby, hunkering down in a thick bush to hide his magenta robe.  
 He slipped through the last of the foliage and back into the empty clearing, sliding silently down the trunk and back to the ground. First he inspected the crater, which had stopped smoking. There were no snatches of seared magenta cloth, which was a relief but no guarantee that his friend and his robe hadn’t been burned away to nothing but ash. Still, it gave him hope, which was as powerful a thing as any kind of magic in his current circumstances.  
 He knew he couldn’t linger in the clearing, so he tiptoed toward the edge of the forest closest to the crater. As he approached, he hissed, “Rondo! Are you there?”  
 Hairs rose on the back of his neck when he got no response, his instincts flaring. He threw himself to the ground not a moment too soon, the heat of another fireball blazing. The black ball of flames crashed into the center of the clearing.  
 The next fireball, he knew, wouldn’t miss.  
 He scrambled to his feet and took off at a dead run, casting a single glance over his shoulder to try to determine his enemy’s location. All he saw was a black sun hurtling directly at him, bouncing along the ground to prevent him from ducking under it. Even a sharp dive to the left or right wouldn’t save him now. In one swift motion, he spun around, uncapped the next vial of magenum, and closed his eyes.  
 “Solidify steelaro,” he said, eyes flashing open. Magical energy instantly flared up, a pulsing green sphere surrounding him. He braced himself for the impact just as the fireball slammed into the side of his shield.  
 Rather than deflecting off the sphere’s surface, the fireball exploded in a blast of flames that curled around him. And then died away, leaving him unscathed.  
 For now.  
 He glanced at the vial of magenum he was currently tapping for the spell, the level of the glowing liquid slowly dropping as he struggled to maintain the shield, his teeth clenched.  
 “The acolyte is dead,” a voice said from the forest.  

No, he thought. Please no.

 Quill stared at the mage as he stepped from the wood, words pulsing through his head in time with his broken heart. Rondo is dead, Rondo is dead, Rondo is dead…  
 The mage’s face was shrouded beneath a dark hood. In one hand he gripped a staff; in the other a blade as black as coal. Darkness seemed to waft from its edge.  
 “Why?” Quill asked, the only question that mattered at this specific moment. He needed a reason, something to cling to, something that was as important as Rondo had been to him. His death couldn’t just be collateral damage in some unknown sinister plot orchestrated by the Dead King.  
 “You ducked,” the mage said, chuckling. “Else you’d be the pile of ash and he’d be having this conversation with me.” He said it casually, but then lifted his staff, a spell murmuring from his lips. Another fireball shot from the tip of the staff, and Quill had to scramble to renew his conviction, the edges of his sphere already wavering as the news of his friend’s death sapped his concentration. Once more, the fireball exploded harmlessly around him.  
 “That’s not a reason,” Quill said, voice rising. He uncapped the next vial of magenum, as the second was almost empty. He had four left, but at this rate they’d be gone in mere minutes, faster if his opponent continued to pelt him with fireballs. “Why steal the darkblades on behalf of the Dead King? You’re a mage. We hold ourselves to a higher standard.” 
 Another raucous laugh that grated on Quill’s nerves. How could this mage laugh when Quill’s best friend was gone? He didn’t care that the mage could see what he was doing as he uncapped all the remaining vials of magenum tethered to his staff, letting the small corks drop to the ground. If he was going to go down, he wouldn’t do so running. The mage threw back his hood, revealing a vicious smile and too-pale skin. His scalp was bare. In fact, he had no eyebrows, Quill noticed, the area smooth and white. His eyes were as black as the surface of the blade he gripped. “A higher standard than whom? The humans who kill each other in their endless wars? At least the Dead King values magic and the mages who wield it. At least his very life depends on the power we wield. At least to him we are more than an oddity, true partners in his quest to destroy the merciless Terrans. Not to mention it was his foresight and vision that allowed me to feel the power of this blade thrumming through me. The Solarii may not have been given any of the darkblades to protect, but now they’ve taken four and will soon claim the other five.” Another fireball shot forth but was repelled by Quill’s shield. The third vial of magenum was half-empty now.  
 Quill gripped Gloria tightly in two hands. He needed to keep the mage talking until he decided which of the many attack spells cycling through his mind would give him the best chance at ending this cretin. “All you’re going to do is bring more violence and destruction to Kingfall. You should’ve at least stolen the lightblades, too. Instead the other kingdoms will use them to fight back.” 
 That seemed to strike a nerve, the mage stepping forward, his cavalier expression morphing to one of fury in an instant. “What do you know of it? Why were we unable to claim the lightblades? Tell me, now!”  
 Whether it was a slip of his lips or a purposeful admission that they’d tried to steal the lightblades at the same time as the darkblades didn’t matter to Quill as much as the information it provided. The lightblades, which were decidedly not stolen, hadn’t been a focus of their investigation, but now he wondered whether they should’ve been. “If you hadn’t murdered my friend, I might have told you,” Quill bluffed, still trying to buy time to hatch a plan—any plan. The only problem: he still didn’t have one, and his ability to think wasn’t helped by the darkblade-wielding mage standing before him or the smoldering crater beside him that had once been Rondo—dear intelligent, ridiculous ol’ Rondo. I failed you. I’m so sorr—

 That’s when Rondo stepped out from the woods, magenta robe singed and black around the edges, his face smudged and bloody. Before either the obsidian mage or Quill could react or say anything, Rondo threw a book—a decent-sized tome by the sound of it as it smacked off the mage’s bald skull.  
 As the book tumbled to the ground, pages fluttering like the wings of a wounded bird, the mage cursed and turned his full attention on Rondo, who—Quill’s heart soared—was decidedly not dead. Quill wanted to keep it that way, so with a thrust of Gloria, he pushed the magical energy outward, the pulsing green sphere leaving him and surrounding Rondo a split-second before the mage’s darkblade stabbed toward him. There was a crackling sound and black bolts of lightning ricocheted off the shield, which wavered slightly from the blow, and into the dirt at the mage’s feet.  
 Quill’s third vial of magenum was empty, and the fourth was rapidly dwindling.  
 The shield might be able to take another blow, but not much more, the impact from the darkblade several times more powerful than the fireballs. Which meant he needed to fight fast and smart. Killing the mage was unlikely, so he needed to do the thing that might give them the smallest chance at survival, a fairly basic spell that would never have worked if his foe wasn’t so focused on Rondo, slashing at the shield once more, cracks forming on its surface. One more hit and it would shatter and then not even the hurling of blunt history tomes would be able to save him.  
 Before the mage could land that blow, however, Quill jabbed his staff in his enemy’s direction and said, “Disarmo multiplicitus secura,” imbuing the words with all his remaining strength and conviction, along with all the magenum left in the open vials. The green blast shot from his staff with such power it threw him backwards, landing on his behind and skidding close to the edge of the wood.  
 Even as he’d flown, skidded and landed, his eyes had remained trained forward, watching as the green pulsing energy crashed into the mage’s right hand, which was gripping the darkblade, holding it over his head as he prepared to bring it down on the shield protecting Rondo. He roared as the blade was ripped from his grip and tossed toward the side, where it vanished between blinks.  
 Quill stared at what he’d done. It worked.

 They weren’t out of the woods yet, literally or otherwise, and Quill knew they were still done for if his hunch hadn’t been right. Maybe what he knew about Solarii wasn’t correct. Or maybe the situation had changed since he’d last learned of it. It wasn’t like he made a habit of studying the use of spellcraft in Solarii. Other than knowing the Dead King paid handsomely for the services of a trio of necromancers to prevent him from dying again, Quill was relying on hearsay and tidbits from random conversations over the last year or so, all of which told him that other than the three necromancers and the infamous Lin-Wei, no other rank 5 or above mages had left Aeromand for the peninsula kingdom.  
 Which meant that the mage they faced was an unknown. Maybe he really was rank 5, but Quill had a hunch that his power was merely being amplified by the darkblade he wielded—or at least which he’d wielded a few moments ago, before Quill relieved him of his primary weapon.  
 Now the mage turned, frantically searching for the weapon that was no longer there, at least not where it could be easily seen, the rather basic spell having served its purpose. “Where is it? What have you done with the blade?” 
 Quill raised an eyebrow. Even a rank 1 mage would’ve known how his spell worked. There was an unexpected innocence in the mage’s tone that gave him pause. An innocence bordering on fear. But fear of what? “Who ordered you to steal the darkblades?” Quill asked. “Answer or the next spell will relieve you of your head!” It should’ve been an obvious bluff considering his last spell had drained all that was left of his magenum and energy, his own legs threatening to crumble beneath his weight. But now the mage was so distraught he wasn’t thinking clearly.  
 “I told you—the Dead King,” he said, turning his attention back to Quill. “And whatever you think you are doing, it won’t work. The powers that are rising cannot be stopped.” 
 “What powers?” 
 The mage shook his head, seeming to regain his composure. Still, where there had been a hardness to him before, now there was a youthful inexperience. “Return the darkblade to me and I’ll let you go. Both of you. Under one condition.” 
 “What condition?” 
 “You end this investigation and return to Aeromand with the conclusion that Solarii is behind the darkblade thefts.” 
 “Why would the Dead King wish to attract the Archmage Council’s wrath?” Quill said. None of it was making any sense.  
 “Do you suspect they will act? When have they ever acted? All the Council does is claim neutrality, pumping out trained mages to satisfy the pointless whims of those who don’t fully appreciate their capabilities.” 
 There was such bitterness in the mage’s tone. Such venom. Hatred. Something wasn’t right, a wrongness in every word, everything this mage had done, and not just because he’d broken one of the key tenets of the Accords signed by their forebearers. “Show me your wrist,” he said.  
 The mage cocked his head to the side. “Tell me where you’ve sent the sword and I will.” 
 Quill’s heart skipped a beat. That last statement had told him everything he needed to know about the mage. Regardless of his rank, he was not trained at Aeromand. If he were, he would’ve known that a rank 1 mage like himself couldn’t possibly send the sword anywhere. The best he could hope to achieve was little better than a bit of sleight of hand, a clever human magic trick. “I will. But you must show me your wrist first.” 
 “Fine,” the mage huffed, holding out his left hand and sliding his robe sleeve up to reveal a sliver of bare, pale skin.  
 “The other one,” Quill said.  
 The mage snorted but complied. Quill wished he had the energy to cast a spell to temporarily improve his eyesight, but settled for taking three steps forward, squinting to inspect the marking on his wrist. As expected, it was a sun inside a star. The more he stared at it, however, the more he noticed a blurring of the edges, which had seemed distinct and clear a moment before. The mage quickly slid his sleeve back over his wrist. “There. Your turn. Give me back the darkblade.” 
 “No, thanks,” Quill said, hoping Rondo had received his signal loud and clear when he’d motioned to him while the mage was fussing with his robe.  
 He did, shouting a garbled spell and spinning his decrepit staff with an unnecessary flourish. The entire maneuver may have been rather amateurish and a twinge comedic, but it got the job done, because he’d spoken the words with conviction, just as had back in Wolfsgaard when he’d blasted open the gate. Magenta lines traced their way from the mage acolyte to the obsidian mage. He backtracked to escape them but was too slow, the lines disappearing beneath his long robe.  
 Nothing happened.  
 Rondo’s eyes met Quill’s. “Oops?” Rondo said.  
 The mage laughed, whipping his staff around, mouth opening to cast a spell of his own.  
 He never got the chance. Vines shot up from the ground, twisting around his body, pinning his arms to his side. One even sprang loose and snatched the staff from his hands, snapping it in half. 
 Rondo’s eyes met Quill’s again. This time he said, “You’re welcome?” 





 Twenty-Two 
 Jarrod Gaard 
 Grandon, Teravainen 
   

THIS WAS MY WISH, WAS IT NOT? JARROD REMINDED HIMSELF AS HE RODE INTO THE SOUTH TERAVAINEN FORTRESS.

 Grandon was a mighty embattlement that had stood the test of time, having been constructed shortly after the end of the Godswar as a fortification near the kingdom’s southwestern coast. With high walls and a thick, iron door, it had never been breached by an attacking force, and yet somehow the Solarii assassins had done so without so much as raising an alarm.  
 For many years Grandon had been considered a rather cushy post for soldiers, who enjoyed the warmest weather Teravainen had to offer and a ready supply of fresh seafood from their neighbors to the south, who traded for leather and steel and other products the Solariis didn’t have the capacity or resources to produce on their own.  
 No more. Ever since Teravainen had declared war on Solarii, Grandon had become a true military presence, claiming some of the most hardened soldiers the Terran army had to offer, second only to those stationed at Bearhoff.  

No, Jarrod thought, remembering how he’d stormed into his father’s war council meeting and demanded to be sent to the frontlines at the Odinian border. Then I was but a boy trying to be a man. Now I am a man who has no choice but to be a king. I don’t wish to fight on the frontlines of this war, but I will if I must. Satisfied with his conclusion, he gazed around the area just inside the gate. Soldiers had gathered to watch his arrival, but they showed no signs of respect for their king. They respected my father, and they know of my reputation. As weary as he was from the four-day hard ride south, he knew this moment was crucial to regaining a semblance of control over his kingdom.  
 “Which of you is Captain Mertin?” he demanded. He didn’t dismount for fear that his sore legs would betray him.  
 A man stepped forward. He was tall and broad, as most of the soldiers were, and had mastered the long look of one who’d witnessed violence on a regular basis. Though he scowled as he did it, he managed a bow. 
 “Is it you who ordered the attack on the Solarii border, thus disobeying my direct command that all military actions be expressly approved by the throne itself?” 
 “With all due respect, Your Highness, we didn’t—” 
 “It’s Your Majesty now, actually,” Jarrod said.  
 “What?” 
 “I am the king. If your tongue betrays you again, I shall have it cut from your mouth.” Aisling, is this who I need to be now? Is this strength? Would you love or despise me if you saw me now? Or would you look upon me with the same pity you did when last we met?

 The man’s tone didn’t change as he said, “You may wear a crown upon your head and sit the Wolf Throne, but you are no king—not mine anyway. Now, if you’re quite done fluffing up your feathers and making a show of it, you may rest from your journey in the royal chambers. They’ve been occupied by the general for quite some time, but he has no further need of them. I will continue to make decisions regarding the war front.” 
 More than a few of the soldiers snickered at their captain’s audacity, though Jarrod noticed others looked uncomfortable, their eyes boring into the ground at their feet. This is it, Jarrod thought. This is what I came here to face. A world I never wanted to be a part of. A world I made myself a part of when I poisoned Amari’s teakettle. It was time to sleep in the bed he’d made for himself.  
 He dismounted, thankful when his boots landed solidly on the ground with a thump, his knees bending slightly but not giving way. He felt strangely calm and certain as he strode toward the captain, whose head cocked slightly to the side in surprise. Jarrod was a few inches shorter and not as broad of shoulder, and yet as he stood before the man, he felt a giant. His eyes met Mertin’s without flinching. The man held his gaze for several seconds, but then clearly grew uncomfortable under the scrutiny and looked away, feigning amusement. “I am cowed under the king’s stare. I shall retire to my chambers.” He started to turn away, but Jarrod flicked his fingers. That was all—just a flick. Three of the fifty or so soldiers he’d ridden south with stepped forward and grabbed the captain roughly, having received their orders while in transit.  
 Mertin protested, trying to shake himself free, but he was severely outnumbered. “Hold him steady,” Jarrod growled, dragging a dagger from his belt. “I suggest you don’t move. A clean cut will be best for you.”  
 The pleading began, as he knew it would. He’d seen tough men plead for their lives before his father on countless occasions. Only when faced with death or severe harm did men show the true measure of their courage. 
 The thought of what he was about to do sickened him, but Jarrod fought it off, pretending the man’s tongue was nothing but a piece of meat as he grabbed it with a gloved hand. He’d made a threat and the man had called his bluff. If he didn’t follow through now, the remaining men would believe what Mertin had said about him—that he wasn’t truly a king, regardless of his title, crown and the throne he sat. Mertin’s eyes were wild now, rolling around in his head. Jarrod pressed the edge of the steel to his tongue, preparing to cut.  
 Up until this moment, he didn’t know for certain whether he could go through with it. Poisoning his sister had been easy in comparison. Mixing poison into a drink was nothing like using naked steel to cut a piece off a man. And yet, he knew he could, if he wished. He’d learned from all his anger and pain and loss and sadness that he was capable of so much more than he ever knew—both good and evil. Plus, the captain’s insubordination deserved nothing less, and the laws of the military were necessarily unforgiving. 
 With a short slash, he sliced Mertin’s tongue along its surface before withdrawing the knife. The guards released him and he stumbled back, raising a hand to his bleeding mouth, feeling around and finding his tongue cut but otherwise intact. He looked at Jarrod with wonder in his eyes.  
 “I am not your enemy,” Jarrod said. “Unless you make me one. This was a warning. I am willing to rule in the manner my father did: cruel, unforgiving, with fear. But I don’t choose to rule that way. Do not expect mercy when it is undeserved, but I believe you, Captain Mertin, are worthy of it. The words you spoke earlier were an attempt to hide your grief. I understand that you and General Carston were close friends.” Before departing Wolfsgaard, Jarrod had taken the time to learn all he could of the assassinated general and the captain who’d ascended to master of Grandon when his predecessor had been murdered in his own bed.  
 Now, Mertin’s head hung, blood leaking from his mouth. “We grew up together, entered the army at the same time, climbed the ranks. Leo, I mean General Carston, climbed a little faster than me. As it should’ve been. I never deserved to fill his boots anyway.” This was a proud, hard man who wouldn’t let tears fall in front of his king regardless of the turmoil warring inside him.  
 “I am sorry for your loss.”  
 Captain Mertin nodded. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 “I wasn’t finished.” The captain looked up. “How many men died in the unauthorized attack on the Solarii border wall?” 
 Mertin didn’t blink, the exact number on the tip of his tongue, like it had been waiting to fall the entire time. “Seventy-four.” 
 “Their blood is on your hands, General.” Mertin’s thick brows grew heavy on his forehead. “You may not think your feet are worthy of filling General Carston’s boots, but they must. And I expect you to live up to his reputation. Can you do that?” 
 He bowed. “I will try, Your Majesty.” 


   
 Jarrod stared at the white sheet with its feet barely brushing the floor. The royal chambers at Grandon were larger than necessary, presumably furnished to his father’s exact specifications, despite the fact that the man had never, and probably knew he’d never, set foot in this place. Paintings depicting war scenes hung on the walls. Dark curtains covered the lone window, which had retractable steel sliders in the event of a siege. The bed was large enough for two with room to spare.  

I did it, Jarrod thought with a sigh. He’d come to Grandon in the hopes of showing a strong front, but had been unsure of exactly what action he would take in the wake of Captain Mertin’s defiance of his direct orders in the name of vengeance for his lost friend, General Carston. Jarrod certainly hadn’t planned to promote the man, a spur of the moment decision that he didn’t regret in the least. It had felt…right. In that moment he had realized that mercy, true mercy, had the potential to go further than fear and punishment ever would. It was his way of ruling differently than his father, the first step to earn the respect of his people, his soldiers, from something other than fear. Love maybe? Or at least admiration. He owed it to Amari, to Aisling, to be better than they believed he could be.  
 He wasn’t so delusional as to think such actions could ever wash away his sins, but at least he was doing something meaningful for the first time in his life. Right? 
 Then why couldn’t he draw his gaze away from that white sheet covering the only real personal possession he’d brought with him on this journey? He sighed again, more deeply than before. Where are you? he asked the gods, and as he thought it, he wondered who he was talking about—Amari or Aisling? Neither, he realized, his mind turning to his mother. He hoped and prayed she was at peace now, that she’d gone to live amongst the stars. That she hadn’t seen what he’d done, for how could she be at peace when her own children were at war?  

We’re not at war anymore, Mother. If Amari returns, I will bow to her. I swear it on your memory. 

 He approached the sheet, grasping the edge with his hand. He hesitated still, something staying his hand. Painting calmed him, but was it just another escape from reality? And if so, was now really the time to seek an escape when his people required his full and undivided attention? Regardless of General Mertin’s betrayal, the Dead King had done far worse in stealing the darkblades and murdering General Carston. Maybe his father had poked a beast and not realized it. But if so, now it was Jarrod’s responsibility to put the beast back in its cage.  
 His hand dropped from the sheet, leaving it in place. He strode to the door, thrust it open. Shouted, “Guard!” 
 The guard standing at attention outside his door, said, “Yes, Your Majesty?” 
 “Convene a council of war. I shall lead it.” 
 “Right away, Your Majesty.” 
 Jarrod closed the door and rested his back against it to steady himself. Soon he would be sending soldiers to kill and to die.  
 And he would be amongst them.  





 Twenty-Three 
 Amari Gaard 
 Godstown, Godsbridge 
   
 AMARI AWOKE BECAUSE OF THE BRIGHTNESS, GROANING AS SHE STRETCHED OUT HER ARMS AND LEGS, joints so stiff they might’ve been made of wood.


Where am I? she thought, before opening her eyes a crack. She jammed them shut again as sunlight assaulted her, and then released an even heavier groan.  
 “She’s awake!” an excited voice said. More voices crowded around the first, all female, so many that Amari’s muddled mind had difficulty counting them. Three? Four? No, she thought. Five. So far anyway. They talked over each other and between each other and around each other: 
 “Ask her name. Ooh, first we should guess. Dibs on Suzette. It suits her, right?” 
 “Bring her food.” 
 “She’ll want a blanket.” 
 “A parasol for shade.” 
 “She’s beautiful, don’t you think?” 
 “But so wet. We should fetch some dry clothes.” 
 “And a blanket!” 
 “First find out her name. She looks like a Heidi, don’t you think? Definitely a Heidi.” 
 “Pesky flies. Someone swat them away from her!” 
 “Give her room to breathe,” another voice—also a woman—said. Six. It was firm but kind. “She’s our patient, not some oddity to be gawked at.” 
 “Yes, Mother,” the other five voices said in unison.  

I feel like an oddity, Amari thought. “Water?” she said without opening her eyes.  
 “Of course, dear,” the kind voice said. “Open your mouth and I’ll drip it onto your tongue. We can’t risk giving you too much at once or your stomach may rebel.” Amari didn’t care if they used a dropper like she was a baby pig, so long as she received moisture. She opened her mouth, swallowing the meager liquid as it plopped inside one tiny drop at a time. The water helped quell the fires in her throat a little. After far too few drops, the voice said, “That’s enough for now.” 
 “More. Please.” 
 “Soon, if you keep this much down.” 
 She tried to lick her lips again, but there wasn’t enough moisture in her mouth. “Where—” 
 “Godstown,” the woman said, anticipating her question.  
 “No, we—I was trying to get to Truro.” 
 “And I would love to visit the emerald moon, but out of the two of us, you’ve managed to get closer to your destination than me. You would’ve died if my youngest daughter hadn’t found you when she went to gather shellfish from the rocks.” 
 “Then you both have my thanks.” Amari tried to open her eyes again, just a sliver, and found she could manage because one of the women was holding something over her to block the harshest of the sun’s rays. Measure by measure, she eased them open further, until she was able to blink at the circle of faces hovering overhead. Despite the continued fogginess of her mind, she had enough wits about her to count seven faces, which meant she’d either misconstrued two of the voices as being so similar that she’d wrongly believed they were from the same person, or one of the women hadn’t joined the rabble of voices, remaining silent thus far.  
 At first, Amari didn’t know what to make of them, as each of the women save for the eldest seemed to be slightly younger than the one beside her, ranging from perhaps sixteen name days to Amari’s own age—twenty-six. They all had their own features—eye colors ranging from green to brown and each shade in between; hair color from sunshine gold to auburn to fiery red; small noses to medium noses to big noses—but there seemed to be a common thread that tethered them together, though Amari knew if she was asked to define it she wouldn’t be able to. Except for their hairstyles, which was the most obvious similarity. Regardless of color, their hair was pulled tautly into a firm bun atop each of their heads, not so much as a single stray lock of hair to flap in the stiff wind. Even before they’d labeled the woman with the kind voice as their mother, Amari would’ve been able to tell at a glance that they were all related. They all wore simple white dresses, narrow at the waist due to the plain white ribbon that cinched them, before flaring out once more until they reached the ground.  
 “You are most welcome,” the oldest of them said. Her face was weathered and lined, but her smile was genuine enough, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes, which had a sternness about them. “The gods instruct us that it is our duty to care for and protect those who are unable to do so themselves.” 
 Amari felt like it was an odd thing to say—almost making it sound like she’d rather not care for her but felt she had no other choice—but she wasn’t about to question the woman’s words or motives given her current situation. Instead she said, “I am most grateful. The ship we were on was destroyed in the Stormlands.” 
 “The Stormlands?” one of the women, somewhere in the middle in terms of age, said. She had bright, cheerful blue eyes that seemed to widen with every new revelation. “But that’s many leagues away.” 
 Amari started to speak, but her throat was too dry to manage another word.  
 “Enough,” the mother said. “It is clear she has been through quite an ordeal, and now she must rest. We will care for her in shifts. Any volunteers to be the first?” 
 The question elicited a clamor from five of the six women, who all began speaking at once, a variety of responses including “Yes!”, “I will!”, and “Me, Mother!”  
 The only one of the daughters who hadn’t spoken was, by Amari’s estimation, the youngest of the lot, a dark-haired, dark-eyed girl of sixteen, who simply raised her hand, lips pursed. Her eyes bore into Amari as she did so, making her feel somewhat uncomfortable. There was something strangely familiar about her features. “Prudy,” her mother said, earning her a chorus of “Aww”s from the other women.  
 The youngest, Prudy apparently, nodded. Interesting, Amari thought. She chooses the youngest for the responsibility. The other women continued to protest, until their mother cut them off with a stern, “No arguing,” before shepherding them away from the area like a flock of sheep. Other townsfolk had gathered to watch the spectacle, but one look from the woman and they began to disperse quietly. While still in earshot, she turned back to issue final instructions. “Drip water on her tongue every hour. Your sisters will bring supplies soon. One of your sisters will return to relieve you in four hours.” 
 Another nod by Prudy and then her mother was gone.  
 One of the women had taken the parasol with her, but thankfully the sun had slipped behind a thick bank of clouds marching from east to west, providing a much-needed respite from the brightness. On the other hand, the loss of the sun seemed to sap the warmth from the world, leaving Amari cold in her wet clothes. Her teeth began to chatter as she shivered. I’ve been through worse, she thought, ignoring the chill. She did, however, wonder why they hadn’t brought her somewhere more sheltered—specifically, somewhere inside.

 She studied Prudy, who in turn studied her, not looking the slightest bit uncomfortable as their eyes met for a long moment.  
 Amari was the first to turn away, feeling very uncomfortable and slightly unnerved by the odd, sharp-eyed girl. I’m a queen, she thought. Why should I be unnerved by a maiden? She thought perhaps it was a combination of things, not the least of which was the girl’s silence amongst the ceaseless chatter of her older sisters.  
 Any discomfort she felt vanished as the strange feeling in her bones returned. It’s not strange, she thought. It’s wonderful. It felt like returning home after a long journey. That was why, though it should be impossible, she had the most inexplicable instinct that Sampson was nearby.  

You can’t know that, she chided herself. 
 Setting aside the question of whether her instincts were correct or not, she took a moment to inspect her surroundings. The village of Godstown was a series of structures cloistered so closely together they might’ve been old women huddled to share warmth against a wintry wind. Clotheslines stretched from windowsill to windowsill across alleyways, the drying clothes, all white in hue, billowing like the unsettled vaporous forms of ghouls searching for their final resting place.  
 Amari had been placed on a makeshift bed of sorts—simple straw atop a wooden gurney propped up on four wooden forked pilons. She was located in what appeared to be a courtyard separated from the squat buildings. The ground was comprised of stone blocks mortared together—the Godsbridge. She knew from her studies that the Godsbridge was the longest bridge in the world, stretching from Odin’s southernmost point at Truro to the city of Trial in north Loslandia. The Godsbridge was built upon the backs of massive statues representing the Weeping Gods themselves, and spanned the narrowest portion of the Sacred Sea, which was still many leagues wide. Godstown was positioned in the approximate center of the bridge and was self-governed without interference by any of the kingdoms.  
 Neither of them had spoken when one of the other daughters hurried back across the courtyard, arms filled with a bundle including, to Amari’s relief, several blankets and dry clothes. When she arrived, Prudy accepted the bundle without a word. The other woman, whose hair was a happy medium between blond and brown, stood there, sea-green eyes flitting repeatedly to Amari, though she tried to hide her interest. Her lips opened as though to say something, but then Prudy spoke for the first time, a single word, “Shoo,” her voice almost as raspy as Amari’s had sounded a few moments before. 
 The woman, who appeared to be several years older than Prudy, took on an expression of disgust, muttered something about “the nerve of her,” but spun on her heel and backtracked to wherever she’d originated.  
 “Thank you,” Amari said, her own voice feeling somewhat stronger now. “When your sisters are around, I feel like a popular exhibit at a carnival. One of Miss Enid’s Eccentric Ensemble of Exquisite Excitements.” 
 Prudy stared at her like she’d grown a second head.  
 “At least that was what our local carnival called their exhibit back in Wolfsgaard,” Amari said. “Not that Father ever allowed us to attend the carnival. He called it ‘nonsense’ and ‘a waste of ti—oh!” 
 Her exclamation was the result of Prudy having begun to tug at the sleeves of her soaked dress as though to pull them off her shoulders. “There’s no privacy here,” she protested. 
 “None of the men will watch,” Prudy said. “And it’s nothing I haven’t seen. I have five sisters, after all, and I happen to be a woman myself. You hafta get out of those wet clothes or you’ll catch your death.” 
 “Why can’t I stay somewhere inside? I’d feel more comfortable.” 
 “You haven’t been cleaned,” Prudy said, as if that explained everything.  
 “Cleaned?” 
 “Of sin.” 
 “Sin?” 
 “Yes.”  
 Amari waited for her to offer more of an explanation, but it appeared that was all she was going to say. “I don’t understand. You’ve only just met me. How could you possibly know of my sins?” 
 “You’re not from Godstown,” Prudy said matter of factly.  
 Again, apparently that was supposed to clear everything up for her. It did not. “I demand to be relocated somewhere inside,” she said. She was aware of the command in her voice, the result of more than two decades of privilege in the uppermost echelon of civilized society.  
 “Well you can’t. And those wet clothes are coming off, even if I must do it by force.” 
 Amari was beginning to understand the muttered response of this girl’s sister. The nerve of her! Still, she forced herself to take a deep breath. She was a world away from Wolfsgaard and carried none of the authority she’d once enjoyed. Even if she claimed to be a queen, none would believe her. And, she suspected, the people of Godstown wouldn’t care one wit anyway. It was said that their traditions were…different, strange. “That won’t be necessary. I can manage myself, thank you,” Amari said, flinching away from the girl as she grabbed at her sleeve again.  
 “Don’t think you can,” Prudy said, but she took a step back, watching Amari closely.  
 Determined to prove her wrong, Amari tugged at her own sleeve, which clung to her undergarments, which in turn clung to her shoulder and arm like a second skin. She pulled harder, but her strength, or lack thereof, soon waned and she was forced to admit defeat. She’d never felt so weak.  
 Prudy could’ve easily mocked her, or claimed victory with a boastful, “Told you so!” but she did neither, silently moving in and assisting Amari out of her wet dress, tugging the fabric gently down her body, over her hips and past her feet.  
 Finished, she stared at the corset with its complicated series of strings, loops and ties. “What in the Void is that?” 
 Amari raised her eyebrows. “A corset? Designed to keep everything together?” 
 “Together?” 
 Amari was so shocked that this girl had never seen one that she momentarily forgot all about the strangeness of the situation. “You remove it like this.” She demonstrated which knot should be loosened first and then how to unthread the taut strings. After several seconds of watching, Prudy nodded and took over, deft fingers making short work of the job. Soon she was tugging the corset off as well, leaving Amari practically naked, covered by only her slip. Though getting out of the wet clothes helped with the chill, now her damp skin was exposed to the cool air, which seemed to permeate her body and enter her very bones. “I don’t mind my underclothes being slightly damp,” she said.  
 “Hogwash.” Prudy bent down to retrieve one of the blankets, a white quilt of many undecorated squares stitched together, and then placed it gently over Amari’s body, covering her from toes to chin. Amari instantly felt warmer.  
 “Thank you.” 
 “Now the underclothes,” Prudy said.  
 “Really, it’s fine.” The look Prudy gave her made her feel cold again. “Gods, you’re a real charmer, aren’t you?” 
 “You shouldn’t speak of the gods in vain.” 
 “Probably not, but they haven’t struck me down yet.” 
 “Perhaps your shipwreck was a sign.” 
 “Aye, a sign that I should travel overland from now on.” She was glad the mouthy girl didn’t know she was also recently poisoned and buried alive by her own brother. She wondered what that was a sign of.  
 “Or a sign that you need to amend your ways.” 
 Amari felt anger rise inside her, and she suddenly felt stronger than she had since waking. “You know nothing about my ‘ways’, just as I know nothing of yours.” 
 “I know enough,” Prudy said. The fact that she said everything so evenly and matter of factly was grating on Amari’s every nerve. “Now, your underclothes.” 
 “Fine, gods,” Amari said, not caring that she was being somewhat childish by purposely trying to annoy the girl. She lifted her rump in the air so Prudy could tug her slip off. The straw was poky against her skin, but she pretended not to be bothered by it as the girl assisted her into plain but dry clothes similar to those she and her sisters wore. Amari felt odd without the corset, especially because she was outside and not in the privacy of her own bedroom. At least I’m covered with a blanket, she thought. As she thought it, Prudy busied herself piling another three blankets atop the first, until Amari felt as cozy as if she were curled up in her favorite armchair in front of a crackling fire. “Thank you,” she said, with none of the sarcasm of her previous statement.  
 Prudy nodded and then sat down on the cold, hard ground.  
 Amari felt like she should shift over slightly to make room on the straw bed but decided against it. She was the one who needed to regain her strength and contorting herself into an awkward position wouldn’t help her rest. Plus, the girl looked comfortable enough sitting cross-legged on the stones.  
 Silence broken only by the wind whistling between the nearby structures reigned once more. Amari felt tired but didn’t feel like sleeping. “You don’t look like a Prudy,” she finally said, when she could stand the silence no longer.  
 The girl only grunted.  
 “Not much of a conversationalist, are you?” 
 “Most of what people say is meaningless codswallop,” she said. “And it’s not like it’s easy to get a word in when you have them”—she gestured with her head backwards in the direction her sisters had departed—“for sisters.” 
 “I can understand that. I grew up with two brothers.” 
 “In Wolfsgaard.” Prudy said the name of the city in a tone somewhere between that of a curse and speaking ill of the dead.  
 “Yes. I grew up there.” 
 “Den of sinners,” Prudy muttered.  
 “What is your problem with me?” Amari said, frustration boiling over once more.  
 Once again, the girl’s expression remained as calm as the still waters of a pond on a windless spring day. “Not with you, specifically. But your people—the Terrans—are warmongers and sinners. My mother told me there are places in your city where men can seek pleasure from women—more than one at a time if he desires.” 
 “They’re called brothels,” Amari said. “And though I don’t exactly condone them, they are not illegal. The women that work in them need to feed their children the same as anyone else.” 
 Prudy snorted.  
 “As for the warmongering, I don’t deny that our king—” 
 “Dead king, from what I hear,” Prudy interjected.  
 Amari’s heart hammered and she was forced to grit her teeth to fight off images of her dead father’s disembodied head staring sightlessly at her. “Yes, his soul has passed from this world—” 
 “And directly into the Void, by my reckoning,” Prudy said, once more interrupting.  
 “That is not for us to judge,” Amari said. Though she had no reason to be, she had the urge to defend her father against this girl’s secondhand judgment.  
 “True. The gods will judge him more fairly than this world ever did.” 
 Amari sighed. There was clearly no point in arguing, and her father hadn’t exactly earned an advocate for his soul after all the violence and atrocities he’d committed under the guise of order and growth. Plus, Prudy had clearly been raised differently, her opinions strongly planted in her heart. Wisely, she changed the subject. “What are your sisters’ names?” 
 “You should rest.” 
 “I’m not tired.” 
 The girl’s eyes bore into her, unblinking.  
 “Fine, then I shall guess them until you confirm I am correct. Janai?” Nothing, not even a shake of the head. “Amari? Rose? Violet? Elizabeth? Charlotte?” 
 “I know what you’re doing.” 
 “And what is that?” 
 “Those are the names of past and present rulers of Kingfall kingdoms.” 
 “So you didn’t grow up under a rock,” Amari said, feigning surprise. “You could’ve fooled me.” 
 “Sara, Lara, Cara, Dara and Mara,” Prudy rattled off.  
 “Tell me you’re joking,” Amari said with a breathy laugh. “And then they named you Prudy?” 
 She shrugged as though the names of herself and her family members mattered little to her. “They ran out of letters that worked with ‘ara’, I guess. Though I would’ve preferred Zara to Prudence. But Prudence is far better than Prudy. Too bad everyone calls me Prudy.” 
 It was about the most the girl had said in one breath, which told Amari she’d hit on a subject of interest. “If you prefer Prudence, then I shall call you as such. Or Zara, if you really want.” 
 She almost—almost—earned herself a smile, the corner of Prudy’s lip quivering ever so slightly before holding steady. “Prudence is fine,” she said.  
 “Well then, I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Prudence. I’m Celia, which isn’t short for anything. I have no sisters, only two brothers.” 
 “Then you are fortunate. Why were you on a ship bound for Truro?” Prudy asked.  

A mixture of truth and lies, Amari thought. “To find my youngest brother, Orin. But not in Truro, which was only a stop on the journey. My destination was South Strangle and then onwards to Avadon. That is where he was last seen, you see. He was seeking life as a…miner…but then vanished. I fear he’s become lost in the mountains.” 
 “You must really love him,” Prudy said. There was a hollowness in her tone that had not been there before.  
 “He was—is—my best friend.” 
 “And your other brother?” 
 “We are…different.” 
 “I understand how that feels.” Silence crept in once more. Amari clung to the question she’d wanted to ask ever since this girl raised her hand to volunteer to look after her first. “Just ask,” Prudy said. 
 “How did you…” 
 “Most people aren’t as comfortable with quietude as I am. And most people love to ask me questions I’d rather not answer.” 
 “Well I am not ‘most people.’ And I’d rather not ask you a question you don’t want to answer.” 
 “We won’t know until you ask.” 
 “Why did you want to be first? I understand your sisters’ motivations—to them I’m a curiosity—but you’re clearly not like them.” 
 She paused for a moment before answering, and even then, when she spoke it wasn’t really an answer. “As it turns out, I’d rather not answer your question. Now you should get some rest. I’ll awaken you when it’s time for some water.” 
 Amari sighed and closed her eyes, remembering how she’d seen Aisling’s graceful form walking away even as this very raven-haired girl had hovered over her. Because, of course, she was the one who’d found her washed up on the shore. 
 Which meant Prudence must’ve seen Aisling too, maybe even spoken to her.  


   
 For the next few hours, Amari drifted in and out of a fitful sleep. Each time she was awakened by a gentle hand on her shoulder, Prudence was there to drip more water into her mouth and the sun had moved another few fingers across the sky, until it was well on its way to the day’s final resting place below the horizon.  
 The next time Amari awoke it was to darkness. She blinked several times, until stars appeared in the sky above. The moons were not visible, however, which accounted for how black everything seemed. Also, compared to the ceaseless hustle and bustle of Wolfsgaard, Godstown was exceptionally quiet. She turned to find the whites of Prudence’s eyes looking at her. The dark brown irises and black pupils were invisible in the night. “That’s not creepy at all,” she muttered.  
 “I wasn’t watching you sleep. I only looked when I heard you stir.” 
 “I thought you were supposed to be replaced by one of your sisters after four hours.” 
 She shrugged, and the gesture was only visible to Amari because of the whiteness of her dress. “I told Cara to scram. She wasn’t too happy, but what was she going to do?” 
 Amari looked at her with newfound respect. “You’re the youngest. Couldn’t she just, I don’t know, make you leave?” 
 Prudence laughed, and though it was the first mirthful sound she’d drawn from the girl, it had a scornful edge to it. “We’ve all been trained to be Gods’ Warriors since we were able to walk. But none of the others took to it the way I did.” 
 “Gods’ Warriors…,” Amari murmured. She’d heard of the group. It was supposed to be Godstown’s own army, not that the bridge city had ever been attacked. Now, however, she realized it was no army at all, but a bunch of women and girls. “That’s impressive,” she finally said, hoping she’d managed to deny her voice the sarcasm it desperately wanted.  
 As it turned out, it wouldn’t have offended Prudence in the least. “Not really. Our army is a sham, filled with so-called warriors like my sisters who only pretend to train because they’re supposed to. Sara is the oldest and most experienced and yet she can’t even manage fourth position without her arms drooping like wet rags!” 
 Although she couldn’t see her properly, Amari could tell it was the most animated Prudence had been so far. Clearly she felt passionate about her training in Gods’ Warriors as well as her sisters’ lack of effort for the same cause. “Does it matter?” Amari asked. “It’s not like your city is under imminent threat.” 
 “You’re right, we should just all lay on our fat bottoms and laze the day away until one of the warmongering kingdoms decides it would be nice to have a direct, free trade route to Loslandia. Then we can fight them off with our pots and pans and fishing poles.” 
 “You’ve made your point. But if one of the kingdoms really wanted to invade the bridge, do you really think the Gods’ Warriors could defend you?” 
 “If we’re all properly trained,” Prudence said, defiance in her tone now. “Because we would not only be armed with the sword, but with the will of the gods, not only armored by plate and shield, but by faith and goodness.” 
 “Nice speech. Do they make you memorize that when you first sign up?” 
 Prudence, clearly not amused, stared daggers at her. “I don’t expect you to understand. I don’t know why I’m bothering to help you.” 
 Although Amari could’ve easily interpreted that to mean helping her by giving her water and dry clothes and warm blankets, she sensed another meaning behind the girl’s words. “How are you ‘helping’ me? And why have you refused to leave my side since you discovered me washed up on the shore? Does it have anything to do with my companion who abandoned me and left me for dead?” 
 “Shh!” Prudence said quickly. She leaned closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Do not speak of your ‘companion’ again. You will need to guard your mouth more closely if you are to survive your time here.” 
 The abrupt change in the nature of the conversation drew Amari’s face into a heavy frown. “What do you mean? Who would hurt me in Godstown?” 
 Prudence breathed through her nose twice before saying, “All of them. They all will want to hurt you.” 


   
 “I don’t understand,” Amari said. “I washed up on your shore, you bring me in and begin to nurse me back to health only to then hurt me? It makes no sense.” 
 “It’s because of the strange company you keep,” Prudy said cryptically, lowering her voice even more.  
 “You saw her.” Amari wondered why Prudy didn’t bring up Aisling sooner and was beginning to assume the godling had somehow managed to slip away undetected. Of course she didn’t, she thought. Aisling didn’t just dump me onshore and run off. She made sure there was someone there to help me first.

 Someone who, if Prudy was being honest, might want to hurt her.  
 Prudy nodded gravely.  
 “You saw what she was.” 
 Another nod.  
 “And? Your people are gods-fearing folks, right? The woman is literally a descendant from the gods, shouldn’t the people of Godstown, I don’t know, worship her?” 
 Prudy cringed, scrunching up her face in disgust, as though that word offended the very core of her beliefs. “My people believe godlings are an offense to the gods themselves, the product of the gods’ own mistakes, which, while fleeting, are an affront to the holiness that they represent. Put simply: godlings are an abomination that should not exist.” 
 Amari was shocked, though perhaps she shouldn’t have been. Godlings had been mistreated, feared and made a spectacle of for most of their existence, so why should she expect more of these people claiming to be godly? “Well they do, and one of them happens to be a friend of mine.” Then why did you make her promise to leave you? Because of Graeme? Because she tried to help him? She’s been through Void and back again over several lifetimes and yet you blame her for something that may have been largely out of her control? Amari wished she could take it back, that it could be Aisling by her side rather than this girl whose head had been filled with hate and fear of the unknown and hypocritical beliefs.  
 “Don’t say that again,” Prudy said, eyes darting about as though she expected to be surrounded by people straining to hear their conversation. “Not here. I’ve kept your secret so far, but your loose lips will get you burned at the stake.” 
 “What?” 
 “If you are accused of witchcraft, you will be—” 
 “Witchcraft? Because I know a godling?” 
 “That will be the connotation.” 
 Amari shook her head, trying to make sense of the nonsensical. “So if I just keep my mouth shut until I’m healed, your people will let me go?” 
 Prudy nodded. “They’ll deliver you to Truro. But it won’t be that easy. They’re going to ask you questions. You’ll need to answer them correctly.” 
 “Correctly?” 
 “To prove you have no love for the mystical, magical, sinful, violent, prideful, lustful or greedy desires of most humans.” 
 “Sounds easy enough,” Amari said. 
 “I’m being serious.” 
 “So am I. I know what it’s like to play a role. I’ve played one my entire life.” 
 “Just be…cautious.” 
 “I will. But why are you helping me?” 
 “Would you rather I not?”  
 Amari reached out and grasped her arm at the wrist. Prudy’s eyes darted down. “Thank you. I am in your debt.” 
 “I don’t like being touched,” Prudy said, eyes still boring into Amari’s grip on her arm.  
 Amari released her. “Sorry. I won’t do it again.” 
 Prudy eased back into a more comfortable position, arms crossed. After a few minutes of silence, she said, “I’m helping you because I cannot bear to see another living creature surrounded by flames.” 


   
 Sleep eluded Amari for a long time after her discussion with Prudence. For a brief few moments, she’d felt what it was like to be Aisling, and she didn’t like it one bit. To live like that for years—no, for centuries…she couldn’t imagine the strength and perseverance that would require. Mistreated. Someone’s possession. Lusted after. Used. Abused.  

And I did nothing to try to stop it.

 It was that admission more than any other that struck her in the chest. Jarrod, she had to admit, had done more to ease Aisling’s suffering than she, but even his attempts were nothing to be proud of. They should’ve worked together to help her escape, but Jarrod had been too caught up in his own weakness and insecurity while she was selfishly focused on her own struggles with inadequateness in the eyes of her father. Void, she’d even gone to Aisling seeking help. At the time, she’d thought it was her right, because her father had paid good coin for Aisling’s services, but now, for maybe the first time in her life, she saw her own acts and motivations with the clarity of hindsight, and she didn’t like what she saw.  

I need to be better.

 Something about that thought strengthened her, though she still had a fair way to go to making a full recovery. Still, she felt optimistic as the sun crested the tops of the buildings, painting the bridge’s courtyard in a swathe of light, warming the pile of blankets covering her and making her sweat despite the chilly late-autumn air.  
 With the warmth came the resumption of that unusual instinct that her brother was somewhere nearby. No, she thought. Not somewhere. In the water. He’s in the water beneath the bridge. She sighed. Had she hit her head at some point during the shipwreck and not realized it? Or perhaps it was a side effect of the lack of food and water as they drifted on the Sacred Sea. Whatever the case, Sampson could not be here, especially not bobbing along in the water beneath the bridge. 
 She looked over to find Prudence asleep on the ground, palms pressed together to make a pillow with her hands. Her face was peaceful, the defiance in her every expression and word from the night before stolen by the act of sleep. I could make a run for it, she thought, but immediately dismissed the notion. Though she felt stronger, fleeing half the length of the longest bridge in the world while still weak from dehydration and hunger was well beyond her current capabilities. Not to mention doing so would only heighten suspicion of her character.  
 She also considered the position her escape would put Prudence in, having let her get away under her watch. She couldn’t do that to someone who’d tried to help her, not after how she’d treated Aisling. 
 Prudy’s peacefulness was vanquished when the visitors entered the courtyard, the men wearing white pants and white shirts, the women wearing white dresses. They filed between the buildings in two distinct lines separated by gender. Prudy’s mother was at the head of the line of women, while a bald man with a medium-length white beard led the men. Perhaps feeling the vibrations of their footfalls on the stonework, Prudence stirred and then awoke, jerking upright and twisting her head around. She was on her feet a second later, grimacing when she realized she’d lost the battle with sleep and shirked her duty to care for (and guard) Amari. 
 “You can go,” her mother said as she approached. Her voice, which was neither warm nor cold, brooked no argument.  
 Prudy nodded in that silent way of hers and departed, glancing back to meet Amari’s eyes briefly before turning away for good, slipping out of view amongst the buildings. 
 Amari refocused on the white-clothed people who fanned out before her makeshift bed. Three men, three women. They were all on the older side, faces lined, hair graying or already white. She remembered what Prudence had told her about not being able to enter any of their dwellings because she was unclean, a sinner. Bitterness rose in her throat, but she swallowed it down. Anger wouldn’t get her anywhere. She needed to remain focused on playing a role, on answering their questions “correctly” without hesitation, even if it meant lying through her teeth.  
 “Good morning,” Prudy’s mother said.  
 “Good morning,” Amari said.  
 “You are looking less pale than yesterday. I trust my daughter took good care of you?” 
 “Very much so,” Amari said. “I am grateful for your care—all of you. You saved my life.” 
 “It was our duty,” she said. That word again, Amari thought. Is it also your duty to burn me alive if I’m deemed to be unworthy because of my associations with those you deem to be ‘abominations’? “My name is Mother Jayne. I am the head of the Mothers of Mercy. This”—she gestured to the bald man standing beside her— “is Father Morris. He is the head of the Fathers of Righteous Justice. We need to ask you a few questions.” 
 “To aid in my recovery?” Amari asked, imbuing the question with an innocent sweetness. She mentally cursed herself as soon as the words left her mouth. Why can’t I bite my tongue? She would need to do better before she made things worse.  
 “No,” Mother Jayne said flatly. “Regarding the events preceding your arrival.” 
 “Of course,” Amari said. “I understand.” She didn’t understand at all.  
 “Your name is…” 
 It wasn’t technically a question, but Amari said, “Celia.” 
 “Surname?” 
 “Young.” 
 “And you were trying to get to Truro, correct?” 
 Amari started to answer but then pretended to cough. “Sorry,” she gasped.  
 “Here, child,” Mother Jayne said, dipping the sponge into the bucket of water and dripping some onto her tongue. “Perhaps we should return later, when you’ve had more time to rest and recover.” 
 Amari hadn’t anticipated being given the option to delay the questioning, but now that she had, she suspected confronting the questions immediately would serve to make her appear more genuine and less evasive. “No,” she croaked. “I want to be as helpful as possible after all you’ve done for me.” 
 Mother Jayne nodded, dripping more water onto her tongue before placing the sponge back in the bucket. She folded her hands and waited patiently for Amari to swallow. Amari said, “I was trying to get to South Strangle. Truro was only intended to be a brief stopover.” 
 “Truro is a wicked place,” Father Morris said, speaking for the first time. Each word was filled with unveiled disgust.  
 “I wasn’t even planning on getting off the ship,” Amari said.  
 “Of course not, child,” Mother Jayne said. Amari was getting pretty tired of being called ‘child,’ but managed to bite her tongue this time. “What was the purpose of your journey to South Strangle?” 
 This part of the story was easy, as most of it was true. “I was seeking to cross the Strangle into Avadon.” 
 “Avadon,” Father Morris spat. “Worse than Odin.” Amari knew from experience that it was a short bridge from resentment to contempt. It was clear this man had crossed that bridge a long time ago.  
 Mother Jayne sought to explain her counterpart’s comment. “We hear constant rumors of war, murder, rape and pillaging of lands, both near and distant. But those are not the worst of man’s sins. No, the worst is ambition, because it is the root of all the others. And Glynn Kerr is as ambitious a man as there is.” 
 Amari couldn’t argue with that. Kerr was known to be ruthless in his desire to grow his wealth at any cost. “I had no other choice but to go there,” Amari said.  
 “Please explain,” Mother Jayne said.  
 “My brother traveled to Avadon seeking work as a miner. I don’t condone his choice of occupation, but I come from a poor family. He hoped to send coin back to us whenever possible. My mother was ailing, you see, my father dead.” Truth with lies. “He promised to write once a month after he arrived. We received letters for three months, and then they stopped. It has been three months since he’s written and I fear the worst.” This was supposed to be the moment when she pretended to be distraught, maybe even shed a few tears. Instead, Amari suddenly felt herself overcome by very real emotion at the thought of Sampson, lost and alone, a blind man wandering the wilderness of the Spine. Her throat constricted as tears streamed from her eyes. “I’m sorry. I love him so much. He was my entire world before he left. After my father died, I took care of him until he was old enough to take care of all of us.” 
 Father Morris continued to scowl, but at least he didn’t offer any further words of contempt.  
 Mother Jayne wore an expression of compassion. “I am sorry. We will pray for your brother’s safety.” 
 “Thank you.” Your prayers will not save him. Only I can save him.

 “Tell us about the shipwreck. You said it occurred when you passed by the Stormlands?” 
 This was the part of the questioning Amari knew could get tricky. She recounted the tale of the captain’s attempt to wait out the parade of storms until there was a window to pass by unscathed, how the window had closed far faster than anyone could’ve anticipated, how she’d managed to abandon the ship and cling to the door. She said nothing of Aisling or Graeme, making the tale a personal journey of survival. She finished with, “I must’ve lost consciousness. Thank the gods I washed up on your shore and Prudence found me.” 
 “And there were no other survivors?” 
 “I don’t know,” she said. “None that I saw but the current was strong and dragged me away from the wreck so fast. Everything happened so quickly. It was frightening.” 
 “I can only imagine,” Mother Jayne said. She turned toward Father Morris. “Have her responses been to your satisfaction?” 
 The man grunted something that might’ve been a ‘yes’, but then he said, “I’d like to revisit your history. Are you or anyone else in your family practitioners of the magical arts?” 
 Amari forced a frown onto her face. “Magic. Of course not. That’s for the mages. We are simple folk. My father was a tanner, my mother a seamstress before she fell ill.” 
 “And you have no husband?” 
 “Alas, I haven’t found one yet.” 
 “At your age? That is…most unusual.” 
  “I’m from a small village,” Amari said. “The options are…limited.” 
 “But if you come from a gods-fearing family then you should’ve had suitors lining up outside your door, no?” The man didn’t seem to dwell on anything for more than a brief moment before moving onto the next question. 
 Amari had said nothing about her family being gods-fearing, and she recognized the statement for what it was: bait, or perhaps a trap. “There was one young man who offered us a sufficient dowry, but he enjoyed the drink too much for my liking.” 
 “A decision I think we can all appreciate,” Mother Jayne said.  
 Father Morris didn’t look like he appreciated it. “Still, an unmarried woman traveling alone on a ship bound for an untoward destination? Seems a story destined to conclude in wickedness.” 
 Amari felt fortunate she remained weak and bedridden else she mightn’t have been able to resist her desire to slap the horrid man across the face. “I had to try,” she said, forcing pleading into her tone. “He is my kin. I can’t lose him like I lost my father.” 
 “Hmm,” Father Morris said, sounding less than impressed.  
 “Any other questions?” Mother Jayne asked, looking across the two groups. When no one offered anything, she said, “Thank you, Celia. You are most welcome to remain in our care for as long as is required to recover your strength. When you are ready, we will organize a wagon to take you to Trial.” 
 “Trial?” Amari said, unable to stop herself from blurting out the name of the northernmost Loslandian city. “I was planning to continue my journey from Truro.” 
 “Yes, well, I’m certain you will agree that given the wickedness in Truro these days, Trial will be a much safer option. The port there is no less bustling and you shouldn’t have any difficulty boarding a seaworthy vessel bound for the east.”  
 Amari didn’t know much about Loslandia except that the people there were known for their queer customs and traditions. Still, it wasn’t as though she would be spending much time in either Truro or Trial before moving on. “You’re right,” she said. “Trial will be most suitable.” 
 “Very good,” Mother Jayne said. With a nod, the rest of the men and women departed, leaving just the two of them behind. When they were alone, Mother Jayne said, “Would you like to try to eat something?” 
 Amari was more eager than ever to begin regaining her strength and quit this place. “Yes, please.” 
 Mother Jayne nodded. “I will send one of my daughters with some thin broth. If you keep it down, we’ll start you on more solid food.” 
 “Thank you. And I would love if Prudence delivered the broth.” 
 “Prudy? Why? She already stayed up with you all night when I’d intended to share the burden amongst my six daughters.” 
 “She is, a quiet calming presence,” Amari said slowly.  
 This, to Amari’s relief, drew a laugh from the woman. “I can understand that. Prudy has always been different to my other daughters. Older than her years. More focused on her work.” 
 “As one of Gods’ Warriors?” 
 “She told you that? She must’ve taken a liking to you as well to speak of her life. She tends to be a very private young woman. Unfortunately, she has taken too much time from her training, so the broth will be brought by my eldest—Sara.” 
 “You have my gratitude either way.” 
 With a bow, Mother Jayne went the way of the others. For the first time since washing up on shore, Amari was completely alone.  
 And every part of her wanted to leap up, race through the town toward the edge of the bridge and then jump off. She gritted her teeth until the sensation passed.  


   
 She wasn’t alone for long, a lone female figure cutting across the courtyard carrying a tray laden with a glass of water and a small bowl, steam rising, starkly visible as it curled and twisted through the much cooler air.  
 Thankfully, the early blast of sunlight had been obliterated by an overcast sky, such that Amari didn’t need to shield her eyes. It made for cooler weather, but the multiple layers of quilts were more than enough to keep her comfortable as long as it didn’t rain.  
 “Good morning,” the woman said. Sara presumably, Mother Jayne’s eldest daughter and one of Prudy’s sisters. Amari recognized her as the first one who’d come to replace Prudence only to be run off by the girl, who had to be a decade younger than her if she was a day.  
 “Good morning,” Amari said, stretching and yawning.  
 “Did you sleep well?” 
 “I’m afraid not. After I got enough water, the hunger set in. My stomach has been gurgling for hours.” 
 Sara, who had bright sunshine hair and eyes the color of sapphires, smiled a rather vibrant smile and said, “Well, let’s see if we can remedy that. By necessity we’ve exercised a degree of caution. Your stomach will be unaccustomed to both food and water.” 
 “I understand. But if I manage to keep the broth down, may I go for a walk?” 
 Sara offered a frown of disapproval, as if she’d just suggested they go skinny dipping in a public fountain. “I will have to ask Mother Jayne.” 
 “Thank you. I’m feeling stronger already.” With Sara’s help, she sipped a spoonful of soup, which was hot but not scalding, having cooled whilst being delivered. It was also rich and flavorful, but Amari, with the promise of getting out of the straw bed, held back her urge to slurp it down, instead taking small spoons and allowing time in between each for her stomach to settle.  
 Eventually, she finished the entire bowl and half the glass of water. “Will you ask your mother if I can walk now?” 
 “I can’t make any promises she’ll agree, but there’s no harm in asking.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 Sara scurried off with the empty bowl on the tray, leaving only the half-glass of water on the stonework. She returned several minutes later wearing the same lovely smile. “My mother must like you, though her approval comes with a caveat: You must agree to take it slow and allow me to assist you. And if you feel even the slightest bit fatigued, you must tell me. Understood?” 
 “Understood,” Amari said, already eagerly dragging the heavy quilts off her chest.  
 Sara leapt into action to help her, and soon she was sitting up, feet swung over the side of the bed and planted firmly on the ground. “Your shoes dried overnight,” Sara said, assisting her to slip her feet inside.  
 It was a small step to Amari feeling independent again.  
 One that swiftly reversed itself as she tried to stand up, the area around her immediately starting to spin. “Oh,” she said, sitting back down and closing her eyes, a hand rising to touch her temple.  
 “Perhaps you should rest a little long—” 
 “No.” Amari’s eyes flashed open. She realized she must’ve sounded rude, interrupting like that. “I mean, please. Let me try again. More slowly this time.” 
 “Of course.” 
 Amari didn’t know if Sara would want to burn her at the stake if she knew she’d been traveling with a godling, but thus far the woman had been nothing but kind to her. Amari took a deep breath and then eased to her feet, closing her eyes once more, until that sensation of spinning had dissipated. When she opened her eyes again, she felt weak but steady. “Can I try a step?” 
 “Yes, lean on me if necessary.” 
 As it turned out, it was necessary, and for the next few minutes she plodded slowly around the courtyard with Sara as her crutch. Amari had never felt so helpless in her life, but it only motivated to build her strength again. For Sampson, she thought. I must do this for Sampson, wherever he is.

 After a few laps of the courtyard she felt stronger. “Can you show me Godstown?” she asked.  
 “We are a simple people, there’s not much worth see—” 
 “Until now, I’ve never been outside of the village I grew up in. Please. Show me.” 
 Still Sara hesitated. “It’s just, you may see things that are…disturbing.” 
 “What things?” 
 “We are a gods-fearing people, it is true, but we are also a strict people. Breaking our laws results in strict, often harsh, consequences, a necessity to maintain order and righteousness.” 
 Despite the serious nature of the topic, Amari almost laughed. If you only knew who my father was… “I am no stranger to the harshness of this world,” she said. “I have seen men beaten within an inch of their lives for stealing a horse.” 
 “Our punishments are different.” 
 “I can handle it.” 
 “As you wish. Follow me.” 
 Sara led the way at a leisurely pace and slowed even more as they entered the first of the narrow streets between the single-level structures. Like everything else she’d seen in Godstown, their buildings were plain, white painted and uniform, seemingly designed for function above all else. The silence of the courtyard continued to follow them, but not the emptiness. People moved about, from aging women balancing piles of folded laundry on their heads, to children pushing wagons laden with cups of water, which they offered to anyone they passed, to mothers with baskets hauling their newborn babes, tiny hands and feet squirming beneath the folds of their swaddles. 
 Amari expected to be met with curious stares, but instead she had the unreasonable feeling that she’d become invisible, the townsfolk’s eyes seeming to curl around her, skip past, or simply avoid her altogether. They’ve been instructed not to look at me, she realized. Odd. What was even odder was how obedient everyone was, including the children, who didn’t so much as giggle or try to sneak furtive glances from around corners or over the tops of the wagons they pushed. What would their punishment be for disobedience? she wondered.  
 They crossed an intersection between the buildings. To the left and right were more of the same. White-clothed people moving about their business with a quiet efficiency that might’ve been praiseworthy if not for its eeriness. If anyone spoke, it was in hushed tones and only in passing. There was no calling out to each other, no vendors hawking their wares, no children’s laughter. The only sound was the occasional cry of a baby, which was quickly quelled by the offending child’s mother.  
 As they passed two more intersections without change, the silence soon became unbearable. “Given you are located in the center of a bridge, how do you get your food?” Amari asked in what she thought would be a quiet tone, but which sounded like a shout amidst the impermeable silence.  
 Sara flinched, as though surprised Amari would speak at all. When she answered, her voice rose barely above a whisper. “When my sister found you, she was about to gather shellfish from the rocks. Fishermen bring back their daily catch. And we have small community farms on the bridge. All our bounty is shared equally amongst our people.” 
 Amari was shocked. “And if one fisherman brings in more fish than another—how is he rewarded?” 
 “Rewarded? His luck is a blessing granted by the gods. That is reward enough.” 
 “So no one has more than another?” 
 “More? Why would anyone need more?” 
 Amari was reminded of what Mother Jayne had said about greed and ambition, how they were the root of all evil, considered the worst of sins amongst her people. “And your source of fresh water?” 
 “We have a very effective catchment system that collects rainwater, which is used to irrigate the community farms and provide drinking water. During periods of drought, we supplement with barrels brought from a large river that runs through Trial. Our agreement with the good people of Trial has lasted for many generations.” 
 “It sounds like a regular utopia,” Amari said. “But what happens if someone doesn’t work? Do they benefit from everyone else’s labors?” 
 “Of course not. If you don’t work, you don’t eat. Serial offenders are given the option to seek other opportunities in Truro or, if they prefer, a one-way trip off the bridge.” 
 Even from Amari’s fleeting glimpses of the Godsbridge while she was drifting in and out of consciousness, she knew the bridge’s height was more than sufficient to kill someone who jumped off its flanks. “That’s…horrible.” 
 Sara shrugged. “If someone doesn’t have the will to live, why should we stand in their way?” 
 “But don’t you believe suicide is a grievous sin in the eyes of the gods?” This was a very common belief amongst believers in Teravainen.  
 “Of course, which is exactly why the gods should pass judgment. It is not our place. It is better for everyone involved if the shirker is gone before their plague of sloth infects us all.” 
 Amari was only aghast at hearing this information because of her expectations for people inhabiting a place called Godstown. The utter lack of mercy wouldn’t have been out of place under her father’s rule, but here… “Are people here…happy?” she asked.  
 Sara looked at her with a strange expression. “Happy? We love the gods and we work hard to remain clean. Our happiness will be when we are rewarded in the next life for our toils in this one.” 
 For some reason, that felt to Amari like an absolutely horrible way to live, especially when no one knew for certain what happened once people entered the grave. Her life had been filled with plenty of heartache and sadness, but there had been moments of joy, too, especially as a child. In Godstown, the children seemed to work as hard as the adults. And yet, it’s not my place to judge their lifestyle. They saved my life. They’ve been kind to me. I am only here for a short time, while this is their home. 

 They entered a larger area, not as large as the courtyard between the rows of buildings, but a square of sorts. Amari stopped short, blinking several times to ensure her vision had not betrayed her. There were five people total in the square. Two were confined to barrels, a circular hole cut into each of the lids just large enough for their heads to poke out. One was a female, one a male, the barrels positioned such that they were forced to look at each other. A punishment of sorts—and a seemingly minor one compared to the others.  
 The third person was tethered to the ground by a chain linked to a metal loop. He was gaunt-looking and withered, staring at his hand as though it had offended him in some way. As Amari watched, he stuck one finger into his mouth and bit down on it. A moment later he roared in pain and anguish and then retracted the finger, which was mangled-looking and bleeding.  
 The fourth person was walking a circle etched onto the ground. Anytime he slowed his pace or stopped, the fifth and final person would stab something small and sharp—a pin perhaps—into the back of his legs, causing him to speed up. But that wasn’t the worst of his punishment. The worst was what he was carrying on his back—a corpse, which was tethered to him by thick ropes. The corpse’s flesh was rotting and festering and, because Amari was downwind, stinking.  
 As Amari stared in horror at the people in the square, Sara watched her. “This square is called The Reckoning. Do you have questions?” 
 “What were their crimes?” she asked, unable to tear her eyes from the man chomping on his own finger as he screamed once more.  
 “He stole bread,” she said.  
 “But I thought the food was shared equally, except when—” She cut off, realizing the answer to her own question. “He refused to work?” 
 “Yes. When he wasn’t fed, he took matters into his own hands. But we are not an unmerciful people. Theft is a lesser crime, as is shirking one’s duties. If he chews off one finger, he will be granted a second opportunity to become a valued member of our society. If he doesn’t repeat his sinful behavior, all will be forgotten.” 
 “And if he shirks or steals again?” 
 “Shirking will give him the option of leaving or a leap from the bridge. Stealing will give him no option but the bridge.” 
 Though it was brutal, it wasn’t dissimilar to Terran justice, where theft required the loss of one’s hand. Stealing twice would earn you a lifetime in the dungeons. “And if he isn’t able to bring himself to chew off his own finger?” 
 She shrugged. “He will wither away and die.”  
 “And them?” Amari asked, gesturing to the male and female trapped in the barrels. Neither of them had spoken, though the woman was sobbing quietly, tears streaming down her face.  
 “Adultery,” Sara said. “A grievous sin. They will spend three days staring at the object of their sin before being tossed off the bridge. If the gods are merciful, they will die on impact, but the barrels may protect them enough so they will watch each other drown. The bottoms are weighted so they will sink.” 

Gods. Amari hid her horror. “And the guy carrying the corpse?” 
 “Murder,” she said. “The corpse is his victim. Now he must bear his weight for a thousand trips around the circle. Then he will be tossed off the bridge with his victim still strapped to him.”  
 It was awful, but if he killed someone… Amari shook her head, angered by her own thoughts. Aisling had killed her father and three others and then worsened Graeme’s injury rather than healing him. Did she deserve to carry around their corpses on her back as she awaited her own death? Didn’t circumstances matter? “Why did he kill the other man?” Amari asked, eyes darting to meet Sara’s. 
 Sara’s eyes narrowed. “The woman in the barrel is his wife. He was returning home when the man he killed stopped him from entering his own door. He tried to shove past, but the man blocked him. He shoved harder. The man fell and hit his head.” 
 “And then he found his wife having…relations…with the man in the barrel,” Amari said, putting the last piece of the puzzle together in her mind.  
 “Correct.” 
 “And he didn’t try to kill the man in the barrel?” 
 Sara shook her head. “But he had already killed the man keeping guard.” 
 It was a vicious circle that had come all the way around to the scene before her. “Can I see where the Gods’ Warriors train?” she asked, anxious to be rid of this place.  
 “It is forbidden,” Sara said. “Because you are an outsider.” 
 Amari sighed. Of course it is. But she wasn’t ready to go back to her straw bed in the courtyard. “Can I look over the bridge?” 
 “Why?” 
 “The Godsbridge is said to be a magnificent sight to behold. I was in a bad state as—” She clamped her mouth shut just before she would’ve said ‘we floated toward it.’ We. She took a deep breath, feeling shaky and weak all of a sudden. “Sorry. I’m still getting used to being upright again.” 
 “Perhaps we should get you back to bed.” 
 “Please. I’ll return soon. I just want to see the bridge. From within your town, I can’t see much except the buildings.” 
 Sara looked uncertain, but finally acquiesced. “Just a few minutes, but then you need to rest. Agreed?” 
 “Agreed.” 
 She led Amari away from The Reckoning, and then down another street dotted with villagers performing their daily tasks in silence. Amari had the disconcerting feeling that she had been here before, and somehow she’d known exactly which street Sara would take, even though they all looked identical to her. She shook away the thought when they reached a wall of stone. Sara turned right, but Amari also glanced left and realized they could’ve gone in either direction, as they were basically the same. Every so often there was a stone staircase ascending parallel to the wall. They mounted the first staircase they reached. Sara was patient with Amari, assisting her one step at a time, twenty-two in total by Amari’s count. When they reached the top, Sara steadied her as a blast of icy wind threatened to send her over the edge they’d just passed.  
 “Is it always like this?” Amari said, raising her voice to be heard over the shrill wind.  
 “Yes,” Sara shouted back, one hand on her bun to prevent her hair from breaking loose. Both their dresses whipped wildly around their ankles.  
 Amari stumbled against the wind’s resistance to the opposite side, where a smaller, waist-high wall prevented anyone from accidentally tumbling into the sea. She peered over the edge.  
 Her heart leapt and her stomach fluttered airily into her throat. A sense of vertigo made her head spin as she stared down at the whitecapped sea a great distance beneath her. She couldn’t imagine leaping from this height, except that it would be utterly frightening.  
 She tried to force her own gaze up from the sea to take in the overall view, but something pinned her stare, a sense that there was something else to see. She leaned further over, squinting. There! It was hard to make out much in terms of detail from this vantage point, but the towering column of stone was undeniably a massive statue, one of the burdened gods supporting the Godsbridge.  
 Something glinted, like a bit of metal catching a ray of sunlight. Except there wasn’t any sunlight at present, the sun buried behind slabs of clouds.  
 Amari craned her head further to get a better angle, the brightness growing as more of it was revealed. “There’s something down there,” Amari said, unable to hide the excitement in her voice.  
 “Yes, water and stone,” Sara said tiredly. “Or mayhaps you spotted one of our fishing boats, though it is rather late in the day for any to be out on the water.” 
 “No, something on the statue,” Amari said. “Something bright. As bright as the—” She’d leaned over too far, and suddenly her center of gravity escaped her, legs kicking in the air as the weight of her upper body acted as an anchor whipping her over the small wall.  
 There was a single, silent moment when Amari thought, This is it, a moment that was then reversed a moment later as a strong hand grabbed the rear collar of her dress and flung her roughly back onto the top of the wall. She landed with a grunt, feeling blood well up from scrapes on her hands and elbows. She twisted her head around to thank Sara, who had clearly just saved her life, but then clamped her lips shut as she stared at the newcomer, who was none other than— 
 “Prudence,” Amari gasped, lips exploding open in a rush of air.  
 Her eyes were deadly black points as they stared daggers at Amari, and then Sara, and then back at Amari. She gripped a white staff in one hand and nothing in the other, which had clearly just been used to save Amari from falling to her death. Her garb was still white, but not the formless white dress she’d worn before. Her trousers were form-fitting, though the upper portion of her thighs was hidden behind her white top, which was equally taut against her body except where it flared out at the waist in a sort of skirt. Her hair remained imprisoned, but by plaits rather than a taut bun, dangling over her shoulder. Even without her expression, she looked as fierce as a tiger on the hunt.  
 Prudence offered a scoff but no words as she shook her head and descended the steps. And then she was gone.  
 “You’re lucky to be alive,” Sara said. “We shouldn’t have come here. And what were you thinking leaning out so far over the edge? You said you saw something. What did you see?” 
 Before Amari could answer, Prudence popped her head back up like a gopher. “She saw nothing. A trick of the light. Now get her back to bed and I might choose not to tell Mother what you’ve been up to.” 
 Once more, she vanished.  
 “She’s right,” Sara said, though she sounded loath to admit it. “As usual. Come on.” 


   
 Amari was exhausted after nearly dying—again—and once Sara returned her to bed she fell into a deep sleep.  
 She dreamed of a wall on the side of a bridge, of a column of stone carved into the face of a god. The face’s expression was so sad. Forlorn. Anguished. Stone tears were frozen on its rough cheeks. This face bore the weight of the world. All the fear and pain and violence and anger. All the barbed words and lies and deceptions and hateful, hurtful things people said to each other. All the wars and murders and deaths. This stone figure took it all onto its shoulders, drawing tears from stone. A Weeping God, destined to weep for eternity or until the elements were finally successful in weathering it away to nothing.  
 The god’s hands were clasped together, as though deep in prayer or meditation. No, Amari thought. It’s holding something. Her view drew closer, until she could see what it was. A stone sword, point facing down, stabbing into the Sacred Sea.  
 The stone became metal, steel, polished and gleaming.  
 The gleam transformed, brightening until Amari had the urge to shield her eyes but couldn’t bring herself to, instinctively knowing that if she did this remarkable vision would be lost to her forever.  

I AM YOURS, a voice said from the brightness. STEP INTO THE LIGHT AND BELIEVE.

 The vision melted away as Amari was shaken awake by a rough hand on her shoulder and a voice saying, “Wake up.”  
 She opened her eyes slowly, her vision still spotted with that pure, bright light, explosions across the dark firmament of night sky that greeted her. Prudence was staring at her. “Do you want to die, Celia?” she asked.  
 “What? No. Why would you ask that? If this is about earlier, I can explain. I was leaning over to look at something and didn’t realize how far—” 
 “You were talking in your sleep. Something about a sword made of sunlight.” 
 “Yes!” Amari said excitedly. “It was what I saw over the edge of the bridge—it had to be! I need to go and look—” 
 “You need to stop talking,” Prudence said, head swiveling around to verify they were still alone. “Sound travels incredibly far on the bridge. Someone might’ve already heard you.” 
 “Listen, you don’t know who I am, I’m the—” 
 “I don’t care who you really are,” Prudence hissed. “Here, in Godstown, you are Celia from a small gods-fearing village. That’s all.”  
 It was only then that Amari realized the extent of this young woman’s intellect. “How long have you known I was lying about my name?” 
 “From the first time you spoke it. You may have fooled the Mothers and Fathers, but if you continue down this path, they will soon realize their error in judgment.”  
 “Why does it matter if I can see something bright underneath the bridge?” she asked.  
 Prudence said nothing.  
 “Tell me. I deserve to know.” 
 “The only thing you deserve is a crack in the ribs with my staff.” 
 “Funny. You probably don’t even know how to use that thing.” 
 “Want to find out?” 
 They stared at each other in the dark, defiant, but then finally Amari’s façade cracked and she managed a smile. “I’d rather not. I’ve almost died twice in the last few days so I’m not keen to add bruised ribs on top of things. Thank you, by the way. For saving me. Again.” 
 “I’m hoping not to make a habit of it.” 
 “I’m hoping the same. Now tell me why I shouldn’t mention the glowing sword under the bridge.” 
 Prudence chewed on her lip before answering. “I guess at this point it won’t hurt to tell you. You’ve done enough damage already. You can’t talk about the glowing sword under the bridge because everyone already knows about it. Only they can’t see it—not like you can.” 
 Amari was startled by the revelation, which was the last thing she expected to be told. “And you. Can you see it?” 
 “No,” Prudence said. 
 She couldn’t look Amari in the eye as she said it.  


   
 Before Prudence was relieved of her vigil at Amari’s bedside, she told her one more thing: the last person who’d claimed to be able to see the brightness of the sword under the bridge was determined by the Mothers and Fathers to be guilty of witchcraft and burned at the stake.  
 While pretending to sleep, Amari considered this new information and what it meant. Before Jarrod had almost killed her, rumors were swirling around Kingfall of a woman matching Peony Normandian’s description fighting at Kerr’s crossing with a sword made of light. Adding to that was the man who may or may not be Sampson wielding a blade formed of shadows.  
 If the rumors were true, it meant that something had changed. The godblades had been found for the first time in centuries. And there was no doubt in her mind: The blade beneath the Godsbridge was forged of a power beyond anything she’d ever witnessed. She’d bet her claim on the Terran throne that it was a godblade—one of the brightblades of lore and legend.  
 But so what? It wasn’t hurting anyone here, right? While the rest of the villagers, except perhaps Prudence, couldn’t bear witness to its extraordinary nature, they were clearly protecting it from being taken by anyone else. And even if she wanted to claim it for her own, how would she get to it? In her current condition she could barely climb twenty-two steps, much less scale the sheer face of a massive stone bridge supported by statuesque columns.  
 The obvious solution was for Amari to quit this strange town on this strange bridge and continue her journey east. If desired, after she’d found Sampson and reclaimed her throne she could always return with an army to force Mother Jayne and her ilk to relinquish the blade.  
 Even as she considered these very logical thoughts, she knew she couldn’t leave.  

I AM YOURS, the blade had said. Although it was only a dream, every instinct told her the blade had been speaking to her in reality too.  
 Which left her where?  
 For a long time, she batted around terrible plans that were destined to fail.  
 Her frustration was about to boil the lid right off her mental pot when it hit her. She pretended to yawn and stretch, when she was really as wide awake as she’d ever been. “Is it morning?” she said to Sara, who was sitting primly beside her, reading a book by candlelight.  
 “Yes, but it’s still very early. You should try to get some more rest.” 
 “I had a dream.” She was glad Prudence wasn’t here or she might’ve hit Amari in the mouth, rather than the ribs, with her staff.  
 “What dream?” Sara closed her book and looked pointedly at her.  
 “One in which I was wearing this very white dress, walking the streets of Godstown carrying laundry on my head.”  
 Sara giggled. “Truly?” 
 “Yes, but then the laundry transformed into a basket, and it was in my arms. There was a…baby. It was precious, it’s little nose so tiny. My daughter.” 
 Sara had stopped laughing, her expression growing serious once more. “What are you saying, Celia?” 
 “I can discern no other meaning from the dream but that I’m meant to stay here, to live here, to become part of your flock, to raise my future children on this very bridge. What the people of Godstown have created is…beautiful.” 
 “But…your brother. You were going to search for him.” 
 Amari moistened her lips. “He made his choice, but this is not a choice. I feel this is my calling, and who am I to question the gods? Tell me what I have to do.” 


   
 Mother Jayne and Father Morris stood before her, looking rather skeptical.  
 “This is most…unusual,” Father Morris said. As he spoke, he looked like he was chewing on each word as a cow chews its cud.  
 “And yet not unheard of,” Mother Jayne said. Amari was somewhat surprised to find the woman providing any support for her cause. No doubt she’d heard of what had almost transpired atop the Godsbridge, although as far as she knew neither Prudence nor Sara had told anyone that she was trying to see a bright light under the bridge.  
 “So you’re saying it’s permitted for an outsider to become a citizen of Godstown?” Amari asked.  
 “Most unusual…,” Father Morris said again, though it wasn’t a denial.  
 Mother Jayne turned toward Morris and said, “Might I remind you that you were once suspicious of my desire to join your people. That was thirty years ago, when I was barely more than a child.” 
 Amari couldn’t believe her luck. Mother Jayne was an outsider?  
 “Hmm,” Father Morris said, as though commenting on the merits of keeping a fly inside the house at all times. “It’s not up to me, is it? No. I suppose there’s no harm in allowing her to stand before the Lightning-Struck Man.” 
 Amari had no idea what that meant, but it sounded positive in terms of her overall plight. Mother Jayne turned back to her and smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Rest now, child. We will send for you when it is time for you to stand to be judged. May the gods shine their light in your favor.”  


   
 “Your mother didn’t grow up in Godstown,” Amari said. It was night again, the day having flown away on wings of white to match the persistent blanket of clouds.  
 Prudy shook her head. “She came here before she had Sara.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you doing this?” 
 “Because I must,” Amari said, which felt like a lame answer but which she knew in her heart was the complete truth. She couldn’t leave now. Everything that had transpired—from her father’s death to Jarrod’s betrayal to the shipwreck—felt like the path of fate paved with stones of destiny.  
 “They’re going to kill you.” 
 Amari met Prudy’s eyes, trying to discern what secrets were hidden behind them, but finding only an impenetrable wall. “You said before you didn’t want to see anyone else burned at the stake. That the last person who was burned had claimed to have seen a blade filled with the brightness of the sun beneath the bridge. Who did you lose, Prudence?” 
 She said nothing, only looked away.  
 “Where is your father?” 
 Prudy stood then, lips contorted into a snarl. “If you want to get yourself killed, go right ahead. See if I care.” With that, she left Amari alone on a bed of straw under a sea of stars. 


   
 Amari slept. She dreamed of a storm-ravaged sky, of a ship being torn to shreds by lightning, tossed about like it was nothing more than a dinghy.  
 She dreamed of a lifeless body atop a makeshift raft.  
 More lightning struck, searing into her chest, the pain a bright light, a red-hot poker shoved beneath her skin.  
 Someone screamed. 
 She awoke to the sound of her own scream piercing a shroud of darkness. Her face was wet. It was raining. Beyond the skeins of rain, lightning flashed, brightening a moonsless night.  
 “Celia, it is time,” a voice said. More lightning crackled, revealing Mother Jayne standing beside the straw bed, which was swiftly growing sodden under the deluge.  
 It took her a moment to remember Celia was supposed to be her name. “Time?”  
 “For you to stand and be judged.” 
 “I am ready.” 
 “I know. Let me help you.” 
 “No. I will do it on my own.” 
 Mother Jayne offered a nod of approval, her face a shadow against the dreary backdrop. “Follow me.” 
 Amari flopped the layers of quilts, heavy with rainwater, off her and then followed her between the structures. The route seemed familiar, and Amari soon guessed where they were headed.  
 The Reckoning was different in the darkness of the night storm—more foreboding but less gruesome. The adulterers in the barrels were no longer there—did that mean they’d been tossed over the bridge? Neither was the man trying to chew off his own finger—did that mean he’d finally succeeded? The only sinner remaining was the murderer, still walking his circle, the victim on his back with his taskmaster close at hand to ensure he didn’t falter.  
 There was another. She soon learned why he was called the Lightning-Struck Man. 
 He stood in the center of the square gripping something between his hands, head upraised. Just before the next streak of lightning rent the sky in two, the man lifted the object, which was revealed as a metal rod, over his head. A second burst of lightning followed on the heels of the first, and this time its crackling fingers stretched for the man. Sparks flew as the lightning entered the rod, the man’s body going rigid for a second before shaking violently. The spasm ended, leaving the man stone-faced and staring at Amari as she arrived to stand before him. How is he still standing? she wondered. How often has he endured such treatment? 

 “I shall take my leave,” Mother Jayne said, meeting Amari’s eyes briefly before passing her.  
 “Do not fear the lightning,” the man said. “For it cannot harm you while I am near.” 
 Amari had no idea whether that was true, but to refute a statement made by the man who was to be her judge felt like folly. Instead of succumbing to her urge to step back, she moved forward, keeping her back straight and her chin level. “I wish to join—” 
 “I know what you seek, child.” What is it with these people and calling me ‘child’? “And there is only one way to learn the truth inside your soul.” 
 “What way?” 
 The man smiled and offered her the metal rod. He was bald, his face and scalp a tapestry of burned-looking scars. “The lightning does not lie. Unlike humans, it is not capable of deception.”  
 Her throat was tight, so she forced in a deep breath to settle her nerves, and then gripped the staff with both hands, in between his hands. “Like this?” 
 “Yes. You have passed the first test.” 

Can I let go now?

 “The time is nigh. Open yourself to the gods and be cleansed.” 
 Amari didn’t know how to “open herself” but followed his lead as, together, they raised the rod overhead. The lightning intensified then, an enormous bolt ripping down, sprouting branches and roots until it was a mangled tree of energy. One of the branches split the sky closest to the Godsbridge, slashing toward them, entering the rod.  
 Amari’s mouth, which was slightly open in awe of what she was seeing, snapped shut, her teeth immediately beginning to chatter. Every hair on her body stood on end, her body vibrating as it was filled with the frenetic energy. As the man had promised, it didn’t hurt her, the sensation strange but not unpleasant as it should’ve been. She didn’t know how it was possible, but that didn’t matter at the moment. The Lightning-Struck Man’s eyes never left her, and she felt like the lightning allowed him to see into her, into the lies she’d already told and the lies she might still need to tell.  
 And then, as abruptly as it had begun, it was over. The rod dropped to the ground with a clunk, her body stopped shaking, and they both took a step back, breathing heavily.  
 The Lightning-Struck Man spoke, a single line summarizing his judgement: “The light of the gods is upon you.” 
 Relief washed over her. 





 Twenty-Four 
 Amari Gaard 
 Godstown, Godsbridge 
   
 “I HOPE YOU DON’T MIND SHARING A LIVING SPACE,” Mother Jayne said as, for the first time since arriving in Godstown, Amari was permitted to enter one of the structures. “All our unwed adults live with one or more like them to ensure chastity. Once you are wed, you and your husband will receive your own home in which to raise your family.” 

 Amari was tempted to make a sarcastic comment about how it seemed as though her entire life was now planned for her, but she restrained herself because she didn’t know whether the Lightning-Struck man’s decision could be reversed after the fact. “Thank you. I am honored.” They’d entered a small, plain, white-walled living space. There were four wooden chairs gathered in a semicircle around a hearth. Along one wall was a table neatly set with clean plates, a kettle and other cookware. 
 “Beds are in here,” Mother Jayne said, ushering her into an adjoining room that contained two sets of bunkbeds, each of which were made so precisely that she couldn’t tell which, if any, had been slept in while she was being struck by lightning. “There are clean, dry clothes that should fit in one of the drawers.” She gestured to a bureau against the far wall.  
 “Perfect. I would like to begin serving the village as soon as possible. When can I begin working?” Now that she’d been accepted into their society, she was keen to test the range of her independence. 
 “While I laud your enthusiasm, you are not yet fully recovered. You will continue to rest for the next week or so. You will need your strength before the annual pilgrimage.”  
 “Pilgrimage?”  
 “Yes. Your timing is rather impeccable, as you will be able to experience the annual pilgrimage to the Great Bone Pile.” 
 “We’re going to Odin?” Amari was surprised. The people of Godstown had expressed nothing but disdain for their northern neighbors.  
 “Not ‘we’. Only the unwed aged thirteen and older make the annual journey. But yes, long has our agreement with King Normandian allowed us to maintain the tradition. Communing with the gods in the last place they stood on this world is crucial to grow your faith and commitment to living a righteous life.”  
 “What a blessing!” Amari said with forced enthusiasm. Inside, her heart was slamming about in her chest. If she couldn’t retrieve the godblade and escape the bridge before the pilgrimage, she would be forced to delay her quest to find her brother by weeks, if not months. 
 “Indeed. Now, you’ve had a long night and should get some rest. When you are ready to explore Godstown, I will have one of my daughters serve as your chaperone.”  

Good idea, because I was planning on finding the first piece of manflesh in sight and forcing myself upon him. “Thank you for everything.” 


   
 After changing into dry clothes, Amari lay in bed for a while but didn’t sleep. The bed wasn’t exactly comparable to her goose feather-filled mattress back in Wolfsgaard, but it was a far cry more comfortable than the pile of straw she’d endured for the last few nights.  
 Her thoughts continuously returned to the godblade, and she longed to see it again. Patience, she admonished herself. But patience had never been her strong suit, so as soon as she felt like she’d “rested” enough to satisfy Mother Jayne, Amari stood and padded out of the bedroom, across the living space, and opened the door. She expected to have to flag someone down, but Prudence was sitting just outside, knitting what might’ve been a hat or a sock or the beginnings of a scarf—it was hard to tell because of the lumpy, unusual shape.  
 “You’re supposed to be resting,” Prudy said without looking up from her work. She was wearing her training clothes rather than a dress. 
 “And you’re supposed to be training to be a warrior.” 
 “Mother insisted all of my other sisters’ training was more important right now. She said I needed to work on my knitting.” 
 “She was right about that,” Amari said.  
 “You think you can do better?” 
 “Of course. All women in my village learn how to knit before almost anything else.” It was a bold-faced lie. Amari hadn’t threaded a single stitch in her entire life. Why would she? They had hired servants to handle such mundane activities. She held her breath, hoping Prudy wouldn’t challenge her claim. 
 She didn’t. “Well I find knitting to be worse than any other activity.” She held up her creation. “This is supposed to be a shirt sleeve.” 
 “I can see it if I squint really hard,” Amari said, smiling.  
 “Poke fun all you want. Soon you’ll be as bored of knitting as I am. If you truly intend to stay in Godstown, that is.” The girl’s dark eyes glinted mischievously.  
 “Of course. This is my home now.” 
 Prudy scoffed. “Aye. And I’m a master seamstress.” 
 “Based on the quality of your shirtsleeve, I’d say one of us is a liar.” 
 “Just one of us?” 
 “The Lightning-Struck Man seems to think so,” Amari said. 
 “His method of judgement isn’t flawless, but it is accepted. But that’s in the past now. All there is to concern ourselves with is the future. My mother instructed me to chaperone you wherever you wish.” 
 “Onto the wall?” 
 “Except there.” 
 “Of course. Then I wish to watch you train. I’ve never seen what one of the Gods’ Warriors looks like in action.” 
 Prudy’s eyes lit up in a way they rarely did. “Truly?” 
 “Yes, truly.” 
 Any resentment or suspicion the girl felt for Amari vanished at the promise of exchanging her knitting needles for her staff, her mouth curling into a catlike grin “Then who am I to deny you the pleasure?” 
 As they walked beside each other, Amari said, “Just think, in a week we’ll be making a pilgrimage to the Great Bone Pile.”  
 “It will be my fourth pilgrimage. I always look forward to the respite from normal life.”  
 “Is there anything I need to know beforehand?” Amari asked.  
 “There are two days of fasting and prayer before we depart. All Godstown participates except the children and the elderly or infirm. You will likely be exempt from the fasting considering you’re still recovering from starvation. But the prayer will be required. You do know how to pray, right?” 
 “I should say so. My mother taught me as a child.” That much was the truth, though Amari hadn’t prayed in many years after her father had mocked the practice on numerous occasions. Prayer is for those incapable of creating their own victories, he used to say.  
 “As did mine,” Prudy said. They passed under an archway, through a set of double doors, and then into a large cobblestoned area where dozens of women were engaged in combat, battling each other with wooden staffs like the one Amari had seen Prudy carrying the day she saved her from tumbling off the bridge to certain death. The tap-tap-tap of their staffs against each other was the only sound, the women fighting in silence, not even offering a grunt or a groan when their foe breached their defenses and landed a blow on their bodies.  
 “Why are the Gods’ Warriors all female?” Amari asked.  
 “You’re only asking that because where you are from all of the soldiers are men, right?” 
 “Mostly. Though on rare occasions a woman manages to meet the requirements. There was a well-known she-knight as well, Madam Beatrice, who is said to have never been defeated in combat. But she passed away years ago and there hasn’t been one since. So why are there only women in Godstown’s army?”  
 “Because we have control where men do not. In combat, most men become little better than wild animals, savages, feral and full of bloodlust. Killing becomes the sum of their world. That is not the way we fight.” Every word she spoke felt like a mantra, a core part of who she was.  
 “Do you really think swinging about your staffs would be enough to defeat a fully armored male soldier wielding blade or spear or axe?” 
 “I’ll let you be the judge of that. Have a seat.” 
 Without so much as a backward glance, Prudy trotted into the training yard, stopping only momentarily to obtain a wooden staff from a rack. Amari located a series of chairs—all unoccupied—set around the edge of the yard. As Prudy waited patiently for her turn, she spun the staff deftly between her fingers and hands as though it were an extension of her body. It was an impressive display, but Amari saw it for what it was—a show. All the fancy moves in the world wouldn’t defeat an enemy twice her size with a weapon capable of lopping her head clean off her neck.  
 Amari scanned the rest of the women fighting, recognizing each of Prudy’s other sisters in turn, though most of them she’d only seen once before. They were all solid fighters by the looks of it and bested their opponents in short succession. The most capable, however, was also the eldest—Sara—who handily defeated her foe.  
 Prudy stepped forward and said, “Care for a real fight?” and Sara nodded.  
 Prudy shot a grin toward Amari and then returned her attention to her sister as she leapt forward, whipping the head of her staff around in a vicious arc. Sara blocked it easily, as well as the next half-dozen strokes, though each was more tenuous than the last. The problem she faced was an opponent who was faster, stronger and more agile than her. From the second the battle started, Sara was forced to her back heel, never able to counter with any attacks of her own, while Prudy seemed to be thinking several maneuvers ahead to ensure her advantage was never lost. Before long it was obvious that Sara was tiring. Three strokes later she was disarmed on her back with Prudy’s staff at her throat.  
 Amari offered a slow clap, which drew the attention of the other fighters, all of whom had taken a break from their own training to watch the duel between two sisters aged a decade apart. “Color me impressed,” Amari said. “Though I suspect you would struggle against a grown man. Void, you’d probably lose to me if I had a sword and a shield.”  
 “We also train against weapons other than our own staffs,” Prudy said, offering a hand to help her sister to her feet. “So I accept your challenge, assuming it was a real one.” 
 “Prudy!” Sara hissed, stepping in front of her. “She’s still recovering. Mother will have your hide.” 
 “Very well,” Amari said, standing. She felt stronger than she had in days. Her training with the sword had been thorough, the weapon as familiar to her as a fork or a spoon. “This is my decision, Sara. I take full responsibility.” 
 Prudy smirked. “Get her a sword and shield. And alert the healers. They’ll need to be ready to treat plenty of bruises and a broken bone or ten.” 
 Amari chuckled, enjoying the banter. She knew she was no soldier—had never even fought in a single battle—but neither had this sixteen-year-old girl. “The healer will serve you as well as me.” 
 “Or neither of you,” Sara said. “I won’t allow it.” 
 “Dear sister,” Prudy said. “Step aside or I shall make you.” 
 “Mara,” Sara said. “Go get Mother. And hurry!” Obediently, one of Prudy’s other sisters raced off. The rest of the women formed a large circle, Sara included. One of them stepped forward and handed Amari a wooden sword and shield. She muscled the shield into position first, before testing the weight and balance of the sword. She’d trained with wooden swords as well as the metal variety, and both required a slightly different technique. This particular sword was rather clunky and was little better than a club. Still, the weight alone could prove helpful against her opponent’s thin staff.  
 “Ready?” Prudy asked.  
 Instead of answering, Amari charged, watching Prudy’s feet rather than weapon as her trainer had taught her to do. She saw the moment Prudy decided which way to dodge, a slight tensing of her legs that told Amari which way to angle her attack.  
 She brought her sword to bear, slashing it on a medium-height trajectory to ensure the greatest chance of landing a blow. Aiming for a head or neck was a fool’s game. Choose the biggest part of your opponent and slash or stab it—that was her method.  
 She caught nothing but air, Prudy having pivoted and spun the other direction to evade her attack. Worse, she whipped her staff around in her wake, connecting solidly with the back of Amari’s head, which sent her pitching forward face first onto the stonework.  
 Though the entire series had caught her completely off guard, Amari was no stranger to being knocked down, and she sure as void knew how to take a hit. Thus, rather than lying prone and bleeding and injured, the second she hit the ground she tucked her elbow and shoulder and rolled, catching a glimpse of Prudy’s surprised expression when her attempt to slam her staff down into her ribs hit only stone.  
 Amari was on her feet a second later, using the back of her hand to wipe blood off her chin. Her head was ringing slightly and the last of the stars were fading, but she still had her wits about her. Prudy raised an eyebrow. “Do you submit?” she asked.  
 “Do you?” Amari countered.  
 Prudy leapt at her the same way she’d leapt at Sara during their duel, which Amari had fully expected, already moving laterally, using her wooden shield to block each stroke while occasionally slashing with her own weapon. She missed each time, as Prudy never seemed to be where she was supposed to be. Amari wouldn’t have been surprised to find that small wings had sprouted on either side of each of the girl’s feet, allowing her to move with the speed of a bird.  
 She needed to change the momentum of the contest soon or she would end up as Sara had—on her backside with a staff at her throat. Thus, just as Prudy launched another series of wicked attacks, she planted hard on her back foot, ducked her head behind her shield, and shoved forward as though she was a human battering ram with her shield as the front portion.  
 There was an impact against her shield as she collided with Prudy, who always seemed to be pushing forward herself, but then the barrier was gone as the girl spun away once more. Amari had expected such a move, dropping even lower to avoid another crack on the back of her head. She did, however, hear the whistle of the staff in her ears as it shot past—a narrow miss.  
 Rather than spinning around while she was still vulnerable, Amari sprinted forward and then cut left, catching a blur of movement as Prudy rushed by, staff cutting the air to ribbons.  
 Amari turned to face her opponent once more, trying not to show she was winded.  
 Prudy didn’t even look like she was breathing hard, offering another smile. “Nice. I suppose I should stop taking it easy on you.” 
 “I was thinking the same thing,” Amari said, though she was aware how breathy her voice sounded. You’re not fooling anyone.  
 Prudy didn’t give her time to catch her breath, spinning her staff between her fingers as she stalked toward her. “The primary tenet of godsform is not to kill, but to disarm,” she said as she approached. Her voice had taken on a lecturing tone. “Your opponent’s weapon is harmless once it’s out of their hands.”  

Try to take mine, Amari thought, gritting her teeth and tightening her grip on both shield and sword. That was when the attack came, but not at all how she expected. Prudy leapt high into the air, higher than Amari would’ve thought possible, her body twisting acrobatically as she performed a corkscrew somersault over her. Amari spun to reestablish her defenses, but the moment Prudy’s feet planted back on the ground she leapt again, this time backwards, pitching her hands over her head. As she did so, she cracked her staff against Amari’s wooden sword, forcing it toward the ground.  
 This time when she landed and Amari whirled around, she was met with a fist to the jaw, a knee to the abdomen and then a foot hooked behind her knee, causing her to lose her balance and topple backwards. She landed hard, groaning. She had felt her sword and shield slipping from her grip, her fingers subconsciously opening when faced with the prospect of falling. She tried to roll, scrabbling for her weapons but finding nothing but the stonework under and around her. Twisting her head around, she found Prudy grinning at her, holding her sword and shield along with her own staff. “Looking for these?” 
 Amari shoved to her feet and charged like a bull, erasing the smile from Prudy’s face in an instant as she tried to sidestep. She was a hair too slow, entirely unprepared for another attack when she’d already completed the so-called “primary tenet of godsform”. Amari crashed into her, wrapping her arms around her, and then tackling her to the ground. She had leverage now, which erased every advantage of speed and agility her foe had possessed. She pressed her knees against Prudy’s chest and pinned her wrists at her sides. The young, wiry girl struggled to extricate herself to no avail. “The primary tenet of battle is kill or be killed. Now if this were a real battle, I would smash my skull into the bridge of your nose to break it, gouge your eyes with my fingers to blind you, and then retrieve the dagger in my boot and stab you through the throat. But seeing that this is a training exercise, I will settle for your submission. Do you submit?” 
 “Yes,” Prudy said, wide-eyed.  
 “Enough!” a sharp voice carrying an air of rebuke shouted. All the women’s heads turned to find Mother Jayne striding purposefully across the yard to where Amari continued to pin Prudy to the ground. “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded, stopping just short, hands on hips.  
 Amari glanced at Prudy, whose eyes met hers with certainty. Her lips began to open. Amari guessed her intention and she quickly spoke first. “I know I’m supposed to be resting, but I thought it important that the Gods’ Warriors understand what they would be up against in a real battle. Bloodthirsty men without moral or principle seeking to kill anyone standing in their path. I was just demonstrating what each of your warriors need to be prepared for.” 
 “Your lip is bleeding and your clothes are filthy.” 
 “I tripped by no fault of Prudence. Damn clumsy feet. She helped me up, in fact, so I could continue the demonstration.” 
 Mother Jayne was no fool and Amari knew that. Unlike her last round of lies, which were nearly impossible to disprove, this round was subject to dozens of witnesses, including all this woman’s daughters. But that didn’t matter, because her lies were to protect this woman’s own daughter, a show of loyalty she hoped Mother Jayne would appreciate if not fully approve of. 
 “You have clearly recovered more than I thought,” Mother Jayne said. “You are ready to work. Starting with washing duty. And my youngest daughter will help you.” 
 Prudy groaned.  


   
 Several hours later, Amari’s hands were red and dry from the endless cycle of heating water in tubs, scrubbing clothes and linens with soap made of lye and ashes, and then wringing each piece out and hanging it out to dry.  
 Yet they never seemed to make a dent in the pile of laundry as more and more was brought by the women of the village, dumped unceremoniously atop the mountain. Amari had tried to speak to Prudy several times, but the girl had gone back into her shell of silence. “Is there usually this much laundry?” she asked, glancing at her companion, who had gone about their work without so much as a grumble or complaint.  
 “No,” Prudy said. “We are ‘washing’ clean things now. My mother’s work, no doubt.” 
 “Listen, I’m sorry I—” 
 “Made a fool out of me? Why should you be sorry? I was trying to do the same to you. I wanted to prove to you that our way of fighting is superior to anyone else’s.” 
 “But how could you know that? You’ve never seen anyone else fighting.” 
 Prudy sighed. “The Gods’ Warriors is my entire life. I have nothing else. I wake up in the morning excited for training. Because I’m the best. I’m not the best at anything else. But now…” 
 “You are still the best at godsform,” Amari said. “Just not the best fighter in the world. Which, by the way, would be impossible. There are loads of incredible warriors in Kingfall alone, and I’m sure Crimea and Sonaria and the Four Kingdoms have more still. But the way you moved…it was nothing short of perfection.” 
 “And yet you pinned me in two seconds flat.” 
 “To prove a point. To help you. You are skilled but arrogant. Confidence in battle is crucial, but arrogance is fatal.”  
 “I see that now. Not that I’ll ever fight in a real battle.” Prudy sounded disappointed. 
 “Nor should you want to. That’s what I was trying to show you. Real battle is not graceful and mesmerizing. It’s brutal and carnal and bloody. Gut-wrenching.” 
 “You’ve seen a real battle?” Prudy had stopped scrubbing at the dress in her tub, fully focused on Amari.  
 “Of a sort,” Amari said, remembering the many arena battles she’d witnessed. Although land and territory were not at stake in those contests, men’s lives were. “There was no glory, only death.” 
 “The glory is fighting on the side of good, the glory is for the gods.”  

Gods, Amari thought, she makes it sound so romantic.
If she only knew… “Tell me—what would you do if you left Godstown?” she asked.  
 “Left? Why would I leave? This is my home?” 

And Wolfsgaard is mine, yet here I am. “It’s hypothetical. Just dream for a moment.” 
 “I—I don’t know. I’ve never thought about it.” 
 “Use your imagination.” 
 Prudy stared into the washing tub, looking puzzled. After several moments, Amari was beginning to think getting an answer might be more difficult than drawing water from a stone, but then Prudy’s eyes suddenly brightened and widened. “Become a she-knight,” she said. “Like you were talking about before. Knights are supposed to be valiant and wise and dutiful and, above all else, good, right?”  
 Amari didn’t want to completely burst this girl’s bubble of excitement by telling her that knights were as human as anyone else, subject to being good and bad and everything in between. “Right. Of course. Then you should pursue your dream of becoming a knight. Don’t let anything stop you.” 
 Prudy went quiet again after that, studying the suds in the washtub with an intense frown, as though they carried secrets known only to the gods. 


 Several days later 
   
 With only one day left before the pilgrimage to the Great Bone Pile was set to begin, the people of Godstown were deep in the throes of fasting and prayer. Amari was almost glad for it; she and Prudy had been assigned to washing duty the entire week, despite the fact that they must’ve washed every piece of clothing and linen thrice over.  
 It was punishment, plain and simple, and now Amari’s hands were chafing and swollen and aching.  

It’s now or never, she thought as she knelt before her bed, eyes closed, hands clasped in feigned supplication to the gods. Three other unwed women were in the same room doing the same thing. Since her arrival, none of them had been unkind to her, but none had been particularly friendly or welcoming either. She’d attempted to make conversation, but none had showed any interest the way Prudy had. They’re already too far gone, she thought.  
 Now, she stood up, thankful that these people, for the sake of modesty, utilized outhouses rather than chamber pots. She whispered quietly, “Going to the loo,” snatched a folded blanket to wrap herself in, and then departed. The silence inside was replaced by the silence of the streets outside, save for the wail of the shrill, cold wind chasing itself down the narrow streets. The silence was not unusual, but the emptiness of the streets was—typically they were filled with citizens working hard, fulfilling their duties to the town, either because they felt a sense of responsibility or because if they didn’t they wouldn’t eat.  
 Of course now no one was eating anyway, and work was forbidden. Amari, thankfully, was still exempted from fasting given her recent bout with starvation, and thus felt strong from her breakfast a few hours earlier. After draping herself in the blanket’s warm folds, she made short work of the walk down the road to the stone hovel containing a series of pots used for relieving oneself.  
 She knocked on the door and then tried it.  
 It wasn’t locked. No one was inside.  
 The smell hit her nostrils and she gasped. Typically the pots were emptied and replaced after each use, but that would be considered work, so for now they were left to fill. Plugging her nose, she scanned the pots until she found the one with the least excrement. She breathed only through her mouth as she lifted it, carrying it outside where the breeze could steal the malodor. The pots were heavy even when empty, and would usually be lined up on one of several carts set next to the hovel for that exact purpose, and then hauled to the edge of the Godsbridge to be dumped over the edge. Amari had observed this process several times to memorize the shortest path to the designated dumping spot. She didn’t have the luxury of using a cart, however, as they rattled and clattered on the cobblestones and would surely draw more than one person from their prayers to find out who was causing all the racket. Mother Jayne or Father Morris, most likely. Probably both. She could see their scowls of disapproval in her mind.  
 No, she would be hauling this pot the entire way by hand.  

There’s nothing for it, she thought, lifting the pot higher to balance it on her shoulder. She started down the street, hoping no one else would need to use this particular privy for the next few minutes. Either plain dumb luck or the gods were with her because the streets remained empty, allowing her to reach the bridge wall without confrontation. She manhandled the pot step by step up the staircase, feeling a swell of satisfaction when she was able to plant it atop the wall and pause for several moments to catch her breath, feeling oddly like an explorer staking her country’s flag after discovering a new land. The thought made her laugh considering her “flag” was a pot half-full of human waste. 
 Next she emptied the pot over the side and then placed it back on the ground, before trotting along the small safety wall until she came to one of the many coils of rope that she’d previously noticed were placed intermittently. The ropes, she’d learned, were used to haul the daily catch from the fishing boats up onto the wall before delivering them to the kitchens to be filleted, salted and dried. Each rope was tethered to an iron bolt with a loop on it that had been affixed to the stonework. From what she had observed, the nets laden with fish were heavy, requiring two men to haul them from sea to bridge. Holding her weight shouldn’t be a problem, or so she hoped, and this rope was nearest to where she’d last seen that ethereal brightness pouring from one of the stone statues of the Weeping Gods.  
 The biggest issue: tying off the rope, which was long enough to drape all the way to the water, at a point that would allow her to reach the godblade, but that would, if she fell, not carry her all the way to sea-level. That was a matter of estimation, and she took her time in doing it. She knew that by now her housemates would be growing suspicious of the duration of her absence, but she hoped they would wait several more minutes before leaving to investigate. She changed the position of her knot several times before feeling satisfied that the length would be appropriate.  
 Her heart was pounding now due to a combination of factors, not the least of which were her fear of being discovered dangling from the bridge and the fact that she was about to be dangling from the bridge. She wasn’t especially afraid of heights, but as she gazed down at the churning water a great distance below, she felt an entire kaleidoscope of butterflies burst into flight in her stomach. She dropped the blanket in a pile at her feet.  

Am I really going to do this? she thought. Her mental question seemed to be answered when she caught a glimpse of light pouring out from the rock, brighter than the sunshine that was currently turning the waters of the Sacred Sea a brilliant turquoise hue. I must, she thought. If Odin has a brightblade, so must Teravainen.  
 Thus, after cinching the end of the rope around her chest underneath her armpits and taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, she kicked a leg over the wall backwards, gripping the upper portion of the rope with both hands. The rest of the rope tethering her to the wall fell loosely, until it was hanging below her. Then, slowly and surely, she began to walk down the face of the bridge, using a hand-under-hand motion to control the speed of her descent.  
 Fully unprotected now, the wind battered her mercilessly, seeming to cut through her dress and underclothes with its icy fingers. The cold was counterbalanced by her exertion, and soon she was sweating chilly bullets down the nape of her neck. She focused on her breathing, refusing to look down lest it paralyze her. She also did her best not to think about how much harder it would be to haul herself back up, especially with the added weight of a heavy sword.  
 She reached the bottom of the stonework. With nothing for her feet to grip, they dangled beneath her, causing her body to spin. She muscled herself up a foot or so, which allowed her to use her feet to steady herself once more. Then she glanced to the right, finding the bowed head of the stone god right where she expected it to be, eyes downcast, the weight of the Godsbridge on its shoulders. Brightness erupted from the space between its hands, radiating downward along the shaft of the blade. Incredible, she thought. More remarkable was the fact that one of the long lost godblades was here the entire time in plain sight—except for some reason only the gods probably understood, most were not capable of recognizing its true nature. 
 Unfortunately, both the statue and the blade were further away than she expected them to be, her eyes having fooled her because of the distance and angle as she’d looked down from above. She always knew she would need to swing over to it, but this was going to require serious momentum. What choice do I have? I’ve come this far; I have to try. 

 Still gripping the rope, she began to use her feet to dance horizontally along the stonework, working her way as far in one direction as she could before gravity sought to drag her back the other way. Rather than resisting, she went with it, using her feet to propel her in the opposite direction. She repeated the motion as she swung the other way, gaining distance with each cycle.  
 That was all fine and good, but it was time for the real trick—continuing to swing while descending beyond the wall’s reach. And it was going to hurt. She cursed herself for not finding something to use as gloves to protect her already swollen hands, but it was too late now and she would be able to heal later.  
 Steeling herself, she waited until the moment when her swing reversed course once more, and then she opened her hands and slid down the rope, feeling its burn as it cut into her palm. After a few feet, she squeezed her hands tight again, arresting her fall, her body continuing to swing because of her momentum. Now that she was dangling free of the wall, she could pump her legs beneath her to gain speed, widening the arc of her swing even further.  

So close…, she thought as she completed a swing to the right and found the statue’s head just out of reach. One more big swing…

 This time, when she returned from left to right, she released the rope with one hand and reached for a cleft in the statue. Her fingers narrowly missed their mark, causing her body to twist slightly. The rope bit into her other hand and she cried out as she lost her grip.  
 She fell.  
 A harrowing few seconds ensued as gravity gained complete control over her body, sucking her toward the waters below. But then she reached the end of the rope, the loop cinching around her chest, making her gasp as it dug into her armpits. 
 Back and forth like a pendulum she swung, her breaths coming in waves as she said, “Thank the gods, thank the gods, thank the gods…” For a while, she simply basked in the light of the brightblade, longing to grip its hilt, which she could now make out because it was level with her vision. I guess I’m at the end of my rope, she thought, laughing inwardly at the jape. All she had to do now was get her swing going again and she should be able to reach the sword… 
 Which was exactly when she fell further, a short, jolting drop that left her gasping once more. Her eyes shot up the length of the rope, squinting against the sunlight as she sought to identify what had caused the unexpected drop. Was the additional knot she’d tied coming loose? It seemed impossible. She’d tied it as tightly as her fingers would allow, and her weight pulling downward should have tightened it further.  
 Which left... 

Oh no, she thought, having finally realized the biggest flaw in her plan, which had always relied on her ability to swing across the face of the Godsbridge in order to reach the object of her quest. But it was that swinging that had now left her in dire straits, because the rope had been scything back and forth across the edge of the bridge, the rough stone tearing at its braided tendrils with each pass, severing them one by one, until it had cut through enough to cause her most recent drop.  
 All notions of recovering the godblade went out the metaphorical window as she realized she was now fighting for her very life. She was continuing to swing, which meant the edge of the bridge was continuing to saw away at what was left of her rope. I need to climb. Now, she thought, survival instincts kicking in.  
 Hand over hand she flew, dragging herself up the rope, her feet clinging to it beneath her. The distance that had felt fairly long during her descent felt ten times greater on the return trip, her muscles aching, her fingers damaged and bleeding, growing slick with sweat and blood as she struggled to maintain her tenuous grip.  
 She reached the bottom of the bridge’s stonework and was able to regain her footing, digging her toes into any nook or cranny she could find to lessen the strain on her hands and arms as she pushed ever upward. When, by her estimation, she was approximately halfway up the bridge’s face, she looked upward, seeking to inspect the condition of the rope.  
 Before she could get a good look, the rope dropped again, causing her feet to lose their grip on the wall, her elbows and knees banging into the stone. She cried out in pain and fear, waiting for the inevitable final drop to begin. It didn’t come. She continued to hang flush against the stone. Hurry. I have seconds not minutes, she thought, redoubling her efforts, throwing caution to the wind, scrambling up the rope with everything she had left, muscles screaming but ignored as she forced them to obey her will.  
 As she climbed, her stare locked on that point where the top of the rope met the edge of the wall, more and more detail coming into focus. She could see its fraying threads, some already broken, others breaking as the rope scraped along the edge with each foot she gained. It was more than half-severed, and it was a wonder it hadn’t simply snapped under her weight.  

Almost there, she thought, grunting each time she flung her hand up and pulled, straining with the effort and pain. “C’mon, Amari. C’mon. You can do this. You can—” 
 Another jolt as several threads snapped, leaving a quarter of the rope’s width left. No, not like this, Amari thought. Not after everything I’ve been through. I will not be denied. I will not fail. She fought on, her breath hissing through her teeth, her heart slamming against her chest, her fingers raw and torn, and then she was four pulls away from the top…rope threads twisting and breaking…three pulls…another jolt…two pulls… 
 Amari lunged just as the rope snapped, grabbing for the wall’s edge, missing, feeling the impact of being hit in the chest by the truth of her own mortality, that her sham of a life was now, tragically, to come to an end. 
 A hand shot over the edge and grabbed her wrist, fingers clamping so tight they felt like iron. A face appeared, Prudy’s, then a second hand grabbed her other arm. Her expression was focused, steady, determined. Fearless.  
 Inch by inch, she pulled Amari over the edge of the wall until they collapsed in an exhausted heap on the stone slab. “That’s three times I’ve saved your life now,” Prudy said.  
 “There won’t be a fourth,” a voice said. 
 Amari closed her eyes. The voice had been Mother Jayne’s.  


   
 “You cannot deny it.” 
 Amari was in the Reckoning square. The Lightning-Struck Man was gone. The murderer hauling his victim’s corpse too. It was just her, Mother Jayne, Father Morris, and Prudy, the latter of whom was sitting cross-legged, picking at her fingers. Ever since they’d been caught atop the wall when they were supposed to be deep in prayer, she’d said nothing, her eyes refusing to meet Amari’s.  
 “There is nothing to deny,” Amari said. “I was peeking over the edge and almost fell. Thank the gods Prudence was there to save my life.” 
 “The gods had nothing to do with it,” Father Morris snapped.  
 “Father, let me handle this,” Mother Jayne said gently, placing her hand on the man’s arm.  
 Amari’s gaze snapped to that gesture, which was far too tender a thing to be one of friendship or acquaintance. They’re lovers, she thought, which changed her perspective on everything. Mother Jayne seemed like she could be reasoned with, but Father Morris was a closeminded old cur without a single compassionate bone in his entire body.  
 Mother Jayne turned back to her. “We know about the first time,” she said. “Sara told us. She also told us what you said.” 
 Amari’s heart pounded. “And?” The word came out far stronger than she felt, like she was playacting a role, just as she’d been doing her entire life.  
 “And it doesn’t matter if you admit it now. We know what you think you saw.” 
 “What I did see, you mean?” 
 Mother Jayne flicked a glance in Father Morris’s direction. His eyes had narrowed—a shark assessing his prey. Amari saw the glance for what it was: a warning. Mother Jayne was attempting to give her a chance to renounce everything, to blame what had happened on a trick of the sunlight, an errant ray reflected off the edge of one of the statues perhaps.  
 She took it, explaining her erratic behavior away as mere foolishness. As she spoke, she could sense Prudy’s head lifting, the girl watching her carefully. Amari remained focused on Mother Jayne and Father Morris, her eyes roving back and forth between them. “You see, I haven’t been myself since the shipwreck,” she finished, meeting Mother Jayne’s eyes and receiving an almost imperceptible nod of acknowledgement in return. Well done, she seemed to be silently saying.  
 Father Morris was less complimentary. “Sounds like nonsense to me. We all know what she thinks she saw. We allowed this demon dressed in sheep’s clothing to enter our flock and now she’s intent on devouring us one by one.” 
 Amari had half a mind to let this awful, cruel man know what she thought about him, but restrained herself. “I am sorry for any harm I’ve caused and shall strive to be a valued contributor to your society from this point on.” 
 “She is contrite, Father Morris,” Mother Jayne said. “We have always valued forgiveness when it is warranted.” 
 “And when it’s not, we require punishment,” he said. There was a long silence as his words seemed to hang between them. Then, abruptly, he said, “See that this is the last time we’re required to meet in the Reckoning.” 
 “It will be,” Amari said solemnly.  
 “Even so, I think a night spent here will give you the chance to pray and reflect. What say you, Mother Jayne?” Something about his tone of voice had changed. He was giving in too easily. What are you up to, Father Morris? Amari wondered.  
 Mother Jayne said, “Yes, I believe that is a fair sentence. May your night pass peacefully.” 
 With that, both Father Morris and Mother Jayne departed together. Amari wasn’t so naïve as to think she wouldn’t be watched to ensure she made no effort to escape. Prudy said, “You lie so much I wonder if you even know the truth.” 
 “And you?” 
 “My entire life is a lie.” 
 “Then you should change it.” 
 “Oh? Easy for you to say. You’ve experienced what it’s like to be free.” 

No, I have not. I will never be free, not as long as I’m alive. “I’m sorry, you’re right. I know nothing about what it’s like to be you. Now leave me. I need rest. And thank you again for saving my life.” 
 Prudy left without another word.  


   
 Amari didn’t drift to sleep until late into the night. She’d failed to retrieve the brightblade, but she’d escaped serious punishment through a bold-faced lie. Mother Jayne knew the truth—that much was obvious—and so did Prudy, but for some reason they were willing to cover for her. One more mistake, however, and Father Morris would pounce like a cat on a mouse.  
 She could try to escape. The pilgrimage would begin on the morrow, and she would almost certainly have numerous opportunities to slip away, never to be seen by the people of Godstown again. At least until she turned up six months down the line to take the godblade by force with an army behind her. Even that thought didn’t bring her as much pleasure as she thought it would. Instead, she could only think about the ache she’d feel in her chest as the distance between her and the brightblade widened with each step.  
 Weariness eventually pulled her under, but even then she could not escape thoughts of the blade. She longed to grasp its hilt, to stare into its brightness from close range, to hear its voice again—I AM YOURS. 
 And then it was there, in her hands, dazzlingly brilliant in its perfection. Runes flashed along its surface, stars rising during the daytime. She was mesmerized, unable to look away. She wondered at how her eyes could stand such brightness when they couldn’t bear to stare directly into the sun for more than half a moment. “You are beautiful,” she said.  

I AM YOURS, the blade repeated. There was something about its voice that resonated as familiar to her. She racked her brain for some connection to her past but came up empty. WHY HAVE YOU NOT YET CLAIMED ME?

 “I will. I swear it. I will spend every waking moment striving to do so.” 
 AND IF YOU FAIL? 
 Amari hadn’t considered failure, for she despised such a thing with every aspect of her being. “I will not fail.” 
 ARROGANCE. 
 Amari felt chastened. The sword was right. Her father had been arrogant and look where it had gotten him. He’d believed Aisling was so broken she could never hurt anything, much less him, a whipped dog begging for scraps beneath the table. But Aisling had shown Amari that strength was more than confidence—it was belief and wisdom and standing up for oneself in the face of the horrors of a world that rarely showed any mercy at all.  
 “If I fail, there is another who may wield you,” she said. Prudy may never be willing to admit it, but Amari knew the girl could see the godblade as clearly as she could. 
 TELL ME HER NAME. 
 Prudence was on the tip of her tongue just waiting to be spoken, but Amari hesitated, frowning in her dream. Something was wrong. Why would the godblade need to know her name? The entire conversation suddenly felt scripted and false. The luster of the blade was fading, twisting, writhing.  
 The blade was a snake now and she screamed, bright and hot and fearful, as she dropped it. Fangs bared, the snake reared up to strike.  
 She awoke, still screaming, vision blurred but clarifying moment by moment until awareness of her surroundings began to return. The Reckoning was no longer deserted, filled with dozens and dozens of townsfolk gathered around her, staring, whispering to each other behind cupped hands. Was it simply because she was screaming in her sleep, waking them from their own slumber? If so, she should probably apologize. She opened her mouth but then her tongue went dry when she heard a sound close at hand behind her.  
 She turned to find Father Morris sitting in a chair close enough to touch her if he extended his arm. And suddenly she knew why the brightblade’s voice had sounded so familiar and yet was difficult to pinpoint. Because it was this man’s voice. Not the voice she’d heard him use for most of her meetings with him, but the one he’d used at the last, just before he’d departed earlier that day. He spoke again now. “Now I’ve got you.” He smiled a vicious smile.  
 Amari’s heart sank, but then her gaze roamed past him to where Mother Jayne stood with her six daughters. Amari moved down the line to where Prudence stood, wearing a sad expression. Amari managed a weak smile, glad in her knowledge that, even in her dream, she’d had the sense to keep the girl’s secret.  
 Something flashed on Prudy’s face, and Amari thought it looked like regret, and then she turned away.  


   
 “Over the years, there have been seven who have claimed to have seen a ‘sword forged of sunlight’ beneath the Godsbridge,” Mother Jayne said sadly. After what had transpired the previous night, Amari had not been permitted to leave the Reckoning. Instead, she’d been chained and instructed to remain standing, guarded by the same taskmaster who’d prodded the corpse-carrying murderer around the square. It was several hours later, the sun having risen above the tops of the surrounding buildings, and Amari’s knees were beginning to ache. When Mother Jayne had arrived, she’d dismissed the taskmaster, promising to ensure the prisoner remained standing. 

Seven people executed for telling the truth, Amari thought. She wondered how many more had kept silent, like Prudy, for the whole of their lives. “Why do your people fear the godblade?” she asked.  
 Mother Jayne sighed. “Because of what it represents. The godblades were forged, as all weapons are, to enact violence. We believe even calling them ‘the godblades’ is an insult to the gods, who would never condone the use of magical weaponry in battle.” 
 “And you know that how?” Amari said, unable to repress the sarcasm in her tone.  
 “From meditation and prayer,” Mother Jayne said. “I know you think you will gain some satisfaction from mocking our ways, but I promise you, you won’t. And I am not your enemy. I tried to help you. You made it…difficult.” 
 “Did I? So sorry to be difficult. I’ll try to be less difficult when they tie me to the stake and light the kindling at my feet.” Every word she released was a whipcrack, for she knew if she didn’t show hardness and anger that each word would crack. She would crack. 
 And she didn’t want to give any of them—Father Morris most of all—the satisfaction in seeing her shatter.  
 “I wish there were another way.” 
 “Unchain me and help me escape.” 
 “I have six daughters to protect. I won’t let them watch me die beside you.” 
 “So instead you continue to show them the wrongness of the world? You continue to teach them that this way is better, that your people are superior to all others? Until she met me, Prudy thought she could take on entire armies with her staff and speed and emerge victorious. What good do you think that does her in the long run?” Amari didn’t in any way condone her father’s treatment of his children, but at least he’d never lied to them. He was a bad man who acted like a bad man. This woman was a bad woman who pretended to be benevolent. Which was worse? She didn’t know.  
 “I am not perfect.” 
 “You think?” 
 Mother Jayne sighed again, which was quickly becoming a habit. “I’m sorry. There is nothing else I can do.” 
 “When will I be…” Amari said, unable to finish the question.  
 “Soon. Before the others leave on their pilgrimage.”  
 Amari nodded, feeling strangely calm now. She’d dodged Death’s grasp so many times in the last fortnight that it felt almost inevitable that He would finally catch up to her.  
 Mother Jayne started to leave but then froze. “Prudy?” 
 Amari turned to find the youngest of the woman’s daughters standing before her wearing her Gods’ Warrior garb and gripping her staff. “I can see it, too,” she said.  
 “Prudence, no,” Amari said, horror rising inside her.  
 “Not another word,” Mother Jayne said. “Return to our dwelling.” 
 Prudy shook her head, eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I’m so tired. Tired of the lies we tell ourselves to sleep at night. Tired of training for battles that will never come. Tired of the endless cycle of punishment and death. Tired of pretending like I’m not grieving. Just…tired. Exhausted.” 
 “I know,” Mother Jayne said. She sounded tired, too. “I promise things are going to change soon.” 
 “How? You’ve done nothing to change anything. Instead, you’re about to marry that bastard, aren’t you?” When Mother Jayne stiffened, Prudy soldiered on. “You think I’m a naïve little girl, that I wouldn’t notice? Did you think I would be okay with you marrying the man who sentenced my father to death?” 
 “I’m doing what is necessary to protect my family,” Mother Jayne said.  
 “No, Mother, you’re not. You’re teaching us how to be cowards, while Father taught us how to be brave. I haven’t forgotten what he taught us, even if you have.” 
 “Prudy, please,” Mother Jayne said, the sternness vanquished from her tone as she resorted to pleading.  
 “My name is Prudence. Father never called me Prudy, not once, did you know that?” 
 “No, I didn’t. I’m sorry, Prudence. Just, please, return home and we will talk about everything. I promise.” 
 “Your promises are just words. And no, I’m done listening to you. I can see the blade beneath the bridge.” 
 “Prudy—Prudence—stop. Not another word, do you hear me. Go home.” 
 “Listen to her,” Amari said. “This is not what I wanted for you. You need to protect yourself in a way I haven’t protected myself.” 
 “This is what I want for me,” Prudence said, raising her voice. “Do you hear that, Godstown? I see the blade under the bridge too! It shines with the brightness of the sun! And it is beautiful beyond measure! And it is not evil! Seeing it is not a sin but a blessing from the gods themselves!” She was shouting now, her mother trying to shout over her but failing. She tried to stride toward her daughter to physically stop her, but it was too late. People were appearing in the square, watching the spectacle with shaking heads and deep frowns.  
 Father Morris was amongst them, lips pursed.  
 Prudence continued her shouting, while Mother Jayne turned her attention to Father Morris and the other people. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying. This witch”—she pointed at Amari—“has clouded her mind with her sorcery. She is to blame. Once she is gone, Prudence will return to normal. Nothing has to change.” 
 Amari didn’t take any offense at the accusation, for she saw it for what it was: a mother’s attempt to save her child. “It’s true,” she said. Mother Jayne’s eyes locked on her, her mouth opening a sliver in surprise. All other eyes fell on her too, including Prudence’s as she finally stopped shouting. “I bewitched the poor girl. It was so easy. She was pathetically naïve. I forced her to help me try to retrieve the godblade. I would’ve succeeded, too, if not for the meddling of Mother Jayne.” Every word was laced with venom, Amari’s last-ditch attempt to sever any ropes of loyalty Prudence continued to feel toward her.  
 “She’s lying,” Prudence said. “Get off me!” Two strong-looking men had moved in from behind her while she wasn’t looking, and Amari realized Mother Jayne had gestured them into action. They grabbed her arms, relieving her of her staff. She fought and kicked like a wildcat, and screamed like a banshee, all of which was good. Amari knew it would only lend credence to her tale, proof that the girl had been possessed by her witchcraft.  
 “Burn me alive and the girl will stop her ranting and raving,” Amari said.  
 “Oh, we will,” Father Morris said. “With Prudy right beside you.” 
 “Morris, no!” Mother Jayne screamed, throwing herself at Father Morris’s feet. Her tears fell like rain, watering his shoes.  
 “Mother Jayne, stop your blubbering. It’s unbecoming of a woman of the gods. Your daughter is beyond saving now. Her mind was poisoned long before this horrid creature washed up on our shores. Father Donovan poisoned her from the time she was a child. We can only hope the rest of your daughters are strong enough to be spared.” 
 With that, he slid his feet free of Mother Jayne’s clutches. She tried to grab at his robe, but he yanked it away with a disgusted scoff, leaving her wailing on the ground. “Disperse,” he said. “Return in one hour to witness the burning.” 


   
 Watching the construction of a pyre that would be used to burn her alive was even less fun than Amari had imagined it would be. Heavy timber was hauled in first, propped up in a tent-like formation such that each board was angled from base to center, where they met in a triangular fashion. In the direct center was a thick wooden pole standing at attention. Beneath the timber and around the center pole, sticks and smaller kindling were placed to be lit first. 
 Thankfully, Prudence had been taken elsewhere. Mother Jayne had eventually composed herself and followed. Amari hadn’t given up hope for them yet. Though Father Morris clearly had a stranglehold on Godstown leadership, there were the other Mothers and Fathers to consider. If Mother Jayne could convince them that Prudence’s erratic actions were the result of Amari’s influence alone, perhaps she could still be spared.  
 But as for Amari… Poisoned, buried alive, shipwrecked, nearly fell to my death, twice in fact…

 Burned at the stake would follow nicely in that sequence. She knew she was forcing herself to be silly, because otherwise the dark thoughts that had been flitting around the edges of her mind would take root and— 

I don’t want to die.

 The truth of that single statement pulled a choking sob from her lips. The men were leaving now, their work complete. Time was running out.  
 She heard a sound. A muffled shouting and screaming, followed by a commotion—scraping, scuffing, dragging… 
 Prudence appeared, manhandled by the same two strong men. A rag had been stuffed in her mouth, but she was still trying to shout around it. Though her arms were tied behind her, she was fighting every inch, kicking at them one second only to make her entire body go limp the next, forcing them to carry-drag her along.  
 As much as Amari admired her never-ending fighting spirit, her heart sank because it meant Mother Jayne’s efforts to save her youngest daughter had failed. While she watched, Prudence was tethered to the center pole, facing away from her. She continued to try to scream through the gag.  
 Next they came for her, unchaining her from the metal stake and escorting her to the pyre, where she was chained to the center pole, on the opposite side to Prudence. The girl tried to say something to her, but it came out too muffled to comprehend on account of the rag. “I’m sorry,” Amari said. “If you’d never found me on the shore that day…everything I touch turns to shite.” 
 More garbled words as villagers began to file into the square. 
 “And I’m sorry about your father. I know you’re angry at your mother, but she loves you. She may not have fought for you before, but she’s fighting now.” 
 Prudence was crying now, and Amari was too.  
 After the crowd had gathered, they parted to allow the Mothers and Fathers to enter the area. They stood at the fore as witnesses to what was about to transpire. The last of them to arrive was Mother Jayne, eyes red and swollen, flanked by her other five daughters. Amari stared at Sara in particular. The woman met her eyes but looked away just as quickly, guilt written all over her face.  
 “I am glad you made the right choice to witness the justice of the gods,” Father Morris commented dryly. “We must be swift to stamp out evil in all its forms, especially when it’s close to home.” 
 “I realize that now,” Mother Jayne said, eyes focused forward. Next to her, her other five daughters remained equally stoic, expressions firm and steadfast as they stared at their sister. Amari frowned. How can they be so cruel?

 Something caught her eye and her frown deepened. The tip of something wooden was poking out from beneath Sara’s long skirts. With a swish, it vanished, once more hidden. Amari’s gaze rose to meet Sara’s again. This time the woman didn’t look away, offering the slightest of nods instead.  
 Amari wanted to shout, to tell Prudence’s five sisters not to do whatever it was they were about to do because they could all end up in the same position. Instead, she clamped her mouth shut because Prudence deserved to have someone fight for her.  
 A torch was brought forward and handed to Father Morris. He looked toward Mother Jayne. “She is your daughter. Send her to the mercy of the gods.” 
 Amari felt sickened. Forcing a mother to light her own daughter on fire? It was unconscionable. And yet, Mother Jayne accepted the torch without hesitation. What is she doing? Amari thought the woman still had a heart beating in her chest, but perhaps she had misjudged her. Torch dancing with hungry flames, she took a step forward, easing the torch toward the edge of the nest of kindling, where the smallest of branches were located, brittle and dry and ripe for burning.  
 Amari held her breath, blinking away tears. I’m sorry I mistreated you all those years, Jarrod. And I forgive you for what you did. Mother, I’m sorry for not coming to visit you after…what happened. Sampson, I’m sorry I couldn’t find you. And Graeme, you deserved better, someone stronger who could’ve saved you. And Aisling, it wasn’t your fault. What happened was never your fault. You are blameless. Escape these wretched lands and find yourself a place of peace and happiness, like you once had before.

 The flames were close enough to cause smoke to rise from the kindling, wispy tendrils that twisted and turned like they were performing a hypnotic dance. Amari closed her eyes and said, “Be brave now, Prudence. Be brave.” 
 Her eyes shot open when there was a roar of pain. It took a moment for her to comprehend what had happened. There was a fiery form, moving about, flapping its arms, screaming. Mother Jayne was still gripping the torch, standing before the fiery form. The kindling had not been lit.  
 But Father Morris had, his white robes aflame. As Amari watched, mouth agape, the man released a final roar, dropped to his knees, robes burned away, body singed, head wreathed in fire. He collapsed face first. For a brief moment, there was peace and silence, the wind whipping over the flames still writhing on Father Morris’s back as the crowd stared on in shock. 
 That’s when all void broke loose. As several of the large men working for Father Morris charged forward to apprehend Mother Jayne, Prudence’s five sisters sprang into action, staffs singing as they drew them from beneath their shapeless dresses. The men were weaponless but had a substantial advantage in size. One of them caught a blow intended to crack open his skull in an iron grip, wresting the staff from Mara’s hand. Mara cried out as she was rocked backward by a backhand across her cheek. The next to fall was Dara, her own staff broken in two as she jabbed at another man’s legs and he stepped on its shaft. He kicked her heavily in the chest and she slumped over in a heap. Lara and Cara soon went the way of their sisters, managing to land several blows before being disarmed and cowed. Sara was still fighting, and Mother Jayne was using her torch to keep her own attacker at bay, but as each woman fell the men gained a greater advantage in numbers on those still standing. Sara bloodied one man’s nose and split another’s lip, but then an unseen foe grabbed her from behind, subduing her arms while another grabbed her legs. 
 Mother Jayne was the last to be defeated, burning one man’s shoulder and nearly another man’s face, but then tripping over one of her own fallen daughters. She tumbled to the ground, her fingers instinctively opening as she arrested her fall with her hands. The torch skittered away and was snatched up by one of the men, who wasted no time in rushing toward the unlit pyre.  

Thank you for trying, Amari thought. If not for my sake, for Prudence’s. But it simply wasn’t enough. The men were too many and too strong, and, even in death, Father Morris’s will would be carried out on this day.  
 Except then she was there, an impossible pink and blue streak full of gracefulness and strength and courage. Aisling Brightshine barreled into the side of the torch-bearing man, releasing an anger-filled scream. As she did so, there was a glowing light where her hands touched him and then the man was no more.  
 If Amari hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, she might not have believed it at all. Pieces of the man flew in all directions, blood and ichor and gore, the results of the godling’s unchained violence. The torch, however, was not obliterated, landing and skittering across stones, the flames flickering but continuing to burn.  
 Another white-robed man scooped it up.  
 Aisling was already on the move, charging toward him, arms outstretched with hands glowing with her own powerful blood, but then he did what the first man hadn’t thought to do: he threw the torch.  
 He never got to see the torch land, his body shattered into pieces when Aisling touched him. Everything seemed to slow down as Aisling turned, her eyes meeting Amari’s across the distance as the torch spun end over fiery end before landing amidst the kindling.  
 The dry twigs and branches burst into flames that spread faster than Amari could’ve possibly imagined, racing in a circle that surrounded her and Prudence before they could blink, already gnawing at the thicker wooden boards until they were black and smoking.  


 Aisling 
   
 Aisling had never left Amari, not really. As promised, she’d gone a separate way after ensuring there was someone there to help her—the same girl who was now tied to a fiery pilon—but then, promise fulfilled, she’d immediately doubled back. 
 Lurking in the shadows, she’d watched over Amari for days. Twice she’d almost come out of hiding—both times when Amari was about to fall to her death from the Godsbridge, cursing the queen for her recklessness even as she watched the girl rescue her. This time, she’d known the girl’s mother and sisters would attempt to save the girl from the flames, so she bided her time until she was certain their plan would fail. 
 At the penultimate moment, she’d cut open her palms and stepped into the square.  
 She never wanted to use the violence trapped inside her ever again—not after what she’d done to Graeme—and yet she would rather face an entire horde of her own demons than watch Amari Gaard die. Aisling didn’t have any friends—none save the fearless, reckless woman who was about to be burned alive.  
 Now, as the flames wreathed her one and only friend and the girl who’d saved her life three times already, Aisling ran toward the fire, oblivious to the screams of fear and hate directed her way by the villagers. She was halfway to the pyre when one of the men tackled her from behind. Unlike the others she’d faced thus far, he’d acquired a weapon—a fish knife—which he stabbed into her lower back as they landed and rolled. The pain was as bright as a candle, but Aisling gritted her teeth and used her momentum to flip over on top of him. He tried to stab at her again, but she grasped his wrists, channeling more of her strength, that deep well she’d hidden deep inside her for centuries.  
 And then he was gone, what was left of him warm and wet on her skin, and she was on her feet again, ignoring the bile that rose in her throat as she charged— 
 —skidding to a stop when faced with no fewer than a half-dozen more men wielding blades. They started toward her.  


 Amari 
   
 Somehow Prudence managed to get the rag out of her mouth, and Amari wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d chewed right through it, the girl’s strength the equivalent of a lioness. “Celia!” she cried.  
 “I’m here, Prudence. I’m here.”  
 “What’s going to happen to them? To my sisters, my mother. I never wanted…” 
 The heat was becoming intense, the ring of fire so thick they could see only flames, nothing beyond. Amari wondered if this were what Void was like, and if so, whether she would be going there after she died. She hadn’t exactly lived a benevolent life.  
 “Don’t worry about them now. They are strong.” 
 “They tried to save me. And your godling friend tried to save you.” 
 “Yes, they did. Now we have to be strong for them.” 
 “I’m scared.” 
 The gnawing flames burrowed deep enough into the large planks to set them alight, creeping up their surface inch by inch until they licked at the pyre’s apex. Finding nowhere else to go, the fire set to clambering down the center pilon to which they were tethered.  
 “I am, too.” 
 Amari heard more shouts and another rage-filled scream from Aisling, and then everything went unusually quiet. The flames were lapping at her scalp now, which meant they were fully upon Prudence, who was taller. “It hurts,” Prudence said. She hissed through her teeth.  
 A moment later, Amari felt the pain too. “We are the Gods’ Warriors,” she said, also hissing through the pain. “Pain is nothing. The fire is nothing. Now close your eyes. With me.” 
 Amari didn’t close her eyes, unable to tear her gaze from the flames, but she hoped Prudence did. “Ahhh!” the girl wailed. Amari was making a strangled sound from the back of her throat, though she didn’t even know she was making it.  
 The smoke was becoming more of a problem than the flames, stealing her breath and choking her lungs. Everything was becoming fuzzy around the edges. No, she thought. The smoke is not a problem—it is a mercy. It will take us away from the pain. “Go with the gods, Prudence,” she said. “And thank you for everything.” 
 No response. The smoke had already granted their mercy upon her. My turn, she thought, gulping in an enormous breath of gray and black. Everything began to fade.  
 The last thing she saw was a pink hairless form crawling through the flames, skin bubbling and crackling from the heat.  


 Aisling 
   
 She’d been cut and stabbed several times during the fray, but eventually all the remaining men were gone too. Her glowing blood flowed freely from her wounds, soaking her clothes and sheening her skin.  
 She hadn’t even considered any other options, plunging into the flames, crunching charred twigs and branches underfoot, losing her balance as a wave of burning pain stripped what was left of her energy. Her hair was gone a moment later, the pain immense. The flames sought to stop her heart, to devour her body, but she clawed forward, hands and elbows and knees and toes, emerging into the pyre’s smoky center, where Amari and the Godstown girl were still tied to the center pilon. She thought Amari might’ve spotted her, but then the queen’s eyes closed. The flames chewed through their ropes and both women fell, unable to protect themselves.  
 Aisling screamed with teeth locked together as the pain fought to pull her into a cave of darkness from which there could be no escape. What am I doing? she thought. All she was capable of was destruction, so how could she hope to help Amari and the girl? Put them out of their misery? The smoke had already done that, while the flames would soon end their lives completely. If she is gone, do I want to live? The question resonated through her even as she squirmed forward like a worm, her body beginning to fail her.  
 She reached the space between where Amari and the girl had fallen, slumping down in the middle. She draped her bleeding arms and hands over each of the women, feeling for any signs of life within them. What she heard were two hearts beating in rhythm, growing weaker by the second, but still beating. Do I want to live? she asked herself again. 
 The answer she heard her mind provide was an undeniable Yes. For the first time since she’d killed King Cronus Gaard in his wife’s bed, Aisling felt the flicker of that familiar flame inside her. The one that gave her the power to heal rather than destroy and the will to live, to survive for herself and those who might need her help.  
 As fiery tendrils ate through the wooden roof above them and the pyre collapsed, she poured whatever strength she had left into that flickering flame. 


 Amari 
   
 Amari awoke to water splashing on her face. She blinked against the wetness, angling her head in confusion as she tried to discern her whereabouts. Plumes of smoke chugged into the sky, which, at least from the portions she could see, was a beautiful blue streaked with long wispy clouds. Crisscrossing planks of charred wood obscured the rest of her vision. She could tell there was a chill in the air, but she felt warmth all around her.  
 There was something on top of her chest. An arm, she realized, flopped over her, its weight heavy and dead. As she peered at it, she could tell it was badly burned. Streaks of unburnt pink flesh peered through cracks in the burnt portions.  
 Memories flooded her mind. The worst pain of her life as she was burned alive. The choking smoke stealing the pain and her mind. That fleeting vision of Aisling Brightshine crawling through fire and ash to get to her, no matter the cost to herself.  
 “Aisling,” she said, voice rising in alarm. She lifted her friend’s arm, but it was lifeless, heavier than it should be. She noticed her own arm, which should’ve been equally damaged, and her eyes widened in shock. The sleeve of her dress had been burned away, but the skin revealed beneath was smooth and unburnt. In fact, there was not a single blemish on her skin, as though it had been improved by the fire. She patted the rest of her body, expecting to have to wince in pain, but the result was the same as her arm. She’d been healed. Even her hair was still there, tumbling raven-dark across a portion of her face. 
 “Oh, Aisling,” she said, turning her head, eyes falling upon the godling, who had her other arm slung in the opposite direction, over Prudence, who lay sleeping, her own body restored from any damage caused by the flames. Aisling’s hair had been devoured by the fire, and there were burnt patches on her cheeks and forehead. Other than that, her expression was so peaceful and serene she might’ve been sleeping. 
 More water splashed over her, dousing the lingering heat and causing more smoke to plume skyward. “Help us!” she cried.  
 Voices murmured something she couldn’t recognize and then she heard the familiar stern voice of Mother Jayne shout, “Someone’s alive! Hurry, help with the wood. Careful now, we can’t risk them collapsing the rest of the way. And more water! There are still small fires here and there. Watch your step!” 
 “Mother?” Prudence said, sounding confused and somewhat dazed. “Mother? Is that you?” 
 “Yes, Prudy—Prudence!” her mother called. “I’m here. We’re coming. Hang on. Just hang on.” 
 Amari could now make out glimpses of partial faces and hands between the planks, which began to shift slowly above her as they were removed one at a time, in such a manner to prevent the rest from crashing down. Mother Jayne’s entire face appeared, two of her daughters by her sides. At first, the woman didn’t seem to recognize who or what she was seeing, but then her eyes grew to the size of full moons. “You aren’t hurt?” she said, gaze roving over Amari’s body.  
 “I don’t think so. Prudence is okay too. Aisling—my friend—healed us. She is…” 
 “A hero,” Mother Jayne finished. “My hero. What she did was nothing short of a miracle.” 
 Amari nodded. “Yes, she is. But now you need to help her. She is badly burned. She will require a cool water bath and any sorts of healing salves you have on hand. Please, you must save her. You must.” Her voice cracked on the last word and Amari dashed tears from her cheeks with her hand.  
 “I will do everything I can. I swear it.” 


   
 Amari and Prudence sat side by side, their bodies more whole than they’d ever been before. 
 “We should be dead,” Prudence said. “She should be alive.” 
 “She is,” Amari said, staring at Aisling’s eyes, which were the only part of her visible. Her body was immersed in a cooling bath while her face and scalp were covered in cloths smeared with a healing salve.  
 “How can you tell?” 
 Amari sighed. As they’d carried Aisling’s body onto a stretcher and brought her to where the tub was already being filled, she had showed no signs of life. Amari had been unable to detect a heartbeat or a whisper of breath from her lips. “Because she has to be. She has lived for centuries and I can’t have her die on my watch, not after what she did for us.” 
 “Centuries? Truly?” 
 Amari nodded. “Whatever absurd superstitions your people have about godlings, they are wrong. Aisling is the holiest being I’ve ever met.” 
 “But what she did to those men…”  
 Amari wasn’t surprised Prudence had also seen the path of destruction Aisling had reaped on her way to saving them. “Was necessary,” she said. “They were evil, and she was wielding righteous justice, just as your mother did.” 
 Prudence looked at her. “I still can’t believe Mother did that. I didn’t think she had it in her!” 
 Despite the pain and sadness she felt, Amari smiled at the girl’s energy. “She loves you very much. She risked everything for you. Your sisters did too.” 
 “I think I misjudged them.” 
 “They didn’t give you any reason to think differently. But yes, we both underestimated them.” 
 Right on cue, the door opened and Mother Jayne entered. She offered a grim smile as they turned to look at her. “Any change?” she asked.  
 “Not yet,” Amari said. “But I’m not giving up hope, just as she never gave up on me.” 
 “Then neither shall I.” 
 “How is everyone doing?” Prudence asked.  
 “None the worse for wear,” she said. “Your sisters are banged and bruised, but they will heal. They wanted to see you all, but I held them off so you can rest.” 
 “I don’t want to rest,” Prudence said.  
 “Nor do I,” Amari said. “Not until I know Aisling is okay. What is going to happen now?” 
 Mother Jayne smiled thinly. “The remaining Mothers and Fathers have agreed Father Morris and his ilk twisted the will of the gods. They are regretful that they didn’t challenge him sooner. They don’t understand all of this”—she gestured to Aisling—“and I can’t say I really do either, but they’ve agreed that enough violence has been carried out already. Nothing has to be decided today but know that you have your freedom whenever you desire it.” 
 “Thank you,” Amari said.  
 “You are most welcome,” Mother Jayne said, starting to turn away.  
 “Mother?” Prudence said, rising from her seat.  
 “Yes?” 
 Prudence strode across the room and fell into her mother’s arms. They stayed like that for a long time.  


   
 Amari had managed to nod off in a seated position when a noise startled her awake. A groan. Her eyes flashed open to find Aisling’s eyes staring at her through the squares of cloth covering her face.  
 “Oh!” Amari exclaimed, which startled Prudence, who’d also drifted asleep, so much that she almost fell out of her chair. But Amari only had eyes for Aisling, rushing to the side of the tub, desperately wanting to throw her arms around the godling and squeeze her until she burst but restraining herself because of how fragile she looked. “You’re safe now,” she said instead. “And we are too. Thanks to you. You saved us. You saved me.” 
 “That’s good,” Aisling said, her voice sounding incredibly weak coming from her dry, cracked lips. “But I couldn’t save Graeme.” 
 Amari hated to see the pain and guilt on her friend’s face, especially when her own anger at Aisling’s failure had contributed to it. “No, you couldn’t. And neither could I. The world is a cold, harsh, mysterious place sometimes, but it’s what we’ve been given. We must live every day as best we can because that’s what Graeme would do. His memory lives in us now.” 
 “Wise words from a wise woman,” Aisling said.  
 “Your body is badly burned. Can you heal yourself yet?” 
 “Soon. I need water. Lots of water. I’d drink from this tub, but I’m afraid it smells rather…charred.” 
 “I will send for dozens of flagons right away. But first I’d like you to meet someone. Another hero, like you.” Aisling managed to turn her head, toward where Prudence had righted herself and was now watching the godling with keen interest. “Aisling, meet Prudence. Prudence, this is Aisling Brightshine, my friend.” 
 “I am very pleased to make your acquaintance,” Prudy said. “And, from the bottom of my heart, thank you. You not only saved us, but the rest of my family as well.” 
 “I’d like to say it was my pleasure,” Aisling said, a familiar twinkle finally returning to her eyes, “but that would be a lie. It was—is—quite painful.” 


 Two days later 
   
 “If not for your lack of hair, it would be like it never happened,” Amari said, staring at Aisling. Other than her bald scalp and missing eyebrows, the godling looked the same as she always looked, pink skin smooth and lovely. It had taken her about a day of drinking water to regain her strength sufficiently to begin the self-healing process, which had taken another full day. Prudence—as well as Amari, she had to admit—had stayed with her the entire time, in awe as each dagger wound was healed and her burned skin was restored to its beautiful luster and tone. “Are you sure you can’t regrow your hair?” 
 “I haven’t tried,” Aisling said with a smile. “But I rather like how I look without it, don’t you agree?” 
 Amari couldn’t deny she wore the hairless look better than most other women would. “Yes, but your true hair color is so lovely.” 
 “Then I shall let it grow back on its own. I’d rather use my healing powers for less frivolous purposes.” 
 “And your other powers?” Amari asked. She wasn’t intending to hurt Aisling’s feelings, but as soon as the words left her mouth, she realized that it might sound that way. “Oh, Ais, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—” 
 “It’s fine,” Aisling said. “Truly. Perhaps I’ve been too hard on myself. Just because I am capable of great destruction doesn’t mean I can’t use it for good.” 
 “I agree. Which is why you’re coming with me to find Sampson as soon as you’re ready. I think he’s in trouble and needs our help.” The door opened while she was speaking, and both Prudence and her mother entered bearing baskets filled with more flagons of water and clean clothes and blankets. 
 Prudence, who’d apparently heard Amari, said, “I’m coming too.” Mother Jayne started to protest, but Prudence cut her off. “This isn’t your choice. It’s mine. Maybe this life is enough for you, but it will never be enough for me. Thank you for fighting for me in the end.” 
 Mother Jayne nodded sadly. “Oh, Prudence. You were never one to be content in this place. You’ve always had a streak of wanderlust. You remind me so much of your father. He always called you Prudence. I don’t know why I stopped—maybe because it reminded me of him? Thank you for showing me how to fight. Your father would be so proud. I would offer you a blessing to go with the strength of the gods, but I don’t need to because I know you will. And if you ever return to Godstown, I hope you find it a better place. I will do everything in my power to make it so.” 
 “I know you will, Mother.” The mother and daughter embraced and Amari found her own vision blurring as she thought of her own mother, who she’d never had the chance to say goodbye to, not when her mind shattered beyond recognition or when she died. She was glad that Prudence had that at least. 
 “Then it’s decided,” Amari said, when the women separated. “We will leave first thing tomorrow. But there’s something I must do first.” 
 “Does it involve dangling precariously on a rope tethered to a bridge?” Aisling asked.  
 “How did you know? You were watching the entire time?” 
 “Of course. I had a good laugh at your blundering about,” Aisling said.  
 Amari swatted at the godling. “It wasn’t exactly an easy task. But it is one I must finish. I feel a kinship with the brightblade I cannot deny.” 
 “It’s unnecessary for you to put your life at risk again.” 
 “It’s not your choice, it’s mine, and I must—” 
 “No,” Aisling said, surprising Amari with the command in her tone. She clamped her lips shut. “You misunderstand me. I have no problem with you retrieving the blade, but you needn’t dangle from the bridge like a spider to do so.” 
 “Explain.” 
 “I had some free time after you almost died for like the nineteenth time, so I did some climbing of my own. And I found this tucked away on one of those monstrosities holding up the bridge. I don’t really need a weapon, because, well, the blood of destruction runs through my veins…” Aisling reached up to the collar of the white dress Mother Jayne had given her and unclasped a golden hairpin. Amari had noticed it before—they had previously found it pinned to the portion of her old clothes the fire hadn’t managed to burn—but had thought nothing of it. After all, it was just a hairpin, and probably wasn’t even real gold, just some lesser metal painted to look gold. Now, however, as Aisling pinched it between her fingers and held it toward her, she looked at it more closely, frowning as she did so.  
 For the hairpin was in the shape of a small blade, complete with a hilt and cross guard. “I don’t understand,” she said. “The blade I’m after is a deadly weapon, not some—” She cut herself off this time, because she knew the words she spoke were untrue. She could feel the power wafting from the hairpin sword, and when she touched it… 
 A blade of such brightness and brilliance it would best the sun itself was in her hands, causing Mother Jayne to cry out and fall back. Amari barely noticed the woman’s distress, her eyes locked on the sword and nothing else. She could feel its power thrumming through her fingers, up her arm, flowing outwards into the whole of her body.  
 The blade spoke, filling the entirety of her mind: NOW I AM YOURS. 





 Second Interlude: The Space Between an Eyeblink 
   
 “BE BRIGHT BUT DO NOT BURN. EMBRACE THE DARKNESS BUT DO NOT LIVE IN THE SHADOWS,” FYRE DANCER RECITED.

 The words flowed from her lips almost unbidden, an endless stream that had become as much a way to pass the endless hours drifting in the Sacred Sea as her mantra, a mantra she believed with her entire being, even if she didn’t yet fully understand its meaning. 
 She held the Pureblade over her head with two hands, bearing it with her own strength alone. It was days ago—or had it been weeks? time had lost all meaning—that the blade had taken the last of its strength from her. Those first few days had been difficult, but now holding the blade over her head while treading water with her feet was just something she did, like breathing or blinking.  
 Several times each day she would remove one hand from the blade’s hilt, gritting her teeth and growling as the heavy steel fought to splash into the water. When one arm grew tired and the blade began to dip downward, she switched hands, giving equal time to each arm until both could bear the weight for several minutes at a time.  
 “Am I ready?” she asked one day. Though she didn’t need to speak her words aloud to communicate with the blade, sometimes she chose to, if only to work her own voice lest it grow stale. 

READY FOR WHAT? the blade asked.  
 “To help. To find he who will wield you in battle to restore peace to Kingfall.” 

YOU ARE REALLY ASKING IF YOU ARE READY TO DIE?

 “Yes,” she said, biting her bottom lip.  

THAT IS YOUR TRUTH TO DECIDE. 

 “And if I am never ready?” 

I WILL FIND ANOTHER.

 That thought more than any other made her firm up her chin, lock her jaw, and resume her training, bearing the weight of the blade with one arm for well over an hour.  

I HAVE SOMETHING TO SHOW YOU.

 She blinked, and in that space between eyeblinks she climbed upon the shoulders of a mountain. I am the Pureblade again, she thought, seeing through the eyes of my creator, Erif Mirg. Atop the cliff, she felt tethered to him, the most notorious man in all of Kingfall, and she knew his mind. His regrets, his sadness, his hopes. He gazed out over the armies gathered to destroy each other, a product of his own mistakes. A select few wielded the six godblades, each pair comprised of one infused with shadow and one starlight, believed to be gifts from the gods themselves, about to be used for the misguided purposes of men. Eighteen other warriors gripped lesserblades, created from slivers of steel from the godblades themselves, providing their own measure of unnatural power.  
 Godbeasts and dreadbeasts alike were interspersed amongst the armies, their forms the size of small mountains. Not trampling their antlike human masters would be a significant part of their challenge today.  
 The mage sighed. Power. Corruption. Greed. Vengeance. These human flaws had led them to this very moment. Not that he was one to judge—he’d succumbed to his own demons until they’d chewed him up and spat him out and left him twisted and broken. He could’ve slipped away then, but instead had chosen something that had surprised even him: 
 Life. Atonement. 
 None of these men nor beasts had a sense of purpose any longer, allowing their prejudices to fester until they were little more than putrid sores on their souls, and so they fought, tearing down the alliances that had led to a great victory during the Godswar just a year prior, when he himself had thought to have been killed and the Thousands were driven back and slaughtered.  
 Both the godblades and lesserblades were too powerful to be wielded by creatures as flawed as humans. There was only one thing left to do to atone for his errors, and so he’d done it. Just before the battle was about to begin, he raised his new creation over his head, capturing the sunlight along one half of the blade, that which had been infused with starlight for a hundred days, the runes along its surface carved to perfection. The bright half had been fired with faerie’s tears while the dark half had been forged with pure shadows and dragon’s blood. This sword was one of a kind, irreplaceable and impossible to replicate. If not for this sword, the battle below might very well come to fruition, sparking a flame that would grow into an inferno, sweeping across the world, spreading violence and pain beyond comprehension. 
 Eventually destroying them all.  
 All that was left was to speak the blade’s name in the presence of the godblades and lesserblades and it would be done, the spell complete. His lips pursed and then he muttered an incantation, one long practiced in the hopes he might be able to speak it one day. One day that was now today. The spell was completed save for the sword’s name, so he spoke it now. “Puronompara.” 
 The bright half of the blade glowed even brighter while the dark half seemed to suck the light into its darkness. A shout rose from the armies below, and soon every creature was looking up at the blade.  
 And then it vanished, taking the godblades with it, the wielders left gripping nothing but empty air. He’d purposely allowed the lesserblades to remain, as a reminder that what could be given could also be taken away.  
 He smiled and leapt from the cliff, his own form disappearing as if he’d never existed at all.  
 The only thing that remained of him and the blade that had saved the world was the last word he’d uttered, glowing for a few moments in the form of fiery runes in the air before fading away. 

Puronompara.


Pureblade.

 And even as his consciousness ebbed and flowed on the winds of the world, an ironclad truth presented itself in his mind:  
 A blade such as this could not be hidden away forever. 
 Fyre’s eyes opened once more, completing the blink, restoring her to her position amongst the wills and whims of the restless currents. Is that my purpose? she asked. To gather the godblades together once more, to cast the spell that will hide them away again?


YES AND NO. THAT IS THE PURPOSE, BUT NOT YOUR PURPOSE AS THE CARRIER. YOU MUST ONLY DELIVER ME TO THE WIELDER BEFORE THE UNFORGIVEN HAVE LAID CLAIM TO THAT WHICH HERETOFORE HAS BEEN BURIED IN SHADOW.


I don’t understand. Who are the Unforgiven? And what will they claim?


THESE ARE NOT MY QUESTIONS TO ANSWER. ALREADY ANOTHER HAS BEEN SET ON THE PATH TO LEARN OF THESE THINGS. 


I am ready for my purpose, even if that means dying. 

 There was a long pause, until Fyre thought to repeat her statement in case the blade had not heard her, but the blade spoke first: NO. YOU ARE NOT. THERE IS MORE FOR YOU TO LEARN. YOUR TRAINING IS NOT YET COMPLETE.


I understand, Fyre said, trying to be brave when inside she felt like crying at the thought of more endless days and nights at sea.  

NO, YOU DO NOT. THE REMAINDER OF YOUR TRAINING WILL NOT TAKE PLACE HERE, BUT THERE. BEHOLD LOSLANDIA.

 She squinted, seeing nothing but the infinite plains of water that had previously been unbroken from horizon to horizon. She blinked, and in that space between eyeblinks where several moments ago she’d seen armies gathered to destroy each other, now there was something new upon the water. Fyre’s heart leapt in her chest as she saw it, a silvery sliver in the distance. A curving coastline.  

Loslandia, she thought. She felt a page turn as a new chapter in the book of her life began.  





 PART III 
   
 Ando     Peony     Dane 
 Jarrod      Quill 
   
 When the Pureblade was forged and then taken from the world, stripping the godblades in its wake, the original wielders of the brightblades—the Knights Bright—praised the gods for relieving them of the responsibility that had weighed heavy on their shoulders. The wielders of the shadowblades—the Knights Shadow—however, fell to their knees, lost expressions roaming their faces. It is said they stared at their empty hands for days, weeks, months. Not eating, not drinking, maybe not even breathing. Just staring at the empty space where once they’d gripped a weapon of power beyond all comprehension. The loss of their shadowblades left their minds shattered and twisted.  
   
 After a hundred days, they rose as one, seeking vengeance for their loss. A consortium of mages representing all the major nations of Kingfall rose against them, for the Knights Shadow retained unnatural power, killing hundreds before they were finally subdued. Their bodies were cast into a great fire so the evil could be burned away, but those who witnessed the Burning saw withering, formless shapes rise from the ashes wearing ethereal armor. The mages struck down the forms in a web of magic, casting them into the nearest Rift, that which later came to be known as the Infernal Pit. 
   
 The ghosts of the Knights Shadow were given a name too:  
 The Unforgiven.  
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 Twenty-Five 
 Andovier Helm 
 Solarii countryside 
   
 THEY PASSED COUNTLESS VINEYARDS ON THE ROAD SOUTH, endless rows of grape vines mounted on wooden poles marching in perfect lines over hills and across rich fields from which more than seventy percent of Kingfall’s wine was produced. Ando knew that because of one of his visits to Chrysallis, the knowledge imparted by none other than King Normandian himself, who seemed to value what he called ‘the drink of the gods’ above almost everything else. When Ando had slugged back the goblet of red wine the king had handed him, Normandian had winced as though it had pained him to see it treated like common ale. “Mm, good,” Ando had said, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. 

 The memory faded, replaced by more rows of grape vines. During the warmth of the day Ando and his men marched, while at night they slept under star-filled skies as clear as Ando had ever witnessed.  
 Solarii, he had to admit, was a beautiful country.  
 They’d subsisted on small game and grapes stolen from the vineyards they passed. Only once had one of the vintners emerged from his house to challenge them but had taken one look at Mrz before squeaking and retreating back inside. 
 Now, Mrz walked beside him, tossing grapes into the air and catching them in his broad mouth. The Grizari rarely, if ever, missed one, and never seemed to tire of the game, his appetite for the juicy delights insatiable. The large man seemed at ease as they walked, as though they were on a holiday jaunt through wine country. He’d recovered his war hammer before they’d departed the border, the mighty weapon swinging at his side.  
 Ever since Ando had discovered Tora gone, having been taken south by Lin-Wei, he’d felt tense and frustrated. It didn’t help that Lin-Wei’s intentions were unknown to him. What purpose could she possibly have for abducting a young, orphaned girl hailing from a tiny Terran village that had been destroyed by demons?  
 There was only one answer, and Ando didn’t like it: To irk me. Well, he was more than irked. Enraged was a better word for his current temperament. During the week they’d been traveling so far, he’d snapped at almost every man in his company on more than one occasion. ‘General Bite-Your-Head-Off’ the dwarf captain, Barty, had taken to calling him.  
 Once, in the dead of night when all his men were asleep, Ando had dropped to his knees and clasped his hands, finally ending his feud with the gods to plead for their mercy. “Whatever you have taken from me in the past will be left behind me,” he’d whispered. “Just don’t take her. Please, not her too. I cannot lose another. I cannot.” 
 Of course, the gods hadn’t answered him, preferring to keep him in suspense. He sighed, letting the memory of that night fade. He’d felt weak and helpless then, but now he just felt annoyed and ready for the journey to be over. “When will this infernal countryside end?” Ando muttered as Mrz happily chewed another grape.  
 “There is Grizari story about man forced to push mighty rock up hill each day,” Mrz said. “Every day when he awakes, rock at bottom of hill again, so he must start over. Hates it. Despises rock and his eternal labors. Curses very world he’s forced to live in. Then one day he awakes to find mighty rock gone. Not at top of hill. Not at bottom. Just…gone. First instinct is to feel joy. No more sweat! No more toils! I am free, he thinks as he slumps down. Eats merrily. Satisfies thirst with smile on face. Stands up, looks about. What should I do next? he wonders. To his surprise, feels something other than joy. Feels loss, misery. Misses rock. Not just rock, but what rock represents.” 
 “And what is that?” Ando asked, engaged in the story but not seeing the point of any of it. 
 “The sense of purpose that came with rock,” Mrz said, lifting his brow as though he’d just revealed the meaning of life itself.  
 “I have a purpose,” Ando said. “To rescue Tora.” 
 “Exactly,” Mrz said. “You grumble and complain and curse gods for hardships imposed upon you, but they also keep you alive. Without someone to rescue, what would you do? Would you be full of joy like man thought he would be when first awoke to find rock gone? Or would you be miserable when realize purpose is gone?” 
 Ando sighed. He knew the Grizari was only trying to help him. But even if there was some parallel between the man in the story and himself, it didn’t change the fact that saving Tora was his purpose at present. Whatever came after would be dealt with accordingly. If he were lucky, he would die like Raan and Josiah, defending those unable to defend themselves.  
 Before he could respond, Sola interjected himself into their discussion. “The man is a fool if you ask me. The problem isn’t what he should do after the stone disappeared, but why he’s pushing the stone up the hill in the first place. You say he hates his daily struggle, but he never questions it. So why does he keep doing it? For exercise? To roll it down the other side and crush his enemies? To cast a long shadow? He’d be better off breaking the stone into smaller chunks and building a wall.” 
 “Never considered why,” Mrz said.  
 “Well perhaps you should,” Sola said. “Both of you. Only then will you find the answers to your questions.” 
 Mrz grunted, while Ando considered his own questions. If the gods were so benevolent, why did they allow women and children to perish at the hands of evil men? Why did they allow evil to conquer good at all? He’d stared evil directly in the eye at the Infernal Pit and found the bloodthirsty demons to be no worse than the Terran soldiers he’d encountered at Westport, the murderers who’d— 
 He cut off his thoughts before he shattered his own hands because of the tightness of the fists he’d made. He glanced at Sola, who had noticed his reaction. Slowly, Ando uncurled his hands until they hung loosely at his sides once more. Then he held up one of them. “I never knew this until…” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “…anyway, a touch has a memory. Not every touch, of course, but the most powerful ones—they stay with you. I swear there are times when I can still feel her against my hands. The smoothness of her skin. The satiny texture of her hair. Her fingers threaded with mine. The warmth of her arms around me. I feel the touch of my children too, their little arms so tight around my neck that if I weren’t ten times their size, they’d have squeezed me to pieces. Sometimes when I close my eyes and those memories rise to the surface of my fingers, I hate to open them again because I know when I do, the memories will vanish and I’ll be left empty once more.” 
 Sola nodded seriously. “I may not be able to fathom the depths of what you feel, but I understand the general feeling. Losing my brother was worse than losing a limb. I forced myself to feel nothing but anger for a while, but that was only to hold back the waves of sadness trapped behind the rage. But meeting you and being a part of…whatever this is…has filled some of the void left behind by my brother’s passing. And though I know you think you are empty, you are not, at least not completely. I’ve seen that which is still inside you, your kindness for others, the love you feel for those you feel responsible for.” 
 “Like Tora?” Ando said, unable to keep the dryness from his tone.  
 “Yes, like Tora.” 
 “I should’ve sent her somewhere safe.” 
 “The village she grew up in was a small place in central Teravainen filled with ordinary people trying to live their lives. And you saw what happened there. She survived it because of you, and she deserved to have the life she wanted. And what she wanted was to be with you.” 
 “Though only gods know why,” Mrz grunted. He was trying to sound grumpy, but his smile gave him away. Sola may have smashed the wisdom of his story to bits, but the Grizari’s spirit was as strong as ever.  
 And Ando realized that Sola was right. Maybe he could’ve sent Tora somewhere “safer”, but would there be anyone there to protect her, to watch over her? Every single day of what was left of his life he knew he would regret leaving his own family to fend for themselves. But Tora didn’t have to be a regret. And if he recovered her, he would never leave her side again.  


   
 It wasn’t until midday on the eighth day that they caught sight of their destination. Well, technically they saw the sparkling waters of the Bay of Sighs catching bladelike rays of sunlight first, but it wasn’t long after that white-stoned structures rose from the ground. 
 Ando reached out, almost feeling as though he could grasp Sunsei in his hands and pluck Tora from wherever she was locked away.  
 “I thought Sunsei would be bigger,” Captain Barty said. “It looks as tiny as a model.” Ando had sensed the conclusion to their journey a few miles back and had picked up his pace. The dwarf, with his shorter legs, had been struggling to keep up ever since, but had never wavered, even after he’d begun huffing and puffing like a young child trying to muster enough breath to extinguish a candleflame. 
 Sir Christoff Metz joined their conversation, as he did whenever facts were needed, which was often amongst their group. “The size that something appears depends on the visual angle. Think of the city as the base of a triangle, with your eyes as the triangle’s top point. The further away you are, the smaller the angle from your eyes to the tops of the buildings, and thus, the smaller the city appears.” 
 Barty frowned, but Ando could immediately tell the dwarf was exaggerating the expression. Here we go. “No, see?” Barty said, lifting his hand and opening his thumb and forefinger to position the tiny city in the distance between them. “I can pinch it in me fingers. Like this. It’s but an inch tall. The smallest city in the world, it is.” Sir Metz opened his mouth to further explain what he meant, but Barty had already soldiered on. “When we arrive in Sunsei, it will be the same size as it looks from ’ere. We’ll squash it underfoot like a child’s toy!”  
 Ando was about to get involved before the perplexed wrinkling of Sir Metz’s forehead became even more pronounced, but he needn’t have worried. Mona Metz-Sheary was close at hand to intervene, touching Sir Metz’s shoulder as she said, “Barty is only being sarcastic, dear.” 
 Sir Metz said, “Being sarcastic.” His expression was akin to what one might wear if they were about to eat a wriggling worm. “Is that true, Captain Bartholomew?” 
 The dwarf grimaced when he heard his formal name spoken. “I told you a thousand times, Metz—” 
 “It’s Sir Metz actually. I was knighted for valor in the face of great adversity in the year—” 
 If the dwarf was listening, he showed no signs. “—jest Barty is fine. And yes, your wife is right. I was bein’ sarcastic, because sometimes a lil dry humor is what a man needs to keep goin’.” 
 “But thank you, Sir Metz,” Ando finally said. “We appreciate your explanation of—what was the term you used?” 
 “Visual angle,” Sir Metz said, looking keen to launch himself into another more detailed explanation.  
 “Yes—that. And Captain Bartholomew understands that as we approach the city it will appear to grow larger when in reality it was the same size the entire time.” 
 “Always gotta ruin my fun…,” Barty grumbled.  


   
 Three hours later they reached the city. During their entire approach, Sir Metz had recited facts about the city that he’d read in a book with the caveat that the book had been written more than a decade earlier, so some things may have changed. Like the population, for example. According to the book, Sunsei had more than thirty thousand residents (“Thirty thousand seven hundred and forty-two, to be precise,” Metz had said), while Solarii as a whole had approximately forty-nine thousand, which meant the majority of the country’s people lived in the white-stoned city standing before them. 
 Compared to the more than one hundred thousand citizens of Odin and Teravainen, it made the peninsula kingdom quite small, if more densely populated. Avadon, on the other hand, contained more than half of Kingfall’s wealth and yet boasted a population barely greater than Solarii.  
 Metz had also informed them of other vaguely interesting facts about the city such as how many years it took to build the royal castle and palace (twelve years), how many years the Dead King had been ruling (seventy-eight years and counting, eighteen of which were after he’d been murdered), the number of statues (forty-two), monuments (fourteen), and fountains (seven).  
 As they made their final approach, several roads funneled into one, which widened on the home stretch to the northern edge of the city. Ando was surprised to find it was not walled in, as most of Kingfall’s capital cities were. Instead, there was a guard station manned by several heavily armed and armored Solarii soldiers holding up traffic before the road entered the city. Ando didn’t see the point. If someone really wanted to sneak into Sunsei, they could easily go off-road in the dark of night and make their entrance elsewhere. In the brightness of daylight, however, one was forced to face the soldiers or be ridden down on the coastal plains.  
 The queue was long and the sun hot, and soon they were all sweating even more. Barty was the most affected, his face ruddy and glistening. “Don’ know why anyone would choose to live outside like this. Give me a cavern any day, preferably one with a cool pool to soak me feet in…” 
 Ando watched the soldiers closely. They were very thorough, questioning all travelers, both those entering and exiting the city. Occasionally they checked the contents of the merchants’ wagons. “What are they looking for?” he wondered aloud. 
 Sola, the only local amongst their group, answered. “They are ensuring the goods in their wagons are consistent with the goods they’ve declared. All imports and exports from Sunsei are taxed by the king. Most of the funds are used to sustain the army and shore up the border defenses, though Solarii also has a significant naval presence in the Bay of Sighs.” 
 After what had happened at Westport, Ando thought this was wise. The Terrans were not just a threat from land, not anymore. He discarded the thought as they finally reached the soldiers, two of which eyed their unusual group suspiciously. The ragtag line of dwarves received more attention than any others, save for Mrz, who stood there with his barreled chest puffed out proudly. “Me skin is as thick as it looks,” he declared. “Go ahead. Poke me with those tiny needles and find out.” He gestured to their sheathed swords.  
 “My Grizari friend receives a lot of attention in Solarii,” Ando explained. “He grows tired of it.” 
 “I relish it,” Mrz said. “I’ve yet to lose staring contest and won’t start now.” He stared at each soldier in turn, as though daring them to meet his gaze for more than a few seconds.  
 “State your business in Sunsei,” one of the soldiers said. 
 “If word of our party has not reached your ears, then you are not of a high enough station to know of our business,” Ando said. “Suffice it to say, we will be meeting with the Dead King.” 
 “I know who you are,” the soldier said, which surprised Ando, though perhaps it shouldn’t have. He’d been imprisoned at the border for a full fortnight and then on the road for another eight days. More than enough time for word of his men’s presence to have spread this far south. “You’re High Commander Andovier Helm, of Odin. I have a message for you.” 
 That was even more surprising. “From whom?” 
 “General Lin-Wei,” the soldier said.  
 Ando’s heart thumped harder in his chest, partly in anticipation and partly in anger at hearing the mage’s name. “What message?” 
 “You will be escorted forthwith to the mortuary. There is a body she thinks you can identify. A young girl.” 


   
 Ando’s heart had not stopped racing since the soldier gave him Lin-Wei’s message. After everything he’d been through, he simply could not face another tragedy involving a child he cared about. And if he was forced to, he honestly didn’t know what he might do. 
 Killing Lin-Wei could very well be the least of his actions.  
 Escorted by the soldiers, Ando barely noticed the stares their unusual group received from the citizens of Sunsei, who stopped what they were doing to openly gawk at the newcomers to their city. When they reached the mortuary, Ando stood before the door as it was held open for him. “Want me to come inside with you?” Sola offered. 
 “Thank you, but no,” Ando said. “I need to do this alone.” 
 “We’ll be right outside.” 
 Ando nodded and stepped inside. The lighting was dim, the windowless room lit by lanterns shrouded by swatches of thick cloth. Across the space were six stone slabs. Five were currently occupied by what were presumably corpses, though they were hidden beneath white sheets. One was smaller than the others. Not as a small as a young child, but also not fully grown. In between, like Tora, a child swiftly becoming a man or woman grown.  
 Ando realized he hadn’t moved from that initial step inside, his feet frozen to the floor. The door had been closed behind him, leaving only him and a single soldier inside. The soldier had his hand on the edge of the sheet covering the smallest of the corpses. “Ready?” 
 Ando couldn’t speak, so he simply nodded.  
 The soldier dragged the sheet down to the neck, revealing a young face. No one had bothered to close her small, brown eyes. Pursed lips that always seemed on the verge of a scowl. If not for the hair, Ando might’ve fallen to his knees right then and there. But the hair was all wrong. It was short, like Tora’s, but far too neat, parted nicely, not a single lock out of place. Tora’s hair was always askew, even when there was no wind, as though a tornado lived inside the knots and tangles. Lin-Wei had selected a damn near lookalike for Tora, and yet could not replicate the essence of everything she was.  
 Ando felt guilty at the relief that swelled inside him. The relief was because it wasn’t Tora, wasn’t someone he knew and loved, but the guilt was because it was a life cut too short, a young girl that someone else might know and love. Someone’s daughter or sister or friend.  
 Used by the mage as a form of mental and emotional warfare against him. For what purpose? A threat perhaps? Stand down or Tora will face the consequences? He would not stand down, not until she was recovered and beside him where she belonged, but he would tread carefully. The mage was unpredictable—that much he’d learned from his time at the border.  
 His thoughts were interrupted when the soldier said, “Do you know her or not?” There was no kindness or compassion in the question.  
 Ando glared at him. “No. How did she die?” 
 The shoulder shrugged and made a face. “Not my job to keep notes on everyone who dies, is it?” 
 Ando was upon him in a second, lifting him by the throat and slamming him against the wall before he could so much as reach for his sword. “You should show a little respect for the dead,” he growled. The soldier’s eyes were wide as he struggled to breathe. Though he was sickened by the soldier’s flippant response to his question about the girl’s demise, he also knew the soldier had probably seen too much death in his life. He was fairly young himself, early twenties perhaps.  
 Ando slowly lowered him until his feet touched the floor. The soldier gasped as air filled his lungs. “I could have you hung for attacking a soldier,” he snarled, head between his knees.  
 “And I could’ve killed you,” Ando said, voice calmer now. “There’s even an empty slab ready for you. Let’s call it even.”  
 Ando stepped calmly to the body of the young girl. First, he gently closed each of her eyes, and then covered her with the sheet. He walked out, leaving the soldier inside to clutch at his throat and consider his own mortality amongst the dead.  


   
 The soldiers left them to their own devices after that. Ando didn’t know whether to be pleased or suspicious. “What now?” Mrz asked. “Storm castle gates? Take hostages?” 
 “Grab a pint at the nearest tavern?” Barty offered.  
 “We have no money,” Sola pointed out.  
 “Yes, but we have these.” The dwarf raised both his fists in the air.  
 “I don’t think starting a tavern brawl is going to do us any favors,” Ando said. His mood was sour after what had transpired in the mortuary, but his mind felt surprisingly clear. “We should request an audience with the Dead King. Lin-Wei is not a woman to be reasoned with, but perhaps he is.” 
 Sola said, “I don’t know. He’s become a recluse ever since being raised from the dead. He doesn’t hold high court, trusting the responsibility for judging his citizens to officials in the lower courts. Any military commands he issues are made directly to his generals, who provide a buffer between him and the outside world. They say he cannot even bear sunlight at this point.” 
 “We have to try,” Ando said. “I cannot just do nothing while Tora is held prisoner by that evil woman.” 
 Sola’s eyebrows lifted. “Did I say do nothing? And I want her punished as much as anyone. My cousin’s blood is on her hands. I may have been away from Solarii for a long time, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still have connections in the city. If there is a way to get to Lin-Wei without raising attention, I will find it. Do you trust me?” 
 “With my life,” Ando said.  
 “And with Tora’s?” 
 Ando had to admit, he did. “Yes.” 
 “All right, then here’s what I’m thinking…” 


   
 The first step was nothing more than a ruse. They’d detected the tail almost immediately, the weaselly looking man Lin-Wei must’ve hired to follow them pretending to stop and inspect a fruit seller’s apples just as Ando looked his way. The weasel wasn’t a particularly good actor, his eyes constantly darting toward Ando and then away again. Ando, for his part, pretended not to notice, but as soon as he informed his men of the spy, Sola said, “Not here,” and hurried them along the busy streets until they reached a shop exuding delicious smells as soon as the door was opened.  
 “Sola? Sola!” a voice brayed the moment Sola entered ahead of the rest of the pack. “Is it truly you? We haven’t received a message in months! Why haven’t you written? Shameful behavior for a soldier son not to write his own mother. I’ve been worried sick.” 
 A small, rotund woman wearing an apron and covered from head to toe in flour practically crashed into Sola, mashing her face into his abdomen as she hugged him fiercely. She pulled away just as quickly, battering him thrice with a rolling pin gripped in one chubby hand. “You should have written,” she said. “Now where is your brother? Where is Bora?” 
 Sola’s chin drooped. Ando stepped inside, finding a wall of tables that were mostly empty save for a few smashed-looking loaves of bread. Clearly Sola’s family’s bakery was popular amongst the Sunsei locals. “Your son has been through void and back,” he said, refocusing on Sola’s mother. “Let us all sit and talk for a while.” 
 She eyed Ando with narrowed eyes, but then looked at Sola, who continued to stare at his own feet. Something changed in her demeanor, a softening of sorts, and then she said, “How many of you are there?” 
 “Sixteen,” Ando said, hating how small the number sounded after they’d set out with close to thirty from Wolfsgaard. “But almost half are dwarves, so won’t take up much space.” Ando didn’t mention their resident Grizari, as she would find out soon enough and either allow Mrz inside or bar him from entering her establishment.  
 “But we eat as much as any human!” Barty declared from outside the shop. “And drink twice as much ale!” 
 “Dwarves in Solarii?” she grumbled. “Kingfall has become a queer place indeed. Very well. I was just preparing the dough for tomorrow. Come on through to the back. You can eat the leftovers from today if you don’t mind scraps.” 
 “Not at all,” Ando said. “It will be the fare of kings compared to our normal meals. Thank you.” 
 The woman placed a firm hand on Sola’s back and ushered him through a gap between the tables. Ando looked back at the men and dwarves craning their necks to try to get a peek inside at what might be causing the mouthwatering aromas. “Only your best behavior,” he warned. 
 “We’re not children,” Barty said.  
 “I was speaking directly to you.” 
 “What about Mrz?” 
 “What about me?” Mrz said. “Grizari understand manners more than dwarves.” 
 Barty grunted. “Aye. Best behavior. On me honor.” 
 Ando nodded and let them pass. Mrz was forced to turn sideways to fit through the entrance, but soon enough they’d all filed through and spilled into a second room behind the first, which was filled with dozens of shiny contraptions and a large wooden table covered in flour and mounds of dough.  
 “There are chairs in the storeroom!” Sola’s mother hollered. Her voice seemed to only have one level: loud.  
 “Yes, ma’am,” Barty said. “Small folks with big appetites are on the job.” 
 “Call me Trudy, I’m not old enough to be called ma’am.” She caught sight of Mrz. “He’s a big one, isn’t he? Won’t be a chair big enough for him, I’m afraid. Hope he don’t mind sitting on the floor.” Ando was pleasantly surprised how well she’d taken the presence of a Grizari in her shop. 
 “I don’t,” Mrz said. “Thank you, Trudy.” 
 “He speaks?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Didn’t think trolls knew how to talk, but I guess he’s smaller than most. Just a child still?”  
 Ando cringed. 
 Barty, who had just emerged from the storeroom carrying a chair, snorted. “A troll! Ha! Sola, I like yer ma already.” He slapped Sola on the back, but the man didn’t seem to notice, staring at the floury table. Ando knew he wasn’t seeing the table at all, but something else—his brother’s face, most likely.  
 “He’s Grizari, actually,” Ando said. “And though the Griz have their own language, most speak the common tongue too. Rather well, I think you’ll find.” 
 “Grizari, you say? Well I never…I always thought your kind were supposed to be savages. Sorry, no offense, I can see you are more well-mannered than this dwarf fellow.” She gestured toward Barty. 
 It was Mrz’s turn to laugh. “None taken. None at all.” He slumped to the ground, his back to the wall. More chairs were brought out by the other dwarves, and soon everyone was seated save for Sola, who continued his sightless stare. 
 Ando coaxed Trudy to a corner of the room and lowered his voice. “Sola and his brother were captured in battle,” he explained. “We all were. We met as prisoners. It’s a long story, but we managed to escape, and now here we are. Bora…” 
 “Didn’t make it,” she said.  
 “You knew?” 
 “I guessed it the moment I saw Sola’s reaction when I asked about him. Those two were always as thick as thieves.” She bit back a swell of emotion that rose to the surface of her expression. “The fact that Sola made it this far is a testament to his strength.” 
 “Yes, it is. But Bora was strong too. Sola told us the story about how he and Bora lost a thumb each. You raised a pair of strong sons.” 
 “Then how did one die?” 
 Amongst the men and dwarves, eyes darted about, finally resting on Sola. When he didn’t answer, Mrz said, “We were forced to fight in arena for King Gaard’s pleasure.” 
 “The bastard,” Trudy said, grabbing a sizable lump of dough from the table and slamming it down with enough force to make a loud smacking sound.  
 “Your son died in the arena,” Ando explained, glad Mrz hadn’t gone into more detail. “Sola did everything in his power to save him, but he was the only Solarii survivor.” 
 “Mrz was fighting for own people,” Mrz said, “but then—” 
 “He was the only Grizari survivor,” Sola said quickly, finally snapping out of his trance. His eyes shot to Mrz and he offered the smallest shake of his head. 
 “Then you are both survivors,” Trudy said. “I am sorry for your loss, Mrz.” 
 Mrz’s chin dropped to his chest.  
 After slamming the doughball down once more, Trudy bustled about the area, passing all sorts of delectable baked goods—the “leftovers”, apparently, though it all tasted as fresh as though it had recently cooled after coming out of the oven—to the men until they were all eating happily. There were savory rolls studded with bits of whisky-drenched bacon or garlic and mushrooms, and there were sweeter goods, like powdered scones and fruit mince pies. Mugs of ale were offered next, and soon everyone was full to bursting.  
 After polishing off his fifth bread roll, Ando said, “Your hospitality is most appreciated, Trudy. We haven’t eaten like this in months.” 
 “Any friend of my son’s is a friend of mine, no matter how big or small.” Her eyes flicked playfully from Mrz to Barty. “You’ll be needing a place to sleep, too, I suspect.” 
 “If possible. We could simply sleep here on the floor if we won’t get in your way.” 
 “Nonsense. I’m up before dawn to get the dough in the ovens. We also own a public house not far that offers several rustic rooms to those too drunk to stumble home. I’ll put the lot of you up there.” 
 “We will repay our debt in full, as soon as possible,” Ando said.  
 She waved the promise away with her rolling pin. “You brought my son home to me. That is worth all the gold in the world.” 


   
 Sola’s mother had work to do, so Sola led them to his family’s public house. He continued to be unusually quiet ever since the news had been broken about his brother’s death. “Your mother is a strong woman,” Ando said as they made their way along the city streets, which were now full of shadows along their edges, the last rays of sun forming stripes of pink and purple across half the sky.  
 “She is,” Sola said. “Though she is in great pain, she hides it behind a wall of work. She’s always been that way. When my father got sick, she barely stopped to acknowledge it. ‘Too much to do,’ she always said.” 
 “Your father…” 
 “Still alive, as far as I know. We’ll find out soon enough. But he’s been bedridden for a couple years now.” 
 “You never said anything.” 
 “I didn’t think I’d ever see either of them again. In a way, I wished I wouldn’t.” 
 “Bora’s death is not your—” 
 “Fault? Who’s the kettle and who’s the pot in this scenario, Ando? You were leagues away from your family when they were killed and yet you shoulder the entirety of the blame for their deaths. I was close enough to touch Bora when he was killed. How can I not question why I wasn’t stronger or faster or more capable? How can I not replay every detail of every moment of the battle in my mind, analyzing each angle, looking for the thousand and one things I could’ve done differently, each of which might’ve changed the outcome and left both of us alive, or me dead and him alive, or—” 
 “Both of you dead.” 
 “Aye, that might’ve been better.” 
 “I know you don’t really believe that,” Ando said.  
 “No? Have you never thought death would be better than your own outcome?” 
 Ando considered. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d longed for death without taking off his boots. At first it was knowing that Moira wouldn’t want that for him, her kindness and love keeping him alive even after she wasn’t. But then, slowly, it became the sense of duty to others, the very thing that had driven him to become a soldier, to fight for the good people of Odin who couldn’t fight for themselves. “Of course I have,” he said. “But I won’t do that anymore. No matter how intense the pain is, how bright. From now on, we stay alive for each other—all of us. And for your mother, and father, and for ordinary people who can still be saved. Are we in agreement?” 
 Sola met his eyes. “I—I want to agree. That will have to be enough for now.” 
 “It is, my friend. It is.” 
 “Good. Now we are here. It seems Barty will get his pint after all.” 


   
 Sola’s family’s public house was called The Solarium, and featured gawdy images of the sun, many of them quite artistic and abstract to the point where you had to look long and hard at them to figure out what it was you were seeing, or at least Ando thought so.  
 Other than that, it was as normal as any other public house or tavern Ando had ever had the pleasure of visiting, stools surrounding round wooden tables in the center of the floor and larger rectangular tables nestled against the walls. A large oak bar dominated another wall, several large kegs tapped and already being used while other more potent poisons were arranged by color in their bottles. And, unexpectedly, there were several bottles at the very end containing the unmistakable glowing liquid used by mages to perform their spells.  
 “Your family’s public house carries magenum?” Ando said in a low voice to Sola as he took a seat on one of the benches sat next to a side table. The rest of the men and dwarves had fanned out like they owned the place, occupying all the remaining tables within moments of them entering. There were no individual chairs large enough for Mrz’s bulk, but a couple of the patrons took one look at the Grizari and hurried out the door. He commandeered their chairs and slid them together, sitting across two chairs, which creaked severely as though about to snap in two. Somehow Mrz still managed to make them look small as his girth spilled out the sides.  
 “It’s not unusual in Solarii,” Sola replied as he eased in across from Ando. “Most don’t partake on a regular basis because of the high cost, but on special occasions many will order a shot or two.”  
 “Have you ever…” 
 Sola laughed. “Once, when my cousin was getting married. I awoke on a roof.” 
 “Seriously?” 
 “Aye. The birds were taking turns roosting on my feet.” 
 A laugh slipped from Ando’s mouth. “Sorry. The image in my mind is rather amusing.” 
 “I’m glad. We could all use some levity right about now.” 
 “Shouldn’t you go see your father?” 
 “Thanks for ruining the levity,” Sola said. He turned his attention to the barkeep, ordering a round of ale for all the customers, including those not part of their group who’d dared to stay seated when they entered. “Facing my mother without Bora was hard enough.” 
 “But you handled it so well,” Ando said wryly.  
 “Very funny.” He sighed. “I don’t know…I thought I was okay, that I was getting better, but seeing her brought back so many memories of him. It overwhelmed me. Before I got myself into trouble, Bora was always in the bakery, assisting my parents in running the place. As soon as I walked in, all I could see was him. And I thought—” He cut off sharply, angrily dashing moisture from his eyes. “I thought:‘It should’ve been me.’” 
 Ando said nothing, wrapping both hands around the frothing mug of ale that had been slid in front of him while they were talking. He sipped it while Sola eyed him strangely. “What?” Ando finally said.  
 “Aren’t you going to tell me I’m being ridiculous? That I deserved to live because I survived the battle?” 
 “No,” Ando said simply.  
 “Some friend you are.” 
 “Is that what you want me to say?” 
 Sola took a sip of his own ale, considering. Then he shook his head. “No. But I still expected you to say it.” 
 “How could I when I feel the same way?” Ando said.  
 Sola placed his mug back on the table and nodded. “Let’s go. I want you by my side when I face my father.” 
 Ando took one more sip of his drink, relishing the trail of warmth it painted down his throat, and then stood to follow Sola, leaving the rest of the men and dwarves to enjoy their well-earned respite.  
 The stairs were less creaky than the two chairs Mrz had sat on, but they did creak with each step, an ominous sound that was a stark contrast to the rounds of laughter and clinking mugs that chased them from behind as they climbed. “What caused your father’s illness?” Ando asked, instinctively lowering his voice to just above a whisper.  
 “The healers think it’s his heart,” Sola said. “One day he was fine, as fit as a fiddle, and the next his body had gone rigid and he dropped where he stood, foaming at the mouth. I thought for certain it was the end, but he recovered enough to speak, though his words are rather garbled. He has use of one arm and one leg. I urged him to try walking with a crutch, but he refused to leave his bed. Damn pride.” 
 Once, Ando might’ve understood that mentality. He’d commanded entire legions of men, leading them to victory again and again. To hobble amongst them as a cripple would’ve wounded him beyond measure. Now…all that had happened to him had changed his perspective. Too much pride at the expense of doing the things you loved felt foolish. What he wouldn’t give to walk amongst them at all. It wasn’t the war and bloodshed he missed, but the feeling that he was helping to mold the young soldiers into men capable of protecting themselves and their kingdom. That was as satisfying a feeling as he’d ever felt and was the main reason he’d battled his way up through the army’s ranks and sacrificed many months away from his family.  

Just another regret, he thought, also wishing for one more second with his wife and children. Stop. This moment isn’t about your family—it’s about Sola’s.

 At the top of the staircase was a landing with three walls, each containing a door. Sola’s room, Bora’s room, their parents’ room, Ando guessed. Sola hesitated at the door to the right and then turned the knob and pushed it open. Ando peered over his shoulder, expecting to find a form occupying the bed. Instead, he found the room empty. Well, perhaps empty was the wrong word. The room was filled with clutter and debris, various baubles and trinkets strewn on every surface available, including the floor, gathering dust and cobwebs. Dirty clothing was balled up and tossed about haphazardly. The bedclothes were wrinkled like an old man’s skin. Motes of dust illuminated by the bright green moonlight streaming through the smeared window flitted about on the air Sola had let in when he’d opened the door.  
 Ando abruptly realized this was Sola’s room. The baubles and trinkets were things he’d stolen before he was caught in the act and had his thumb removed. Compared to the soldier he considered to be well-ordered and in control of himself at all times—save for his one lapse when he lost himself to vengeance and attacked Mrz from behind—the room was a veritable disaster zone. “Ah, just as I left it,” Sola said wryly, easing back out and closing the door behind him. “Want to see Bora’s room?” 
 “To help you delay seeing your father for a few more minutes? Why not?” 
 “Is it that obvious?” 
 “I consider procrastination to be a sin worse than murder.” 
 “Why am I not surprised? If a star fell from the sky and crashed into the ground and needed to be moved, I suspect you would be the first one on site to start chipping away at it, even before it had cooled.” 
 “You’re probably right,” Ando admitted. “Now get on with it. Which one was Bora’s?” 
 Sola indicated the door set into the wall opposite the staircase but made no move to open it. Ando stepped forward and turned the doorknob. The door didn’t budge. “Locked,” he said.  
 “They never fixed it,” Sola said. “His door started sticking not long before we joined the Solarii army. Bora told my parents not to worry about it, that he would repair it when he returned on leave. When he didn’t return, I guess they never fixed it. Here, let me.” Ando stepped aside and watched as Sola turned the handle, using his shoulder and hip to barge the door inward. “After you,” Sola said. “Though there’s not much to see.” 
 It was true, Ando immediately saw. Unlike Sola’s room, Bora’s was a lesson in minimalism and organization. The bedclothes were made up, taut and with crisp edges and corners, just how soldiers were instructed to make their beds in the army. The walls were bare save for a single painting, which appeared to be Sola’s family. Ando recognized Sola and his brother, of course, as well as Trudy’s squat form, but he peered more closely at Sola’s father, who was shorter than his sons but not by much, with broad shoulders and what soldiers called an iron chin—as thick and strong-looking as a blacksmith’s anvil. There were three other pieces of furniture: a chair, a desk, and a bookshelf neatly carrying more than a dozen books. Everything was well-lit because of the brightness of the moonlight as it pierced the exceptionally clean window.  
 Which was impossible unless someone had entered recently and cleaned it on both sides. But that someone had not cleaned Sola’s window, leaving it smeared with dirt and grime. “You could’ve told me this was your room and I would’ve believed you,” Ando commented.  
 “Yes, I could have,” Sola said, having remained outside.  
 Ando backed out, sealing the door behind him. “Any other rooms to show me?” 
 “Just the one,” Sola said, still hesitating. 
 “This isn’t about you. It’s about Bora. Do this for your brother.” 
 Sola’s lips knitted tightly together. Then he firmed up his chin and nodded. He took a deep breath, pivoted to the left, and opened the final door.  
 Inside, the room was dark, thick shades pulled over the window, obliterating any small measure of light that might’ve been provided by the moons and stars. “Trudy?” a rasping voice said. The voice wasn’t strong, but it wasn’t weak either. There was still fight in it. 
 “No, Da, it’s me. Sola.” He opened the door wider, and some light from the lantern set into the wall sconce crept inside to reveal a man blinking away sleep. He was covered from the waist down by a blanket, while his upper body wore a thin sleeping shirt that hung loosely from his frame. His face was gaunt, dark circles like bruises under each eye. His cheeks and chin were covered by a patchy gray beard. If Ando didn’t already know who he was, he wouldn’t have been able to identify the man as the one in the painting in his son’s room. 
 “Sola? Is the war over?” 
 “Not yet, but the border remains intact. And the Odinians struck a major blow to the Terrans when they held Kingsfort with assistance from the Travailians.” 
 “That’s good.” The man squinted past his son. “Who’s that? Is that Bora? If so, he’s grown several inches.” 
 “No, Da. This is High Comm—” 
 “Ando, sir,” Ando said. The last thing he wanted to do was put any of the focus on him and the story of how the commander of the entire Odinian army had ended up in Sunsei. “I met your son at the border. Your wife graciously offered your hospitality during our stay in the city.”  
 “Of course, of course. Any comrade of my sons is always welcome here. But where is Bora? Let me guess, your brother stayed back at the bakery to help your mother while you sprinted home for some ale.” 
 “No, Da. I mean, aye. He did. Now you should get some rest. We’ll talk more in the morning. Good night.” With that, Sola eased the door closed once more.  
 Ando raised an eyebrow. “That went well,” he said.  
 “Right?” Sola said, looking sheepish. “I don’t know what I was so worried about.” A deep sigh emerged. “I couldn’t do it. Mother looked strong, but Da, he looked so weak. I was afraid the news would break him.”  
 Ando understood what he meant, but he’d also seen the pain Trudy was in, even if she defended herself with the armor of hard work. She hid it behind a steadfast expression, but she couldn’t hide the look in her eyes, the very same he saw in his own when reflected in a pool of water. “Strength isn’t always worn on the outside,” Ando said. “And I suspect your father has more strength inside him than any of us could guess.” 


   
 Trudy had returned from the bakery not long after Ando and Sola rejoined the rest of the group in the public house downstairs. She informed the barkeep, who was apparently a new employee since Sola had left home, that everyone’s tab would be covered by the house, and then closed the establishment a full three hours early. By then everyone was pleasantly pink-cheeked, especially the dwarves, whose faces seemed to turn as red as a sunburn after only a few sips of any strong drink.  
 Trudy showed them to the upstairs rooms, each of which contained several beds. Those who didn’t get a bed didn’t mind sprawling on the floor. Just having a roof over their heads felt like a luxury after many nights spent sleeping under the stars. Soon Ando was being serenaded by the drone of deep breathing and the occasional snore, and it wasn’t long before his were added to the mix.  
 He awoke to darkness, the lanterns set in the corners having burned through all their oil. It took a few minutes of blinking before his eyes were able to see shapes in the darkness. Lumps rose from the beds, while other lumps cluttered the floor. 
 Though he still felt tired, Ando knew he wouldn’t sleep again on this night. Lying in bed alone with his thoughts didn’t really appeal to him, so Ando slipped out of bed and weaved his way to the door, careful not to step on anyone. The door’s hinges were well-oiled and opened and closed again without a sound. At the bottom of the stairs, he inspected the room. Between leaving them in the rooms upstairs and making her way to bed, Sola’s mother had cleaned the public house room. The chairs and stools were stacked upside down on the tables, which had allowed her to clean the floor to a polished shine, which Ando could tell because of the light afforded by a lantern hanging from a cord in the center of the room, its reservoir still half-filled with oil. She really is a strong woman, he thought. Tireless. Steady. 

 A muffled sound captured his attention, but it was difficult to discern the direction. From upstairs perhaps, he thought. Not where he’d just come from, but the opposite staircase, where Sola and his family lived. Ando had planned to sneak outside for a nighttime walk in the cool air, but instead found himself mounting the same stairs Sola had led him up earlier. At the top, he hesitated, unsure what he’d planned to do.  
 For some reason, he walked straight ahead and turned the knob on Bora’s old bedroom door, expecting the door to stick, at which point he was going to turn around and head back downstairs. Instead, the door opened easily, without so much as a creak or groan. Someone had fixed it. Could it really have been Trudy? Maybe after learning that her son would not be returning to fix it himself, she’d taken it upon herself to take care of it? Something about the theory felt off target.  
 Not wanting to awaken Trudy and her husband, Ando tapped gently on Sola’s door. When there was no response, he eased it open, planning to call his friend’s name to wake him up. His lips opened but then he closed them when he noticed something.  
 The sliver of the floor he could see was clear. He opened the door further, his mouth gaping open in surprise. The room was immaculate, clear of all the flotsam and jetsam that had made it appear to be a shipwreck washed up on shore. Even the window was as clean as a new pin, allowing moonslight to cascade inside, lighting the space from corner to corner.  
 The painting of Sola’s family now hung on the wall.  
 The bed was made up with soldier efficiency and was empty.  
 That’s when he realized the sound hadn’t come from upstairs, but from another obscured part of the public house. He exited the room, closing the door behind him, and then tiptoed quietly back downstairs, encircling the bar to find Sola sitting with his back propped up against an untapped keg. In his hand, he held a small glass filled halfway with glowing bluish liquid.  
 “Oi, High Commander!” Sola said raucously. “Did you know your head is glowing? You look ridiculous.” 
 The man was looking at him through the glowing liquid. He giggled and tossed the drink back in a single gulp, licking his lips. His eyes closed dreamily and he hiccupped. When his eyes opened, he looked into empty space and said, “Bora, have another.” He patted at the air with one hand while placing the glass on the floor and filling it from one of the bottles of magenum with the other. This time he filled it to brimming, several glowing drops of liquid spilling down the sides and dripping to the floor. The amount he was spilling alone was worth a small fortune.  
 He handed it to the person—his brother, evidently—only he could see. Ando managed to rush forward and grab the glass just before Sola would’ve dropped it into empty space. “I think you’ve had enough. We should get you back to bed.” 
 “Back to bed,” Sola said, giggling at the notion. “Can’t go back to bed if I was never there in the first place.” 
 “You cleaned your room and fixed Bora’s door.” 
 “Nope,” Sola said. “’Twas the elves.” He winked. “Anyway, you’re Bora. No need to talk about yourself like that. Will make people think you’re strange.” 
 “Sola, your brother…” Ando paused, wondering whether it would be cruel to remind him of his brother’s death when the man seemed so…happy.  
 “You’re my brother, silly,” Sola said, patting him on the back. Ando realized that’s what the Solarii had been trying to do when he patted at the air before—pat Bora on the back. In the man’s magenum-clouded mind at least, his brother was still alive.  
 Ando stared at the glass of turquoise liquid in his hand, tears forming in his eyes. He desperately wanted what Sola had at this moment—another chance to see his family. It would be nothing but a lie, he thought, a single tear escaping the bounds of his eyelid and sliding down his cheek. But hadn’t he told lies over the years, ones he considered to be kindnesses? Like when a man was wounded beyond hope and Ando would grip his bloody hand and tell him that everything was going to be okay just before he died. Didn’t he deserve his own kind lie here and now? Hadn’t he earned a few moments of peace and happiness in a world mired by pain and loss? 
 Blinking away the remaining tears before they could breach his defenses, he threw back the glass, amazed at how smoothly the liquid traveled down his throat, almost as if he hadn’t drunk anything at all. It tasted as sweet as sugar on his tongue, a delightful burst of flavor that seemed to encapsulate the joys of a childhood that was now nothing but a distant memory.  
 The room seemed to take a deep breath and expand, the walls moving outwards, the ceiling skywards, until they faded into the distance, replaced by buildings and a cloud-smeared sky. It wasn’t Sunsei, but Westport, the place he’d called home his entire life. 
 He was running now, a young boy with boundless energy, flying down streets he knew as well as the back of his hands. “Slow down,” someone said, though he didn’t recognize the voice. “It’s your first time drinking magenum. Wait, where are you going?”  
 Ando didn’t know what the voice was talking about, only that he wanted to run, because if he were running then nothing bad could catch him, maybe not even the wind. He ran faster, outrunning the wind, rounding a corner as he sprinted onto the next street. 
 He skidded to a stop. He looked at his feet, which were too big to be his—the feet of a man grown. His hands were larger, too, rougher and calloused. He reached up to touch his face, finding the unshaven stubble of one who was years older than him. “I am not a boy anymore,” he said aloud, his voice deeper and gruffer than he expected it to be.  
 “No, you are not,” a voice said. This time the voice was as familiar as the sound of the burble of a brook, or the song of a bird, sounds he’d heard his entire life. “You are a man. My man.” And then she was there, his light, his love, his reason for every breath, for every heartbeat.  
 “Moira?” he said.  
 “Don’t you recognize me?” 
 Of course he did. He’d memorized her every expression, her every feature. “Always,” he said, embracing her. Their lips moved closer, until he tasted her breath—she smelled of elderberry tea, well sugared, just the way she liked it.  
 “Daddy!” his children shouted, and then they were there, too, throwing themselves upon him, hugging each of his legs. He dropped to a crouch and took Celeste and Ollie into his arms, surrounding them with his warmth, his protection, like the two precious things that they were. The street was gone now, replaced by a field of golden grass, swaying in the wind that had been unable to catch him. 
 “C’mon,” Moira said, offering her hand to help him up once more. “You need to rest. The effects of the magenum will wear off soon and you’ll be left…hurting.” 
 “What?” Ando said. “Moira, no. I want to stay here with you and the children.” 
 “You are confused. Your children are not here. And I am not Moira. I am Trudy. Sola’s mother. Come now. I will help you back to bed.” 
 The woman he loved transformed into the stout, kind baker who’d learned of the death of her child only several hours earlier, and who was now comforting a man who’d been grieving his own losses for months. Ando’s children had already disappeared, leaving the space around him empty save for Sola, who was fast asleep against the keg, drops of glowing magenum on his chin. 
 Ando wept as he leaned on Trudy, who helped him not up the far stairs, but the near ones, all the way into Bora’s bedroom and into Bora’s empty bed. She turned down the covers as he sobbed, pulling them up to his chin. “There, there, soldier. The sun will rise on the morrow, just as the yeast in my bread will. We will greet both with the pleasure and hope they deserve.” 
 Cheeks still wet, Ando slept.  


   
 He awoke to a room bright with the sunlight Trudy had promised. The risen bread she’d promised was there, too, buttered on a plate resting on the desk beside the bed. In the chair sat Sola, looking rather sheepish. “What did I get you into?” he mused. “How do you feel?” 
 Ando stretched and yawned, expecting to feel the aftereffects of a heavy night in his cups, something he was relatively familiar with—throbbing headache, roiling nausea, unquenchable thirst, exhaustion… 
 He felt none of those things. On the contrary, he felt alert and well-rested and rather ravenous. “Physically, I feel as good as I’ve ever felt,” he said.  
 “And mentally?” Sola tapped his own head.  
 “I feel…” There was only one word that sprang to mind. “…empty. I saw my family. They were so real. I could feel them. I could hear their voices. Their love and mine were palpable.” 
 Sola nodded. “Effects of the magenum. I had a good chat with Bora, though I guess I was really just talking to myself.” 
 “Does the magenum always do that? Make you see your loved ones?” 
 Sola shrugged. “It depends on the person. My understanding is that it gives you what you really want. So a greedy person might find themselves bathing in a pile of gold, I suppose. I’m sorry, if I could do things differently, I wouldn’t have partaken last night, and I certainly wouldn’t have coerced you to do the same. It was just…seeing my room, Bora’s room, my parents…it brought back a lot of painful memories and I struggled to cope.” 
 “Don’t be sorry,” Ando said. “Trust me, I understand. And seeing them again…it was wonderful. Their images were beginning to fade in my mind—now they are vibrant and clear again.” 
 “It’s not real,” Sola said. “Better men than I have fallen into the wonderful experience magenum provides and found themselves unable to pull themselves back out.” 
 Ando knew his friend was just trying to help, but… “It might not have been real, but the few moments of happiness I felt were as real as anything I’ve ever experienced. So thank you, it was just what I needed. Now pass me that bread, it’s not going to eat itself.” 


   
 The bakery was a bustling place filled with patrons selecting their baked goods and handing over the required coin. Trudy gave change where required, exchanging personalized pleasantries with each customer as though they were old friends. Maybe they were. Or she was simply a shrewd businesswoman playing a part to ensure their continued patronage. Either way, Ando delighted in watching her from the back room, where he and his men were secreted to prevent them scaring away her customers.  
 When things had finally quieted down after the morning rush, Trudy popped her head in and gestured to Sola. For some reason, Ando followed, curious as to what the woman needed. He entered the shop just as Trudy pointed out through the front window and said, “Another friend of yours?” Ando followed the gesture to where the same weaselly man who had tailed them the day before was puffing on a pipe and pretending to feed birds. Every few seconds, however, his gaze flicked surreptitiously to the bakery’s storefront window. Thankfully, the sun’s glare was hitting the window directly, and Ando was fairly certain he couldn’t make out anything inside.  
 Sola’s eyes met Ando’s. Their brief respite was over. It was time. Time for the ruse, Ando thought. “Yes, Mother,” Sola said. “A friend. And I need you to give him a message when he enters the shop. Can you do that?” 
 “Why don’t you give it to him yourself? He’s just across the street.” 
 “Because I’m afraid he’ll try to stop me from doing what I need to do.” 
 She frowned at that. “What are you going on about? What do you need to do? You’re home now.” 
 Sola placed his hands on both her shoulders, his expression softening. “I’m sorry, Mother, but I can’t stay. There are still things I need to do. We’ll be leaving immediately on a ship bound for Chrysallis.” Earlier that morning, Sola had used his connections in Sunsei to secure the lot of them passage on a merchant vessel bound for the Odinian capital city.  
 “Sola,” his mother said, and for the first time since Ando had met this strong woman, he saw her armor crack slightly. “Don’t leave me again. Please. I can’t lose another son. I can’t.” 
 “You won’t,” Sola said, gritty determination in those two words. “I swear it. I swear it on…on Bora’s memory.” 
 Ando felt wrong listening to this conversation, which should’ve been a private thing between a mother and a son. Slowly, he backtracked into the rear room until their voices grew muffled. Mrz had a whisky bacon roll in each hand, alternating bites between them. “’Tis time?” he said around his latest mouthful.  
 Ando nodded. “Yes, but—” He paused as Sola rejoined them. He looked somewhat shaken by whatever his mother had told him. “Tora is my responsibility,” he continued after Sola had slumped into a chair. “Mine alone.” 
 “Pigeon feathers,” Barty said. “She may have formed a special bond with ye, but we all love ’er too. An’ not jest because she saved all our skins at the Infernal Pit. She’s funny an’ smart as a whip an’ kind to boot. She’s one o’ us now, an’ we won’ abandon our own.” 
 Ando felt warmth in his chest at the dwarf’s words, a warmth that radiated further when he asked, “Does he speak for all of you?” and was met with nods and a chorus of Ayes. “Thank you. I know I don’t have to say it, but your support means more to me than I could ever describe. Now it’s time we gave Lin-Wei’s lackey the slip, don’t you think?”  


   
 The door at the rear of the shop led into a back alley cluttered with crates and empty bottles and chicken bones scoured clean by rats. Wind whispered through the narrow corridor, as though imparting secrets meant only for their ears. As planned, they headed east, as the street that fronted the bakery was west. Ando estimated they had another ten to fifteen minutes before the weasel man grew suspicious and decided to be bold enough to enter the store to poke around and ask some not-so-subtle questions. It should give them just enough of a head start to reach the docks and clamber aboard the ship before it departed in approximately half an hour.  
 As they raced rapidly along the streets, Sola confirmed his mother had agreed to give the man the message. “Gods bless her,” Ando said.  
 “She hasn’t told my father yet,” Sola said. “About my brother. She said she thinks I should tell him. I know you agree with her.” 
 Ando couldn’t deny it. “You should. He deserves to hear it from you.” 
 “You saw me last night. I can’t.” 
 “And you saw me. We were both weak, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be strong now. We have to be strong for the ones we love, both the living and the dead.” 
 “I promise I’ll do it after this is over. Once Tora is freed. I’ll do it then.” 
 Ando selfishly didn’t try to convince the man otherwise; he needed him for what was to come.  
 It wasn’t long before the sprawling city began to thin, replaced by the smell of fish and the salty sea. Seagulls wheeled overhead, cawing their desire for any scraps the fishermen were willing to part with. Dockhands and sailors toiled under the bright Solarii sun, loading the ships set to sail that morning. Sola led them toward one in particular, which was already heavy laden with crates and barrels, the sailors working at the ropes securing the vessel to its mooring while a man wearing a captain’s hat and an impatient frown consulted a pocket clock.  
 “Captain Pickett!” Sola called, just as the captain looked up from his timepiece and nodded to two men to begin sliding the gangway back onto the dock.  
 The captain spied them racing along the decking. “You Sola?” he said gruffly. 
 “Yes.” 
 “Cutting it a little close. I was fully prepared to set sail and keep the gold that was given to me by your intermediary.” 
 “And we would’ve understood that decision,” Ando interjected. “You have a schedule to keep.” 
 “And you are?” 
 The time for hiding his identity had passed. “High Commander Andovier Helm of Odin,” he declared loudly, so that as many men as possible would hear.  
 The captain raised both eyebrows skyward. “And I’m the Dead King,” he said.  
 “It’s true,” Sola said, hurriedly describing their imprisonment in Teravainen followed by their escape. As agreed, he left out the bad business of their subsequent confinement and battle at the Solarii border.  
 The captain’s eyes roamed across the ragged group of dwarves, widening slightly when they rested on Mrz, who smiled broadly, showing his entire mouth of blunt teeth. “Weeping Gods,” he finally said, shaking his head. “This is a strange day indeed. But I can’t delay our departure any longer to sort out the details. On with you. But I warn you”—his eyes lingered longest on the Grizari—“if there’s any trouble, any trouble at all, I won’t hesitate to have you tossed into the drink.” 
 “Understood,” Ando said. It’s not like we’ll be onboard for long.

 He ushered his men onto the gangway one by one, until only he and Sola remained standing on the long dock. “You can go straight home and speak to your da,” Ando said. “Rejoin us later.” 
 “You overestimate my strength,” Sola said, and then strode aboard. Ando followed. Ignoring the curious stares from the sailors, Ando took up position at the ship’s stern with the rest of his group, leaning on the railing and watching as the white-painted city of Sunsei grew more distant as the sails filled with wind. Thus far, the man who’d been tailing them had yet to make an appearance.  
 “Are you certain your mother will pass along the message to our friend?” Ando asked Sola.  
 “She is a trustworthy woman. She’ll do it, even if grudgingly. Maybe he didn’t inquire after us in the shop?” 
 “It’s possible, but then he’d have to face Lin-Wei’s wrath when he admitted he’d lost us.” Just then, Ando spotted a small form racing along the stretch between the city and the docks, all effort to maintain the secrecy of his movements cast aside as he realized his quarry was escaping. The weaselly man skidded to a stop at the end of the dock, his head cocking to the side as he stared at their group aboard the ship, the distance between them widening with each second.  
 Then, after only thirty seconds at most, he turned and walked back into the city.  
 “Your mother came through,” Ando said.  
 “Was there ever any doubt?” Sola grinned.  
 “Soon Lin-Wei will be informed that we gave up on Tora and left Solarii for good.” 
 “Too bad general will be misinformed,” Mrz said, once more wearing the broad, toothy grin he’d offered the captain upon their arrival.  
 “’Er guard’ll be way down,” Barty added. 
 Ando nodded and smiled. Phase two of their plan was about to begin.  





 Twenty-Six 
 Peony Normandian 
 Sunsei, Solarii 
   
 PEONY HAD SPENT AN ENTIRE DAY IN ABJECT DARKNESS AND SILENCE, GARBED IN HEAVY CHAINS. 

 At least it felt like an entire day, though she couldn’t be certain. There was no way of keeping track of the passage of time in this windowless box. For all she knew, it might’ve been not much more than an hour. Or it could’ve been a week. More likely it was somewhere in between. She’d drifted asleep several times—what if she’d slept for days on end? No, she thought. I would be suffering from dehydration and starvation. I am hungry and thirsty, but not direly so. It has been a day at most. She clung to that thought, lest she be driven mad. She longed to draw her brightblade, if only to provide light and prove that her eyes still worked. YOU CANNOT, her blade reminded her.  

I know! she said, a mental outburst she immediately regretted. I’m sorry. It’s just…I don’t know how much more of this I can take. 


YOU NEVER NEED FEAR THE DARK WHEN I AM WITH YOU, the blade said.  

It’s not the dark I fear, Peony said. It’s the waiting. Not for what will become of me, but of what will become of Dane. It’s been too long already. I need to return to Travail to free him, with or without Solarii’s support. His uncle could’ve told him anything by now. That I’m dead, or that I’m never coming back. I can’t let him—

 DANE WAS STRONG BEFORE YOU AND HE’S STRONG NOW. THAT’S WHY YOU AND HE WERE SUCH AN IDEAL PAIRING. STRENGTH PLUS STRENGTH EQUALS STEEL. 
 Peony sighed. I wasn’t strong before. You made me strong. Daneus too. My love for Dane and his love for me. Before all of that, I was just Peony.

 YOU WERE NEVER ‘JUST PEONY.’ I KNEW THAT THE MOMENT I MET YOU. 
 The first sound she’d heard in hours other than her own frustrated breathing and clinking of chains arose. It was a scratching sound, the ticking of tiny claws over stone. As Peony frowned and listened to the sound, she was caught by surprise when a flash of light temporarily illuminated the space, which had been completely dark from the time she’d been escorted inside by the Dead King’s guards. 
 She was in a round-walled room made of dark stone. The walls were wet-looking, as though leaks had sprung in the aging mortar sealing the curving stone blocks together. The biggest surprise was the lack of any ceiling. At least none she could see in the brief flash of light, which failed to reach high enough to reveal what hung above her. Logically, she knew there must be a ceiling, or else she’d be able to see the sky, but for a moment she was filled with a dreadful feeling that an infinite darkness pressed down from above.  
 The only other thing she saw before her vision was lost to her once more was a tiny, gray creature scurrying along the stone floor, nose and whiskers twitching. A rat. It had an unusually long tail, though the rest of its body was rather ordinary size. Peony had never held much love for rats. She found them to be ugly and grotesque and filthy the way they scavenged for scraps. She’d once heard of a man who had died in his own home without anyone knowing and wasn’t discovered for a few weeks. When they found him, there wasn’t much of him left, except for teeth and bones. The rats had taken the rest, scouring him clean.  
 The scratching sound continued, growing closer. “Don’t even think about it,” Peony said, feeling foolish at the quaver she heard in her own voice. She was the Dragonmistress of Travail now, and she wielded a brightblade—what did she have to fear from a common rat? Her chains rattled as she defiantly kicked out in the direction she’d seen the rodent. “Go away or prepare to be squished.” 
 After the kick, she went still again, listening. Nothing. Either the rat had already scurried away or was remaining perfectly still, considering its options. Then, as though it had never stopped, the scurrying sound resumed, growing closer once more.  
 “Stubborn little bastard,” Peony said, kicking several more times, her chains clinking raucously as they followed her movements. “Let’s test your courage after a kick to the teeth.” 
 Once more, she went still, listening. SOMETHING IS STRANGE ABOUT THIS RAT…,
her blade said, and if the sword had a face capable of humanly expressions, she sensed it would be frowning.  
 She was about to ask what the blade meant, when she felt a searing pain in her calf as something bit down hard on her skin. She cried out and grabbed at the something, which was squishy and squirmy in her grasp, its long tail flicking about. She threw the rat as hard as she could, listening for the satisfying thump-thump of its body smacking into stone and then onto the floor, where it would lie, dead, until someone or something came to remove it.  
 There wasn’t even a single thump, which left Peony listening even more intently, fear chasing its tail through her chest and stomach. What did you mean about the rat? Peony demanded.  
 I’M NOT ENTIRELY CERTAIN. JUST THAT IT’S NOT ACTING LIKE A NORMAL RAT. 

Yeah, I figured that much else on my own, Peony said, reaching down to locate the spot on her skin the rat had bitten. She hadn’t even felt the little demon climb onto her. And how had it avoided her kicks? Even stranger was why it didn’t seem scared of her in the least. Was she going to catch some disease from it?  
 Her fingers slid beneath the bottom of her pants and then up her leg, feeling nothing but smooth, unbroken skin all the way to her knee. She frowned and moved her hand back down, still unable to find any evidence of bite marks or the slickness of blood weeping from a fresh wound. The void? she thought. It had hurt, so it wasn’t possible that the rat had failed to break her skin through her pants.  
 The clicking, scurrying sound returned, and she was instantly on high alert again. “Just try it,” Peony growled through clenched teeth. “I dare you.” Evidently the rat did dare, because the sound grew closer once more. Peony was about to aim another dozen kicks toward the noise when it stopped, the silence deafening in the wake of the small sound.  
 Another flash of light, still temporary but a second longer than the last, illuminated the space. Peony screamed as darkness returned her to blindness, the images of a hundred—no, a thousand—rats staring at her, noses and whiskers twitching, tails abnormally long trailing behind them, continuing to blaze in her mind’s eye.  
 The scurrying, clicking sound that had been so tiny and miniscule as it cut through the weighted silence, now rose into a crescendo, filling her ears with its horrid clangor. “No,” she said. “Stay back.” She swung her chains with her arms and kicked out with her feet, hoping to scare off the army of rodents as their instincts for self-preservation overcame their hunger for her flesh.  
 Something bit her elbow and she flung it backwards, hoping to dislodge the foul fiend. Another burst of pain arose from her hip, then her abdomen. She could feel them crawling up her body now, too many to combat though she tried desperately, swatting and smacking at them as the darkness of the room echoed with the brightness of her screams.  

They’re going to eat me alive! she thought to her blade. One bit her cheek and she grabbed it, flinging it away, feeling a portion of her flesh rip away as the rat refused to unclamp its nasty teeth. Please, I need your help!


WAIT, her blade said, the word and the calm way in which it spoke it making her want to scream for an entirely different reason than the rats crawling over her body, nibbling off chunks of her.  
 She began to roll, her chains rattling and clanking, feeling the rats pop and squish by the dozens under her weight. It wasn’t enough. More replaced their fallen brothers and sisters, their tiny claws like pins lancing her skin, which was the lesser of the evils compared to the piercing shots of pain each time one of them bit down.  

IT’S NOT REAL, her blade said, excitement in its tone now.  

What? Peony said, practically shrieking the word in her mind as she continued her ceaseless battle with the rodent army. I think I would know if I was only imagining being bitten by a thousand rats!

 NO. IT’S AN ILLUSION. A SPELL. I NEED YOU TO TRUST ME. CONCENTRATE AS HARD AS YOU CAN ON THE WAY THINGS WERE BEFORE THE RATS SHOWED UP. ON THE SILENCE. ON THE DARKNESS. ON THE LACK OF PAIN. THE RATS ARE NOT HERE. 
 Peony worried her blade had lost its mind—did it even have a mind to lose?—but she couldn’t think about that now, not when she had more rats to kill. She flung them off herself faster and faster, but each time she cast one away another took its place, but then— 
 She stopped.  
 She still felt the creatures skittering, still felt the pricks of pain as they bit her, and yet… 
 Something about the entire experience wasn’t right, like when she’d felt along her calf for a wound and found only unmarred skin.  
 She dragged another rat from her face, feeling the skin beneath it before another could worm its way onto the spot. Her skin was smooth and dry. No bitemarks. No blood. Her entire body should be covered in bites, slick with blood. She should be starting to feel weak from blood loss. Instead, other than the fear cutting through her and the flashes of pain that seemed to fade as quickly as they arose, she felt much the same as before the assault had commenced.  
 Taking a deep breath, she stopped fighting that which she feared, going completely still and calm, even as every survival instinct in her body was shouting for her to fight, fight, FIGHT!  
 “They’re not real,” she said, remembering the silence she’d despised for the last day, or however long it had been. The pinpricks of pain began to ebb away, until they vanished completely, along with the feeling of sharp claws skittering over the whole of her body. “They’re not real,” she said again, with more confidence this time. How did you know?

 WHAT SORT OF PLACE KEEPS A THOUSAND RATS AS PETS JUST WAITING TO BE UNLEASHED? IT DIDN’T MAKE SENSE. 
 Peony felt foolish, but then realized she shouldn’t. The rats had sounded and felt real, and the pain, though temporary, had felt real too. Lin-Wei and the Dead King were torturing her.  
 She took a deep breath, wondering what was coming next. She didn’t have to wait long to find out.  


   

What happens to you if I die? Peony asked her blade. 
 YOU’RE NOT GOING TO DIE. DON’T EVEN THINK IT. 

Do you really think they’re going to let me live? I know the truth about Rose Ontarii’s mother. Something she hadn’t considered occurred to her. Rose is my sister-in-law. Or half-sister in law, I suppose. Is that a thing? Something she wished she’d asked popped into her mind. Why did the Dead King offer a marriage alliance to Dane when he was also Rose’s half-brother? 


DESPERATION? her blade offered. MAYBE HE WAS CONCERNED THE TERRANS WOULD EVENTUALLY BREACH HIS BORDERS WITHOUT ASSISTANCE FROM TRAVAIL.


Perhaps, Peony said.  
 WHICH IS ALL THE MORE REASON WHY YOU NEED TO SURVIVE THIS. TO TELL DANE, AND DRAKE, THE TRUTH.  

The truth will shatter them both, she said. She knew she shouldn’t care about Drake’s heart—he was likely in league with the Dead King—but the secrets that had been kept from him shouldn’t be kept from anyone. In a way, he was just another pawn being pushed about by the Solarii king’s slowly decomposing fingers. And it’s not like I’m going to go quietly into the night. But I need to know what will happen if I do. If I don’t make it.


HONESTLY? I DON’T KNOW, the blade admitted. BUT NEITHER DO THEY, SO THEY WON’T KILL YOU FOR FEAR I’LL BE LOST TO THEM. WHICH IS WHY YOU CANNOT GIVE IN. FOR BOTH OUR SAKES.

 In the dark, Peony firmed up her chin. I shall fight to the end.

 I KNOW YOU WILL.  
 The blade went silent after that. In the quiet filled only by her own heartbeat, the rush of air from her lips and the occasional clink of her chains when she moved, she worried about Daneus, who hadn’t said a word in her mind since the Dead King’s court when she realized he’d gone silent. Had the poison administered by Lin-Wei killed him? No, she thought. She was bonded to the dragon, and she would feel something if he were gone, wouldn’t she? This was one of numerous questions she hadn’t had time to ask Dane before they’d been ripped apart. She tried not to dwell on her fears, but in the darkness it felt as though fear was all that was left. 
 What felt like less than an hour later, a light appeared. Not a flash of temporary light that illuminated the entire space, but a sustained light that started in the distance and grew as it approached. A lantern, swinging from a handle gripped by a small, pale hand.  

Is this real? Peony asked, unable to trust her own senses after the incident with the rat army.  

I DON’T KNOW YET, her blade replied. BUT MY INSTINCTS SAY YES, IT IS.

 Two additional lanterns appeared beside the first, and soon the identity of their bearers was revealed. Children, all of them. Two boys and one girl, who walked between them. There was something off about their appearance, though Peony couldn’t discern what exactly. 
 They were too pale for children, that much was certain. Children liked to play outside, but these three might’ve never seen the sun in their entire lives. Their eyes were all different colors, blue and brown and green between the trio, but they appeared darker, especially because of the black circles under them, like bruised apples.  
 “The Dead King asked that we bring you sustenance, Dragonmistress,” the girl said without preamble.  
 Upon the girl’s words, the boys stepped forward, bowing as they placed a plate of food and a tin of water before her. “Thank you,” Peony muttered, though she remained on guard after the illusion with the rats. She almost expected the water to turn to blood as she drank it, the food to turn to maggots, but when she realized the children weren’t going to leave, she tucked in and instead found everything to be very much real and delicious and satisfying. It was simple food—a bit of meat, potatoes and cooked vegetables—but it was warm and well cooked, and she desperately needed it. She washed down each mouthful with a gulp of water. 
 The children were the only disconcerting part of the meal, their shadow-darkened eyes watching her closely as she took every bite, following her fingers to the plate to her mouth to the tin cup to her lips. She tried to ignore them, but the thing that was “off” about their appearance continued to gnaw at her mind. Just as she was finishing her last bite, she realized what had disturbed her about their appearance: 
 They reminded her of the Dead King.  
 Her mouth twisted in horror as the undead children gathered her plate and her cup, turned, and departed the way they’d arrived, the trio of flickering lantern lights swallowed by the darkness once more.  





 Twenty-Seven 
 Dane 
 Dragonsmount, Travail 
   
 BEING IMPRISONED IN THE CELL IN THE SIDE OF DRAGONSMOUNT WAS NOTHING NEXT TO THE EMPTINESS OF HIS LOST CONNECTION TO DANEUS.

 Since they’d been bonded all those years ago, Dane had never been without his dragon’s constant presence, even when he’d rather have been alone, like when his parents had died. Now he realized that even in those times when he grumbled and complained about Daneus interrupting his thoughts and adding his own commentary, he had secretly enjoyed it—all of it. He missed that calming presence in his mind, missed the witty banter and the words of wisdom and even the frequent disagreements.  
 And, as he’d discovered over the last few weeks of aloneness and silence, he missed Peony every bit as much as he missed his dragon. With the last dying rays of sun each evening, he prayed and begged and pleaded to any god who would listen for both their safety, that she and Daneus were alive and well and finding a semblance of joy wherever they were. And he prayed that one day they would be reunited, once justice was served and his uncle was overthrown from the position he’d usurped.  
 Maybe it was his reminiscing about those he loved that caused the memory to resurface, or perhaps it was simply a coincidence, but just then he remembered something from his childhood. A time when his family was happy, before Dom’s dragon had gone mad and begun to grow a second head. Dane and his brothers were lying atop Dragonsmount with their mother, staring at a night sky full of stars of red and green and gold. “The red stars represent love,” his mother had said. “The green is for sadness. Gold, for courage. You can only choose one, my sons. Choose wisely.” 
 Drake had answered most quickly, as though to claim his desired color before his older brothers had a chance to speak. “I choose courage,” he said. “I want to be strong and fearless, like Father.” 
 “And so you shall,” his mother said. “Dane?” 
 Dane remembered his mind working his way through each star and what they represented, considering the pros and cons of each. Courage was important, but one could be courageous and still be dreadfully unhappy. And Dane just wanted to keep a moment like this alive as long as he could. “I choose sadness,” he’d said. “Without sadness, you cannot understand what happiness feels like.” Drake had scoffed and muttered something about Dane being ‘so clever’, earning him a warning glance from their mother. 
 “Very wise,” his mother had said. “And one cannot escape from sadness. It must exist to balance our world. That leaves only Dom left to choose. You are permitted to repeat one of your brother’s choices.” 
 “No need,” Dom had said. “I choose love. It takes courage to love, and to love means you will one day experience sadness. But to love is to live, and I choose to live.” 
 Drake, of course, had protested that his eldest brother hadn’t played fair, that he’d cheated to claim all three representations of the stars when they were each only allowed to select one. Dane, however, had watched his eldest brother with admiration, Dom’s wisdom eclipsing his own like the sun blocking the moons. Dom hadn’t been trying to cheat or make himself appear clever; no, he simply spoke with the genuineness of one who’d battled against himself his entire life.  

Why did I stir up that memory now? he wondered. Because I’m supposed to be hoping that love will conquer all? He scoffed at the foolishness. Such a fanciful notion belonged nowhere but literature and poems. In the real world, love was crushed by those with power, used as a weapon to defeat those who, like him, were foolish enough to let love blind them.  

And yet I wouldn’t change a thing, he thought, shaking his head and laughing at himself. I really am a lovestruck fool. Would he die for Peony? He knew there could only ever be one answer to that question: In a heartbeat.

 The familiar beating of wings drew him from his own mind. Most of the time it simply meant the changing of the guard—the dragons perched outside his cell to ensure he didn’t consider an escape attempt. Which was absurd. The only way he could escape was if he learned how to bend iron bars with his bare hands, and even then he’d have the sheer drop from the cliffs to the ocean to deal with. Since he’d been imprisoned, he hadn’t seen much except the change of dragon guards, the pummeling rainfall, and, once, a ship bound south, crossing the mouth of the bay before disappearing. Dane had been concerned for the ship, which was charging directly into the heart of the Stormlands. 
 Now, his curiosity got the better of him and he pushed to his feet and made his way to the bars, peering upward on a severe angle to try to get a glimpse of whichever dragon was curling toward him.  
 He frowned. There was no dragon, and yet he could still detect the faint beating of leathery wings. It seemed to be coming from… 

There! What he would’ve initially thought to be a bird soaring over the Bay of Sighs was growing larger by the second, its path on a direct collision course with Dragonsmount. As the sun reflected off the dragon’s emerald armor, there was no mistaking his identity, as well as the green-painted rider gripping his neck spikes.  
 Drake had returned home.  


   
 After Draconus had soared overhead and out of sight, Dane didn’t have to wait long to see his brother. Which wasn’t a surprise. Their feud had left little kindness between them, and he knew Drake would relish the sight of him confined and stripped of his title and power.  
 “Father would be ashamed,” Drake said without preamble, peering through the bars with undisguised disgust.  
 “Of his brother?” 
 “Of you,” Drake sneered. For someone who was considered to be a handsome man, Dane marveled at his brother’s ability to make his face look so ugly.  
 “Nice to see you, too, Brother,” Dane said. “How kind of you to grace Dragonsmount with your presence.” 
 “I didn’t do it for your sake. I did it for your lovely bondmate’s. How you fooled her into bonding with you is beyond the limits of my understanding.” 
 “You’ve seen Peony?” Dane said, immediately discarding his brother’s condescension to focus on that single, precious fact.  
 “Yes. She came to me for help, which was quite amusing considering our history. Speaking of which, I found it rather surprising that she knew none of the details of our feud. Void, she didn’t even know the true cause of our quarrel. Are you so embarrassed by your treatment of me that you wouldn’t tell your own bondmate for fear she would judge you?” 
 Again, Dane ignored Drake’s attempt to engage in verbal sparring, the light in his mind illuminating only that final image of his bondmate astride his dragon as they departed Travail without him. “Was she well? And Daneus—was he okay? Please, I must know.” 
 Drake sighed. “Fine, I shall take mercy on you because of how pathetic you look. Last I saw them, they were both in fine condition. Truth be told, I hadn’t intended to like Peony, but I did. She is rather charming. Of course, who knows what’s become of her now that she’s battling the Terrans at the Solarii border. Because of my efforts to help the Solarii, the enemy is well-equipped with catapults and ballistae, prime weapons for attacking dragons and their riders.” He said the last part casually, as though the information were of no consequence to him. 
 Dane was back at the bars in an instant, gripping them with both hands, any semblance of composure in his expression shattering as though made of clay. “Why would she fight at the border?” 
 “Still have that temper, I see,” Drake said, clucking his tongue. “Has Peony seen this side of you yet? Of course, she has. You never could keep it hidden for long. No wonder she ran—or I suppose flew is a more appropriate description—far, far away from you.” 
 “Tell me, or I swear to the gods I will—” 
 “You’ll what? Throw yourself against the bars until your face grows as red as a beet? And your knuckles as white as Peony’s complexion? Even now, Brother, you can’t help but to tell me what to do. Unfortunately, you don’t control me anymore.” 
 “I could never control you,” Dane said, slumping back. As much as his brother’s antics infuriated him, he was right. Dane was in no position to be barking orders like a Dragonmaster leading his dragonriders into battle. He was powerless and at his brother’s mercy, a cruel twist of fate that left him regretting decisions he’d made in the past that he believed were in the best interest of Travail.  
 “Well, that much we can agree on,” Drake said. “Though your rejection of my bonding to Rose Ontarii left us with no other option but to appeal to her grandfather’s sensibilities. As it turned out, they died when he did but failed to resurrect like the rest of him. Now I fear if we have any hope to be together, we’ll need to forsake our birthrights and elope. I hear Sonaria is nice this time of year. Unless of course…” 
 “You are made the new Dragonmaster,” Dane finished. “Given you forsook your own kind for years, I’d say your chances are slim. Uncle Drudge has the rest of the riders eating out of his hand at this point.” 
 “Oh, come now, Brother. Wasn’t it you that used to say I could charm the poison from a snake’s fangs?” 
 “I may have put it differently…but yes. You have a knack for drawing the right words from that arrogant brain of yours.” 
 “Arrogant? Now that’s the sea calling the ocean wet, isn’t it? From the moment Father died and you were declared Dragonmaster, you believed all of Travail revolved around you. No wonder it irked you so much when I wouldn’t conform like the rest of them. Well, none of them are conforming now, are they?” 
 A few years ago, Dane would’ve lashed out once more, choosing words intended to harm his brother. And he would’ve gained great pleasure in the lashing. Now…he felt only sad, just as he’d told his mother he desired to feel as they gazed up at the stars, so he could appreciate happiness. “Please,” he said. “I know I have wronged you, Drake, but I want to make it right.” 
 “It’s too late for that,” Drake said, turning away. Dane sank back, feeling defeated by the entire conversation. Just before his brother leapt from the cliff to land on Draconus’s back as he swooped past, he said, “Peony made a deal with the Dead King to help Daneus. That’s why she was fighting at the border. And she sent me here to help you.” 
 And then he was gone.  


   
 Dane had a day with no visitors to think about his mistakes. They were many, which humbled him greatly, not the least of which was placing Peony’s life in danger by his mishandling of information.  

I should’ve spoken to her more plainly about my responsibilities to my riders. She would’ve understood. We could’ve spoken the truth to them together and been made stronger because of it.

 But trying to change the things he regretted was like trying to catch a fish in his bare hands, each possible solution wriggling away and splashing back into the dark waters of hindsight, never to be seen again.  
 He was also humbled by his bondmate’s compassion and intelligence. She couldn’t return to Dragonsmount to save him, so she’d sent the person she thought would be able to, not understanding the depths of the enmity between them. She didn’t understand because I didn’t tell her. Another of my errors in judgment. He knew his brother had been right about his reasons for keeping the details of their brotherly feud a secret: his pride. He didn’t want Peony to think less of him, and he suspected she would. Though he had his reasons for rejecting his brother’s bonding with Princess Rose, he knew if he spoke them aloud, they would sound hollow even to his own ears. Coward, he thought.  
 In the end, he was left with only one solution, which went against everything he had told Peony about keeping their secrets and saying nothing. It would require courage and sadness and love, the very three things that his older, wiser brother Dom had spoken of on that night atop Dragonsmount. 
 The realization came just as the grains of sand in his hourglass expired, a trio of dragons and their riders presenting themselves at his cell to escort him to trial. Despite the long weeks that had passed, he felt like the moment had come far too quickly, like one of the storms blowing from the west over the Stormlands. 
 They’d sent three of the old guard of riders, those he knew his uncle had grown up with. As they looked at him the way strangers might look at someone who’d wandered into their camp, Dane realized he had always treated the older generation of riders more like possessions to be ordered about rather than his kin. Another regret to add to the pile, he thought, nodding to each and receiving only dark stares as they unlocked his cell, grabbed him roughly at each elbow, and marched him onto the back of one of their dragons just as the rain began to fall.  
 The trip to the precipice took mere seconds, and soon he was being dragged from dragonback to stand before the dozens of familiar faces he’d fought with, drank with, laughed with, celebrated with, and mourned with. Some met his eyes with anger, others redirected their stares to their own boots, as though ashamed of what was happening. Does that mean I have a chance? That there are those who feel I have been wronged? No, he realized. They feel embarrassed for me. 

 Still, he would not avert his own gaze from the eyes of the men and women he continued to love, regardless of all of this, regardless of how they looked at him or whether they refused to meet his stare. If he was to be judged, he would face it with honor and courage and— 
 Everything melted away as he found Brute and Star, standing together with Drudge near Dragonsmount’s precipice. For a second he was back to that horrific day in which he’d helped his best friend send his cousin over the edge to be burned to ash before her body ever landed.  
 In a flash, the present returned in the clanking of his chains as he was marched to stand before the trio. No, not a trio, he realized as he sensed another standing behind them. Drake stepped out, his expression as neutral as if they were gathered to discuss the pros and cons of installing a weathervane atop the mountain.  
 Icy wind bit into Dane’s exposed skin. Lashing rain flew sideways. Early winter was well and truly upon them now, and soon the daily frost would begin. With any luck it would get cold enough to turn the rain into snow, which would be a welcome distraction for Travail. The only question was whether Dane would be around to witness it.  
 It was a question that would be answered without further delay, if his uncle had his way. Drudge stepped forward and spoke. “We are all aware of the serious charges being levied against my nephew. As is our way, one dragonrider has agreed to speak on Dane’s behalf, and another against him.” Drudge turned toward Drake. “And what, may I ask, is your purpose for attending? Long have you been away from your own people, and I fear your opinion on such matters will be given little weight.” And so the political maneuvering begins…, Dane thought. They could’ve at least waited until my fate has been etched in stone. 

 “I haven’t decided yet, Uncle,” Drake said. Dramatic, as usual. Dane almost expected to hear Daneus chime in with his own amusing opinions, but he was met with only a wall of silence in the depths of his mind, which reminded him that he was well and truly alone in this moment.  
 “Very well. Then let us hear from he who has agreed to speak on Dane’s behalf. Brute?” 
 Up until that moment, Dane hadn’t the slightest idea who would support him. Now, he felt awful for his lack of faith in the man who he considered more of a brother than Drake ever was. Of course he’s standing for me, even if I don’t deserve it.  
 Dane met Brute’s eyes briefly before the large man’s gaze roamed on, to the other dragonriders. “Dane has served as Dragonmaster for more than three years. We all know him, don’t we?” When only silence answered, he said more loudly, “Don’t we?”  
 There were a few murmurs of agreement amidst numerous shaking heads and one shouted, “We thought we did!” 
 “I won’t accept that,” Brute said. “If Dane says he didn’t know his bondmate wielded a godblade, then I believe him. I must believe him, as all of you should. He’s saved my life on more than one occasion, and I know he’s saved many of your sorry arses too. Endy, does my memory fail me? You would’ve been skewered by that branch in the Great Storm of 420 A.W. if not for Dane’s swift actions. And Grazzo? Didn’t you fight demons alongside Dane in the Soullands? Aye, you did, because I was there too. He saved me three times. He saved you four times, though perhaps I’m wrong—I never learned how to count properly. Must I continue? Shouldn’t a man be measured by the sum of his actions?” 
 Dane was slowly being beaten down by a man’s words meant to lift him. Brute was offering him his complete trust and loyalty when all he could offer in return were lies. And he felt awful.  
 He continued. “Today I stand for a man who’s been a brother to me, a man who has led us faithfully in the wake of tragedy and loss. He is a shining example to me of how to be a man even when your chest feels like it’s being stepped on.” 
 The words were on the tip of Dane’s tongue, the rebuttal that would end all of this without anyone needing to speak against him. They clung there, selfishly, because of how much it would hurt him to speak them. He didn’t want to see the anger in Brute’s eyes, which would swiftly be replaced by betrayal, disappointment. He didn’t want to let down those who’d trusted him for years.  
 “Star,” Drudge said, urging his daughter to speak next. Even though he’d known she would be the one to speak against him, it still hurt to see the malice in her eyes. Once they had been friends. Well, more than friends, truth be told. Once he’d believed in a future for them as bondmates. Void, he’d offered as much on the night before he’d begun his journey to Chrysallis, a journey that had changed his life in so many ways. Now, there was only an uncrossable canyon between them. 
 “Thank you, Father,” she said, stepping forward as Brute stepped back. They exchanged a glance that puzzled Dane. It wasn’t a look of two people whose views were at odds with each other. Unless he’d read it wrong, it was a look between coconspirators. He remembered what Brute had said the last time they’d spoken, weeks ago, when he’d been sent by Drudge to try to get Dane to confess: She’s been a great comfort to me. Without her, I might’ve thrown myself from Dragonsmount already.

 Dane cocked his head to the side, mind plucking at the facts lined up like strings. When Brute had questioned him, he’d made little effort to draw any information from him. He’d simply grown angry and then given up. It was all a ruse, he thought, even before Star continued.  
 “I’m afraid, Father, that I made a mistake. I thought I’d seen something in Peony’s hand on that day, a bright sword, but I can no longer trust my own memory of the events. I was embarrassed that she’d escaped from me and Starrus, and a ray of sunlight had pierced the cloud cover, falling on Peony’s hand. The more I’ve thought about that day, the more I realized I was terribly wrong. I’m so sorry, Dane.” She bowed her head toward him in contrition, while Dane fought to maintain his stoic expression. On the inside he was elated, not because those he considered his closest friends were trying to save him, but because they didn’t hate him like he thought they did, despite knowing full well that he was guilty of the charges laid at his feet. Which meant he didn’t have to tell the truth because they didn’t want him to. He wouldn’t waste their efforts to save him by coming clean now.  
 Drudge, to his credit, didn’t fly into a rage, maintaining his own carved-from-stone expression. “This is an abrupt change of story from the one you told that caused us to apprehend Dane and strip him of his title.” 
 “I wanted to hurt him,” Star said. “I was jealous of what he had with Peony. I can admit that now.” 
 Dane’s eyes met Star’s, and it was as though a million years had passed and he was looking into the eyes of one he’d shared every moment with. This was the woman who was always meant to be his friend and nothing more, which she had the courage to accept when he’d been unable. If not for her sacrifice, he’d never have met Peony… 
 He owed Star everything and more. Thank you, he mouthed, but she only nodded, a small smile playing on her lips.  
 Drudge’s lips were not smiling. Dane could see the barely concealed rage, the edge of his mouth twitching. The wheels in his mind were turning, trying to determine another way to condemn the only man standing between him and a position as Dragonmaster. “We know Peony wields a godblade—her guards witnessed her using it on the night she escaped and fled north.” 
 “But that was after Dane was already imprisoned,” Brute pointed out. 
 Drudge grasped at another straw. “And there were reports from Kerr’s Crossing about a half-painted woman fighting with a blade carrying the brightness of the sun.” 
 “Reports?” Star said. “More like rumors and hearsay. It will require the word of one of our own to condemn Dragonmaster Dane.” 
 Restoring his title before his name was a nice touch, Dane had to admit. Drudge, however, was not too pleased. “Until it has been put to a vote, he remains stripped of his position,” he said. “Does anyone else have any evidence against Dane?” 
 The sheeting rain and howling wind was the only response he received until Star said, “I call for a—” 
 “Wait,” a voice cut in. Drake stepped forward, rain sluicing from his jawline. His dark hair was plastered to his scalp. “I have something to say.” 
 “Unless you have evidence, it would be inappropriate,” Brute said.  
 “I have evidence,” he said.  
 “I must object, Father,” Star said. “You yourself said Drake’s position amongst us is tenuous at best given the numerous times he’s defied the Dragonmaster’s orders by fighting at the Solarii border.” 
 “Let him speak!” someone shouted from the crowd of dragonriders. Dane couldn’t make out who, but he suspected it was one of Drudge’s close allies.  
 “There is no harm in hearing what he has to say,” Drudge said, as though he was being perfectly reasonable and not already fastening a noose around Dane’s neck in his mind.  
 Drake nodded. “Thank you. It is no secret I have been unfaithful to my own people in recent years. To all of you,” he added, casting his gaze through the storm down the line of dragonriders watching him intently. “I wasn’t being disloyal, I swear it on my parents’ immortal souls, may they forever rain lightning down upon the Stormlands.” Solemn murmurs rippled through the crowd, repeating his words. “I was grieving. Still am. Unfortunately, I couldn’t cope with my parents’ deaths as well as Dane. I am not too proud to admit that I struggled. I am still struggling. I chose to leave Travail to fight at the Solarii border in memory of my mother, as I am half-Solarii and I could not let her birth kingdom fall to the Terrans, who are no better than invaders. But I didn’t leave without first petitioning Dane for dragonrider support of the Solarii cause. He rejected me outright, just as he rejected my desire to bond with Princess Rose Ontarii, which would have tethered our great nations together for another half-century, which was what my mother always wanted.” 
 Drake paused, and Dane had to bite his tongue lest he fill the silence with his own rebuttal. The way his brother was painting things, Dane had failed to secure a crucial alliance, when in reality he’d been trying to ensure any alliance he struck provided as much benefit to Travail as to the counterparty.  
 “But I got over all of that, and knew I would eventually return to Travail, the only place that I could ever truly call home.” Dane bit his tongue harder, until he feared it might split open. Drake hadn’t considered Dragonsmount home for a long time. “Truth be told, I wasn’t ready to return just yet, when none other than the Dragonmistress herself arrived on my doorstep, begging for my help in rescuing her bondmate.” 
 Drudge’s eyes widened at the revelation, which meant Drake had told no one but Dane why he was here. A smile began creeping onto his lips, growing as Drake continued. “Peony Normandian told me everything,” he said. “About how she’d found the godblade as a young girl and hidden it away from the world…” It was a bold-faced lie, but how could Dane refute it without tightening the noose his uncle had fashioned around his neck? By rebutting his brother’s words he would only replace it with damning evidence against himself. “…about how she’d accidentally revealed the blade to Dane when she escaped from Lei and Star upon her arrival at Dragonsmount, and how Dane had kept it from you, his dragonriders, for fear of how you would react.” 
 Dane’s heart fell into a pit that had opened in his stomach. The last portion was true, though he knew Peony hadn’t told Drake any of it. Though his brother’s arrogance often got the better of him, Drake was no fool. He’d simply taken the information presented to him and filled in some gaps with what made sense, while adding his own fiction where necessary.  
 Drudge didn’t attempt to hide his excitement now. “Dane, do you have anything to say on your behalf?” 
 Dane knew he could easily lie, refute all his brother’s words and hope he still had enough support that he would be believed over the dragonrider who’d abandoned them three years earlier, but he also knew he would hate himself for doing it. His cause was lost, his fate sealed. I’m sorry, Peony. I’m sorry for everything. He also knew there was only one thing left to do. 
 “I deny nothing,” Dane said. “I am guilty of withholding critical information from the dragonriders. I am guilty of treason, and I lay myself at your mercy.” He dropped to his knees, sinking into puddles. Knowing what he had to do, his only way of making things right with his brother after all the wrong things they’d said to each other over the years. Sheeting rain pummeled him, but he barely noticed, his stare locked on Drake through the deluge. “And as my final act before I am permanently removed as Dragonmaster, I name Drake as my successor, may he lead with honor and strength for as long as he lives.” 
 Drake’s eyes narrowed in confusion, his lips opening as if to speak before closing once more. Drudge, on the other hand, looked ready to spew fire from his mouth. “After what you’ve done, you have no right to dictate the future of Travail. I will not accept—”  
 “Uncle,” Drake said. “Do not fear. While I am flattered by my brother’s pathetic attempt at reconciliation, I have no desire to be Dragonmaster. In fact, I will be returning to Sunsei as soon as I’ve cast my vote.” 
 Dane closed his eyes, fearful for the fate of Travail. When he opened them, Drudge’s temper eased again as he realized the position he coveted would not be wrenched from his grasp at the last moment. “Then I hope you will return to Sunsei soon. On that note, it is time to vote.” A stone tablet was presented, along with a sharp stone that would be used to etch a marking in the appropriate place. There was a box in favor of Dane, and three against him. Dane already knew what each of the three represented, the trio of potential consequences for him if he was found guilty of treason: First, exile. Second, life imprisonment in Dragonsmount. Third, death. While treason was typically rewarded with death, the dragonriders had great flexibility in sentencing. Exile would be a gift, while life imprisonment would be the equivalent of torture. Death would be a mercy.  
 The tablet was passed from hand to hand, each dragonrider making their mark. Dane had no hope of acquittal, only of mercy. If he were exiled, at least he could find Peony and Daneus. They could start a new life somewhere else, away from the reminders of his many mistakes and his parents and Lei and— 
 “I shall tally the count,” Drudge said. “Brute, Star and Drake shall provide confirmation.” 
 The voting had occurred so swiftly Dane had barely had a second to think. And yet the counting of the votes in his favor occurred even more swiftly, as few as they were. “Three for Dane,” Drudge said, a hint of triumph in his tone. Thank you, Brute. Thank you, Star, Dane thought. But who was the third? His eyes met Drake’s, and his brother nodded, his expression softer than it had been in his presence since before they lost the two people that had been holding them together for so long. Dane nodded back, and something passed between them that he’d never expected to feel again from his brother, the very thing that their other brother, Dom, had valued the most as they lay atop Dragonsmount with their mother, gazing at the stars. 
 Love. 
 Drake’s gaze was ripped away as he was forced to confer with Drudge, Brute and Star about the remaining votes, those which would decide his fate. And when they looked up again, he knew from their expressions what his fate would be, even before his uncle said, “The dragonriders have decided. It shall be death.” 





 Twenty-Eight 
 Jarrod Gaard 
 Grandon, Teravainen 
   
 LONG AFTER THE WAR COUNCIL HAD BEEN ADJOURNED, JARROD SAT BY HIMSELF AT THE LONG TABLE.

 He’d said the words that needed to be said, words that, he could tell, earned him even more respect from those responsible for leading the Terran forces stationed within the fortress, Grandon. Not the least of which was General Mertin, who nodded firmly, offering advice when asked but not once trying to steer Jarrod in any direction other than war.  
 And when Jarrod had informed his war leaders that he would ride into battle alongside them, he saw the seeds of consideration he’d sown within them grow into trees of belief as strong as steel. What do you think of me now, Father? he thought. When he’d requested to fight at the Odinian border, his father had mocked him like the boy he was, trying to use the war as his way of escaping Aisling’s rejection. This time was different. This time war was his opportunity to change his future, to prove to his people that he was not the weak, insignificant prince the whole of Teravainen believed him to be.  
 He stood, setting his jaw. 
 It was time to pen his second royal decree, one that would be copied dozens of times by scribes, though each would be personally signed by him before being carried to the numerous small villages nestled along the southern Terran coastline. 
 Shortly thereafter, the battle would begin.  


 Ten days later 
   
 Jarrod was in his private quarters. Garbed in shining, oiled armor with his sword sheathed at his hip, he longed to tear the sheet aside and reveal the portion of Aisling’s face that he’d completed. He knew he could not, however, lest he fall into the rabbit hole of completing the painting even as his men marched into the battle that, this time, he himself had approved.  
 Once it would’ve been so easy to avoid reality, to get lost in the art. To him, art had always been an escape. No, he thought. It was more than that—my calling. Now, however, it couldn’t be anything but a hobby, which likely meant he could never complete Aisling’s face, for to do so could never be construed as something as ordinary as a hobby. A lifetime of work could never do her beauty justice. 

The piece shall forever remain unfinished, until, perhaps, when I’m an old man who’s not needed anymore. 

 It was the latter part of the thought that caught him by surprise, because… 

I am needed. The thought, and the truth held within it, made him frown. Never before had he been needed, not by anyone, unless you counted how he was needed in order for Amari and Sampson to play their silly games of knights and dragons. Without him, there wouldn’t have been any dragon to slay. For a time, he’d thought Aisling needed him, but he’d been naïve. All the time he thought he’d been helping her she was stronger than he could’ve imagined. It was he who’d relied on her for the weeks before everything had come crashing down on his head. But now… 

I am needed. Maybe not for his prowess in battle, which remained to be revealed, or for his military strategizing, which was weak and inexperienced at best, but because he was the only one left, and Teravainen needed a strong ruler lest it fall apart at the seams, like an aging, dirt-stained stuffed doll passed down for three generations.  
 With that in mind, he turned away from the white sheet and the memory hidden beneath it.  


   
 The previous attack on the Solarii border had been rash and misguided, destined to fail before it had begun. The presence of a dragon and a female warrior—presumably Peony Normandian—wielding a brightblade hadn’t helped the cause, but even if she hadn’t been there it wouldn’t have mattered.  
 The strategy this time would be different. He might not be a military mastermind but spending countless hours with his father had forced certain aspects of warcraft into his brain, whether he liked it or not. This knowledge combined with the creativity of an artist, he believed, would give them just the edge they needed. 
 The creak of heavy wheels tested the silence of the night, finding it pliable and prone to indecision. It was as though the night was uncertain whether it preferred resting in the depths of quietude or preferred the occasional stamp of a hoof or creak of a wheel or cough as background noise for its slumber. Jarrod, for one, preferred a bit of sound, lest the foreboding stop him from breathing entirely. 
 In any case, the night was their ally, and no man carried a torch or lantern as they marched across the rugged but relatively flat terrain toward the dark rectangle that was even longer and larger than Jarrod imagined it could be. The Solarii border wall had stood the test of time, the ultimate symbol of Solarii independence from Teravainen. It was also the key to the Solarii’s survival, as it had never been breached.  
 The creaking that shattered the silence was caused by heavy carts bearing battering rams. The soldiers of Grandon had constructed the vehicles more than a year previous but had not had opportunity to use them before now. Never had they felt capable of reaching the wall, much less battering down the six gates that separated them from Solarii territory. Jarrod didn’t know that his soldiers felt capable now either, but sometimes a leap of faith was required for a bird to learn whether its wings were strong enough to fly.  
 Amongst the line of battering rams were catapults and ballistae. If a dragon presented itself, they would do everything in their power to force the winged creature to retreat in order to reach their objective.  
 The dark wall grew larger. Soon the eyes of the sentinels along its precipice would pierce the darkness or their ears would detect the sound of bootfalls. The alarm would be raised. The Solarii border soldiers, as well trained a fighting force as any in Kingfall, would be roused from their slumber and take up positions to thwart the Terrans once more, as they’d done for years now.  
 Unless… 
 Jarrod batted away the question ringing in his mind, eyes focused forward. His horse chomped at his bit, keen to extend his legs and gallop the rest of the way, but Jarrod tugged on the reigns to remind the steed who was the master. The horse quelled his urge, snorting a plume of white breath into the cold night air.  
 Despite the cold and the dark and the fear trying to steal his breath, Jarrod found himself feeling more alive than he’d felt since Aisling left him alone on the palace doorstep. Death could very well be just around the corner, but at least he’d be able to say that he’d lived as it approached.  
 General Mertin rode beside him. “What do you think?” the general asked, keeping his voice low.  
 “I think we need to trust in your soldiers’ training,” Jarrod said.  
 “I do. Those we selected for the mission are well above grade. My best men.” 
 “Then we have nothing to fear,” Jarrod said.  
 “Of course.” 
 Just then, something changed. A clangor erupted in the distance, some keen-eyed sentinel having detected the army riding and marching through the folds of darkness. It was the moment of truth. Stealth was no longer their goal, replaced with haste. “Charge!” Jarrod shouted, and his call was soon echoed along the lines of men, followed shortly thereafter by the sound of galloping hooves and the whistle of wind through his ears.  
 His horse, it seemed, had gotten his wish.  
 For the first several minutes, Jarrod could see no change in the enemy’s defenses, and he focused his attention on maintaining his horse’s path on a straight line toward the iron gates set within the first wall. Soon, however, the gate began to open, the gap immediately filled by soldiers, who formed up ranks and then charged in waves to meet them on the battlefield. According to Mertin, this was expected. While the Solarii could’ve been content to hunker down behind their thick walls and rely solely on airborne weapons, they’d made a habit of sallying out with a portion of their strength to prevent the Terran forces from ever reaching their walls. It cost them lives each time they executed the maneuver but increased the chances of their long-term success. Jarrod had to admire the courage of the soldiers who willingly left safety to offer the rest of their comrades a fighting chance.  
 At the same time, he felt his heart leap in anticipation as he drew his sword, relishing the bright ringing of steel that rent the air. There were many lines of cavalry in front of him, but the plan was never for him and the other war leaders to hide in the back. No, they were to be the spear, stabbing through the Solarii ranks in order to clear a corridor for the light infantry who would widen the path for the heavy infantry with their war machines.  
 War cries arose from his own men to dwarf those of the defenders, and he found his own mouth opening in a roar. They were seconds away from battle and he suddenly felt like he was in a dream, his mind struggling to remember how he’d even come to be here, in the midst of a battle when he’d never before been in a fistfight, the sum of his entire military experience contained within a training yard where he was never really in any true danger. He was reminded of his own thoughts from ten days earlier, when he’d threatened to cut out Mertin’s tongue: Only when faced with death or severe harm did men show the true measure of their courage.

 Well his was about to be put to the test.  
 Any and all thoughts were washed away as the first line of cavalry crashed into the charging Solarii soldiers, the sound of steel clashing against steel immediately ringing out amongst the continued roars of men on both sides. Solarii soldiers were trampled underfoot or skewered by Terran swords, while Terran riders were speared from their mounts or sent tumbling from their horses’ backs when the poor animals’ legs were cut out from beneath them. It was gritty and gruesome and violent, and yet glorious in a way that Jarrod had never understood until now, having always chalked up the bards’ songs to overdramatization of war.  
 By the time his own steed reached the first line of Solarii, the enemy were already dead or grievously injured, the rest of his men having ridden them down and galloped onward to find more foes.  
 The next enemy wave was far thicker than the first. Just ahead, Jarrod watched as a soldier was thrown from his saddle, landing awkwardly on his neck and going still. Nearby, he watched another man scream as a sword pierced his throat, his cry stifled as blood filled his mouth and bubbled from his lips. A soldier stumbled backwards, tripping on a corpse. A dagger through his eye ended him.  
 All thoughts of glory and victory flew from Jarrod’s mind as though they’d grown wings. All he could see was the violence, the pools of blood, the death. What is this? he thought, slowing his horse to a trot and then to a complete stop in the midst of the carnage. He’d read about battles and wars in books, had thought he could picture it in his mind, but it had never been like this. There, a man screamed like a baby, staring at the stump that had once been his fully formed arm. Was he Terran or Solarii? Did it matter? Weren’t they all human? 
 What was any of it for? To claim more subjects? To grow his father’s empire? No, not my father’s empire, my empire. Or Amari’s. The Gaard empire.  
 Everything began to spin slowly around him, like he was stuck in the center of a wheel, the spokes of men killing men radiating outwards from him, the focal point of every final breath, every drop of spilled blood, every scream of pain… 

I did this, he thought. In this moment it didn’t matter that the Solariis had stolen the darkblades from Wolfsgaard or that they’d used them to assassinate one of his generals. All that mattered was that he take responsibility for this destruction. While he stared at the human wreckage of the battlefield, a Solarii broke through the lines, mouth open, the roar of a lion on his lips. Jarrod’s training, for what it was, escaped him, and he knew nothing but the instinct to flee this place where he could never belong.  
 He tried to wheel his horse around, but it was too late. The enemy thrust his spear upwards into his horse’s throat. The poor beast reared up, kicking his front legs at the air but managing to snap the spear in half. But Jarrod didn’t see any of that because the world had tilted on its axis and he was falling. He twisted awkwardly to try to get his hands beneath him, but only managed to turn partway, landing hard on his shoulder and hip, head snapping violently. His teeth chattered together, nearly biting off his tongue. Pain shot through him as one arm went numb. Head ringing, he stared at his fingers, wondering why he couldn’t move them. Weren’t they supposed to be holding something?
Isn’t that my horse? He watched as the beast galloped away, half of a spear still protruding from its chest.  

A sword! he thought. That’s what my hand should be holding. But where was his blade? He must’ve dropped it when he’d fallen. He had to find it.  
 He groaned as he rolled over, eyes scouring the battlefield. The dead eyes of a soldier stared back at him and his stomach rebelled, bitter bile rising in his throat. As he spat the vile fluid out, something metal caught a needle of moonslight, a silver gleam in the darkness.  
 Cradling his dead arm, he fought to his feet and stumbled toward his blade. Closer, closer. Just as he reached down to reclaim the weapon, a boot swept in and stepped on it. “Now you die,” a rough voice said, swinging a heavy fist. It cracked him in the jaw, stars exploding before his eyes as he was spun around. A boot to the small of his back sent him sprawling face first onto the back of the corpse whose eyes he’d met when searching for his lost sword. Something rolled around inside his mouth. Tasting blood, he captured it with his tongue, dragging it to where he could pluck it out between two fingers. A tooth. My tooth, he thought.  
 He rolled off the corpse, spine aching where the Solarii’s boot had impacted him. The man was advancing, armed with a dagger now. Jarrod tried to scramble backwards like a crab, but his dead arm continued to fail him and he tumbled awkwardly. Something wet lapped at his cheek—the blood that had drained from the nearby dead man.  

So this is it, he thought. Punishment from the gods for what I did to Amari. Although the night was cold and dark, he felt the warmth of the bright light of dawn’s realization cresting the horizon of his mind. I didn’t march into battle with my men to gain their respect and admiration. I didn’t do it to forget the past, or remember it, or wash it away. I didn’t even do it to prove to Aisling that I was brave enough to be worthy of her love. No. No. 


No. 


I did it for Amari. 


This is my penance. 


My absolution. 


And I am ready.

 He closed his eyes, waiting for the mortal blow, the agonizing pain followed by the merciful fading. His final regret in a long line of regrets was that he wouldn’t get the chance to see whether his plan had worked.  
 The wick of steel entering flesh and his resulting gasp sounded far away, distant, as though it had happened to someone else. He felt no pain, no bite from the dagger. Was it a final mercy from the gods? he wondered. The fading was so subtle that he didn’t feel that either.  
 In fact, he felt nothing but the throbbing in his back and the return of pain to his injured arm as it finally returned to life. Confused, he opened his eyes.  
 And the eyes that looked back at him were not those of the enemy but of General Mertin, who smiled down at him grimly. “Let’s get you to safety, Your Majesty,” he said. “The enemy is routed. Your plan worked to perfection.” 


   
 Jarrod walked the winding route between the series of border walls. Nothing rained from above. Not arrows, not hot oil, not stones. Each time he reached a gate, it stood open, flanked by grim-faced Terran soldiers. His sword was back in its sheath, his arm in a sling. His back ached something fierce, but he gritted his teeth (minus the one tooth that had been knocked out) against the pain and forced himself to walk as upright as possible.  
 He still couldn’t believe he was alive. General Mertin had saved him, killing the Solarii soldier mere seconds before the man would’ve ended him. What if I had cut out his tongue and thrown him behind bars? That single decision had likely saved his life, the mercy he granted to one man reflected back upon him. It felt balanced, symmetrical, and yet there continued to be a great unbalance for what he’d done to Amari. The balance will come, he thought. Just not yet. 

 He passed through the final wall and into the Solarii border encampment. Structures dotted the broad expanse, several of which were likely barracks for the soldiers, while another appeared to be a prison of some sort, bars on the windows, which were placed low to the ground. Another structure rose above all the others, the craftsmanship exquisite. The Solarii sun was painted in numerous places. A house of worship to the sun goddess, Jarrod thought. A temple. While the Terrans believed it was important to appease multiple gods and goddesses, he’d read that the Solariis favored the sun goddess, Temperi, above all others.  
 Corpses littered the landscape like a field of stones. Terran soldiers were in the process of hauling the bodies to a central location, piling them up onto a mound that was already higher than his own height. Jarrod swallowed thickly, remembering how close he’d come to being amongst them. Not that he would’ve been piled up so unsanctimoniously. His body would’ve been preserved and transferred back to Wolfsgaard where he’d be given a royal burial and then laid to rest in his family’s graveyard beside their summer home. Why should I receive better treatment than these men who fought and died for their own kingdom? he wondered.  
 It was in front of the temple that General Mertin led him now. A group of Solarii soldiers, officers all, had been lined up. “Most of them surrendered without a fight,” Mertin explained. “It worked better than we ever imagined. By the time the alarm was raised, we already had five hundred men within their camp.” Jarrod could scarcely believe it. When he’d concocted the scheme, he’d felt like a child playing a game, maneuvering his soldier figurines about with whimsical glee.  
 The idea came to him as he considered the reason the Solariis had been able to hold their border for so long despite being significantly outnumbered. Obviously, having a dragonrider had helped, but that wasn’t the most important reason. No, the Terrans had been forced to throw themselves time and time again against an impenetrable wall, barely ever making a dent in it. This was because the only other path into Solarii was from the sea, and Solarii boasted the strongest navy in all Kingfall, having realized early on in their history how crucial the ocean would be to their survival as the smallest nation growing beside the giants that surrounded them. Yes, Solarii was fully prepared to combat even dozens of Terran warships, a fact that Jarrod’s father had been well aware of, much to his frustration.  
 But what Jarrod had realized was that the key to everything was the border wall. Breaching it from the front was next to impossible, but from the rear… All it required was an attack from the sea, not by a fleet of slow-moving, easily spotted warships, but by dozens upon dozens of fishing boats creeping in the dark along the coastline. The boats had been procured via his royal decree over the last week or so. The villages would suffer without them, but in the coming months he planned to provide recompense over and above what they’d lost.  
 His father would’ve seen such an action as weakness. Good thing he’s not here, Jarrod thought. 
 In any case, five hundred of Mertin’s best soldiers had used the humble fishing boats to make landfall in the dead of night and infiltrate the Solarii encampment even as the rest of the army with their conspicuous war machines provided a distraction from the front.  
 Jarrod couldn’t help the pride he felt in his chest. I did what Father could not. His prowess, or lack thereof, in battle, might’ve been rather pathetic, but he wouldn’t allow it to mar the great victory they’d secured.  
 General Mertin leaned close enough to whisper in his ear. “They are waiting for your command, Your Majesty,” he said, bringing Jarrod back to the present.  
 Jarrod frowned slightly. What command?
Oh. Oh.  
 The officers hadn’t been lined up for questioning, or to be marched off to the prison.  
 They’d been lined up to be executed.  
 A Terran soldier stood before each of them, sword in hand, each of their heads cocked in Jarrod’s direction, waiting.  
 Jarrod should’ve realized what was happening the moment he stepped through the final gate, but he’d been blinded by pride. Executing the enemy’s officers was considered crucial after a victory to ensure the remaining prisoners of war didn’t have a leader to organize them into a rebellion. It’s what his father would do.  
 Or would he? His father was sadistic enough that he preferred to drag out his enemy’s deaths, sending them to fight in his bloody arena, a place Jarrod had always hated. This was a fact he could use now, and he clamped onto it, digging his mind’s fingers in deep. “Sheath your weapons,” he said. “These men will be escorted to Wolfsgaard. I will get more use of them alive than dead—for the time being anyway.” He mustered as much of his father’s tone as possible as he spoke.  
 General Mertin nodded in appreciation. “It shall be done, Your Majesty. And the rest of the prisoners?”  
 He didn’t hesitate this time. “Put them to work hauling stones from one side of camp to the other.” 
 “And when they’re done?” 
 “They can haul them back where they started.” It would be backbreaking work, Jarrod knew, but it would also save them from the grave and ensure they didn’t have the strength or time to organize a rebellion.  
 General Mertin chuckled. “As you wish, Your Majesty. Now we need to discuss the next step in our campaign now that the border has been breached.” 
 “There is nothing to discuss,” Jarrod said. “We push south with all haste. I want Sunsei taken as soon as possible.” It would be a long march, he knew, but he needed to recover the darkblades as swiftly as he could. Only then would Teravainen be a safe place for Amari to rule.  





 Twenty-Nine 
 Quill 
 Approaching the Odinian Border 
   
 “REMEMBER THE TIME I CAST THAT INCREDIBLE SPELL WHERE I DISARMED THE EVIL MAGE WITH VINES AND PLANTS?” Rondo said as they traipsed through the forest. 

 There was a muffled voice, but a well-aimed kick by Rondo silenced the ‘evil mage’, whose mouth was stuffed with leaves secured by vines wrapped tautly around the back of his head. His arms and legs were tethered with vines too. They’d left his destroyed staff behind to be reclaimed by the forest, though Quill had first commandeered the vials of magenum to replace his own, all of which he’d used for his final spell. The spell that had hidden the darkblade from the mage. The same darkblade that now hung from his belt, its weight heavier than he expected and yet, by his estimation, lighter than something so evil should feel. One recovered, three to go, he thought. 
 “No?” Rondo said. “Then I shall recount the tale with overly dramatic undertones for your enjoyment and entertainment. It started when a single tree fell in the forest, blocking the path. If no one was around to hear it, did the fallen tree make a sound? Or did—” 
 “Rondo,” Quill said. “You’ve told the story six times already.” 
 “Yes, but each time I’ve told it I’ve improved it, haven’t I?” 
 “Well the last time you added several other obsidian mages to the fight, and you referred to your staff as a ‘bastion of the untainted truth of spellcraft’, though I’m still not entirely sure what that means.”  
 “You will,” Rondo said. “Once you’re fully trained. Stick with me and you’ll go places.” 
 “Yes, like Chrysallis,” Quill said. “Which should be our focus right now.” 
 “Fine,” Rondo huffed. “But my moment of glory cannot be stifled for long. One day, the bards shall sing of my courage and valor.” 
 “At least your robe finally stopped burning,” Quill said. Rondo glanced nervously at his robe, as though expecting to find it aflame once more. Shortly after their foe had been disarmed, they’d discovered dark flames working their way up Rondo’s robe. It had required several frantic minutes of furious stamping before the magical fire could be fully extinguished, and now Rondo’s robe looked more fit for a beggar than a mage acolyte—dirty, singed and tattered. At least it doesn’t smell faintly of vomit anymore, Quill thought. The smell of burnt fabric was quite pungent, eradicating all other aromas. 
 “What are we going to do with the prisoner?” Rondo asked after he’d made a careful enough inspection of his robe to rule out the rekindling of any of the dark flames.  
 “He must be judged by the Council,” Quill said. “He’ll likely be stripped of magehood and sent to Lockspell.” 
 “You think we’ll be allowed to escort him there personally?” Rondo said, excitement in his voice. “I’ve always wanted to see the mage prison. They say the wards are so powerful they raise the hair on your body if you get too close.” 
 “I will put in a request for you,” Quill said wryly, hoping that would put an end to the conversation. He needed to think. Something about what their prisoner had said continued to gnaw at his mind. Well, several somethings, to be honest. For one, the mage had demanded that they return to Aeromand immediately to present their findings and suspicions about Solarii to the Archmage Council. Why would he do that if he were operating under the Dead King’s command? And the way he’d accused Aeromand of training mages only to—how had he put it? Ah yes. “To satisfy the pointless whims of those who don’t fully appreciate their capabilities,” he said aloud. 
 “What was that?” Rondo asked, flipping through the thick book he’d used as a projectile during the fight. The book that was supposed to be in a chest with the other books headed back to Wolfsgaard.  
 “Nothing,” Quill said. “Just something the mage said.” The mage’s eyes flicked toward him, burning with anger, which Quill ignored. He was no longer a threat. Void, without his darkblade he never would’ve been a threat at all. He was barely a mage, the line separating his skill and theirs razor thin.  
 “Mm-hmm,” Rondo murmured, but Quill could tell his friend was no longer listening, having fallen into the deep well of knowledge he loved so much.  
 Quill sighed, still trying to chase the answer to the biggest question of all: How did the Dead King even recruit a mage so soon after he’d graduated from Aeromand? Had he been assigned to a post at Sunsei? Is that when the Dead King began whispering in his ear? Still, something about it all felt wrong. He knew plenty of aspiring mages who he wouldn’t trust with a pointy stick, much less a mage staff, but he didn’t think any of them would break the Accords and steal a darkblade on behalf of a king who was only alive because of the dark magic of necromancy.  
 And yet that was exactly what this mage was claiming to have done.  
 Furthermore, Quill didn’t recognize him—not even his face. “Have you ever seen him before?” he asked Rondo.  
 Rondo’s eyes danced across his page, finishing whatever paragraph he was reading before jamming a finger down to save his spot. “This guy? Never. Though his face is rather bland, I’d say. No character at all. Perfect for an evil villain’s hired lackey in a fairy tale.” 
 “Exactly. Don’t you find that…odd?” 
 Rondo shrugged. “There are a lot of acolytes in Aeromand. We couldn’t possibly know all of them.” 

Maybe not, Quill thought, but we would’ve at least seen all of them at one time or another. If it was only he who’d never seen this man it would be one thing. He could’ve forgotten, or not really noticed. But Rondo’s mind didn’t forget anything, which meant he’d never seen him either. Which led him to the only conclusion he could come up with: Someone is training mages secretly, away from Aeromand. Mages the Council know nothing about.


Ridiculous, he thought, chiding himself. When he’d showed a talent for spellcraft, the folks from Aeromand had descended upon his village faster than crows on fresh carrion. And yet…why not? How many others with a penchant for magic slipped through the cracks, their unusual talents hidden as they went about their rather ordinary daily lives? Wasn’t it feasible, likely even, that someone had been able to collect some of them to train and use for their own nefarious purposes?  
 The more Quill thought about it, the more he believed the theory had teeth. The mages who’d stolen the darkblades were only pretending to work for the Dead King, using Solarii as the scapegoat for their breach of the Accords to avoid detection. And if that was true, they were enemies not just to Teravainen or Odin or Solarii, but to all Kingfall.  
 And they had to be stopped before they did something horrible.  


   
 Crossing the Vein had been easy enough considering the invitation signed by King Normandian himself that Quill produced when questioned about his business in Odin by the raftsman. He took one look at it, his eyes widening slightly, before ushering them onto the raft without further questioning, not even about the prisoner tethered by vines rather than ropes, with leaves rather than rags used to gag him.  
 The current was strong, but the rope spanning the river passed through a loop at the top of a metal pole in the center of the raft, which kept them from being washed downstream. The entire trip didn’t require more than a few minutes, the raftsman using a long pole to ferry them across, and Quill gladly paid the man for his good services before taking his first step into Odinian territory. They still had a long way to go before they’d reach Chrysallis, but a feeling of accomplishment filled him after all they’d been through on their journey south from Wolfsgaard.  
 Behind him, Rondo followed, prodding their prisoner with his staff when he was reluctant to move. “Walk or the next spell I cast won’t be so friendly,” he said.  
 Quill chuckled. His friend’s threat probably came across to the mage as being empty, but he knew it wasn’t. The chances of the spell coming out wrong were high, and the man could very well end up with a shrunken head, or the tail of a dog, or something far more explosive.  
 Similar to the Terran side, the forest on the opposite side was thick, but thankfully the path was well-kept and free of overgrowth. Quill noticed that even the tree roots that threatened to push up through the ground had been dug up and removed, the patches of recently turned soil the only evidence. He wondered whose job it was to maintain the path, and why it was kept so pristine.  
 From there, the remainder of the day was spent in the forest, until, just before nightfall, they emerged from the wood and onto a vast countryside rolling with lush, green hills as far as the eye could see. The Vein’s tributaries painted silvery trails through the hills, providing fresh water to the various farmsteads dotting the landscape. To the south, he could now see the coastline running away on a southeastern course, the familiar waters of the Bay of Sighs catching the last rays of sunlight. All they needed to do now was follow the coast and they’d eventually run right into Chrysallis.  
 “C’mon,” he said. “Let’s see if we can find a farmer with a barn he’s willing to share with a couple of lowly travelers and their prisoner.” 


   
 The first two farmers they approached took one look at the mage tethered with vines and made menacing gestures until they scurried away. They didn’t try a third time, instead hunkering down on a bluff overlooking the sea, the sky already a sea of stars, the sibling moons rising high but in opposite corners of the dark firmament. Quill used a basic spell to make a fire that required no kindling or wood and would remain within the bounds he had set for it, keeping them warm throughout the night, which was the coldest they’d faced yet. To maintain the spell for so long would drain more than half a vial of magenum, but it was better than freezing to death. Plus, he hoped to replenish their magenum supply upon arrival in Chrysallis.  
 “We’ll need to sleep in shifts to keep an eye on him,” Quill said, slumping to the soft grass, legs aching for rest. He basked in the warmth provided by the green flames, which danced and writhed hypnotically. 
 “I’ll watch him first,” Rondo said, shoving the mage down before sitting cross-legged beside him. “There are still a few chapters I’m hoping to read before I sleep anyway.” He raised the book that had doubled as a blunt weapon.  
 Given his exhaustion, Quill wasn’t about to argue, though the moonslight wasn’t bright enough to see much by. “Wake me in a few hours.” 
 Rondo didn’t answer, nose already pressed between the pages of the book as he squinted to make out words in the dim lighting, angling it to catch some of the firelight. Despite his weariness, Quill was unable to sleep right away, mind circling the myriad questions like a hawk soaring over its hunting grounds. Eventually, however, he drifted away, only to be awoken by a shout that felt like five seconds later.  
 He sat up quickly, blinking sleep from his eyes. The moons had changed position, indicating he’d been asleep for far longer than five seconds. The scream had been from Rondo, who was on his feet and staring toward the cliff’s edge. “I didn’t think he’d—I only dozed off for a few minutes—I never expected him to—” 
 Immediately realizing who his friend was referring to, Quill’s eyes darted to where the mage had last been positioned, lying on his side on the ground. The spot was empty. He was on his own feet a moment later, running toward the edge but slowing a few steps short to give him time to stop before he went the way of the mage, who’d apparently gone over the side. He threw himself onto his stomach and crawled to the edge, casting his eyes down to the wet rocks far below, where the moonslight had painted dueling swords of light.  
 A body clung to them like a stubborn barnacle unwilling to be ripped free by the waves, which tirelessly smashed against the shoreline.  
 There was no doubt, the man was dead.  
 Unlike when he’d impersonated a Terran guard and leapt from the tower window, this time he had no magic at his disposal, no mage staff or magenum to use to cast a vanishing spell for his escape.  
 What was odder still, was that the mage knew he wouldn’t survive the fall and yet he jumped anyway. “Why would he do that?” Quill wondered aloud.  
 “Fear of whomever was pulling his strings?” Rondo said.  
 “You mean the Dead King?” Quill asked, having not shared his further doubts about who was behind the thefts with his friend.  
 Rondo gave him an Are you serious? look. “We both know the Dead King isn’t behind this,” Rondo said.  
 “Yet all clues lead toward Solarii.” 
 “So it seems. When we reach Chrysallis, we could easily board the first ship bound for the Isle of Mages and accept our reward.” 
 “But we won’t.” 
 “No,” Rondo sighed. “We won’t. Onward then. Neither of us will get another wink of sleep on this night.” 
 “I’ve always enjoyed a night walk. But there’s something I need to do first. A theory I need to test.” 


   
 Reaching the bottom of the bluff was no easy feat, but the pair managed it after much huffing and puffing and two rather precarious moments where Quill was unable to find a proper hand- or foothold. Finally, however, they splashed down in a pool of water trapped between two very large rocks. Thankfully, the tide was on the way out, leaving the pool brimming with sea life that had been deposited and then stranded as the waves receded. Crabs skittered sideways across the dark stone. Fish darted about, some moving bravely closer to inspect Quill’s boots. Various shellfish clung to the rocks.  
 The nameless mage was a stone’s throw away, unmoving now that the waves were no longer present to drag his arms and legs to and fro in a grotesque dance. He was face down. Vines were still curled around his body, but not nearly as many as before, several having likely snapped from the impact before being drawn out to sea. There was a triangular lump on his back.  

Not a lump, Quill thought as they picked their way carefully across the slick stones. His suspicions were confirmed when they reached the mage. The rock he’d landed on was more of a spike, having punched through his abdomen, gored him through his core, and exited out his back. He likely died on impact, rather painlessly, Quill thought. He was glad for it. Regardless of the man’s treachery, no one deserved to die slowly and painfully and alone in the darkness.  
 The blade at his hip seemed to thrum against his robe, but when he placed his hand on its hilt, the humming stopped. Strange. He released the hilt once more, half-expecting the thrumming to continue. It didn’t. All was still and silent, the only sound that of the waves whispering along the shore.  
 “I can do it,” Rondo said, having reached his side once more.  
 “No,” Quill said. “It was my idea. I’ll do it.” He reached down, fingers stretching for the mage’s right hand. 
 The hand moved and Quill flinched back, releasing a cry of alarm.  
 “By the Curse of Erif Mirg!” Rondo exclaimed. The duo clung to each other, shrinking back and staring at the hand, which had once more gone still. Then, as they watched, it moved again, flopping over to reveal the back of the mage’s wrist, which was pale and free of any marking, where before the Solarii sun-inside-of-star tattoo had been. Something was seeping from his skin, dark in the center but silvery along the edges. For a brief moment, Quill thought they’d been fooled by a crab, long legs dragging its shelly body out from under the corpse. That perfectly logical explanation vanished as the form began to take shape, a mixture of pale vapors and ghastly shadows. The—there was no other name for it—ghoul wore a full set of battle armor, complete with gauntlets and helm. From the helm descended a complete face shield with narrow slits for its eyes. Assuming it had eyes; it was impossible to tell for certain as Quill could only make out darkness within the gaps. A shadowy, ethereal cape swirled around its body like plumes of smoke. As they stared on in horror, it unsheathed a long, dark sword in its armored fist, raising the weapon high over its head. 
 Just before it brought the blade slashing down, it turned its head to stare directly at Quill. He sensed its eyes not on him but on the darkblade at his hip. The blade scythed down toward the corpse, passing through the mage’s neck and then exploding in a shower of black and white motes that erupted into the air like a geyser. Releasing a horrific shriek, the ghoul charged toward Quill, feet not touching the ground. As Rondo threw himself to the ground, Quill knew he should do the same but was dumbstruck, unable to move, as though his feet had frozen to the stone beneath him by a sudden drop in temperature.  
 Just as the ghoul passed through him, there was a sucking sound and a thick lump formed in his throat. He whirled around, expecting to find the creature soaring up over the bluff, but instead he found nothing but night air and the ghosts of his own hot breath as they met a wall of cold.  
 The ghoul was gone, leaving only an unexpected thought behind in Quill’s mind: 

The shadows beckon and you must answer.

 “I changed my mind,” Rondo said. “Let’s get the first ship back to Aeromand. I’ll take that reward now.” 


   
 “I didn’t sign up for ghosts,” Rondo said as they marched along the coastline, which was now lit by a morning sun that offered very little warmth against the icy wind. “Stolen darkblades and rogue mages, yes, but not ghosts.” 
 “I’ve never heard of a spell that can conjure a ghoul,” Quill admitted. “Raise the dead, yes, but not like that. Even the Dead King still has flesh and blood and bones, even if his heart no longer beats. That thing was like smoke. When it passed through me, I had the strangest feeling, like it was testing my strength of will. It’s hard to explain.” 
 “What about its message?” Rondo said. Quill had told him about the words that had appeared in his head in the ghoul’s wake. “On the face it sounds like nonsense, but shadows play an integral role in the creation of both the darkblades and the shadowblades.” 
 “My mind might’ve been playing tricks on me,” Quill said, though even to his own ears he didn’t sound convincing. “Or it could’ve been because I’m wearing this.” He gestured to the darkblade. “I had the sense that it was focused on the darkblade.” 
 Rondo’s brow wrinkled. “I remember a line quoted in one of the Kingfall Histories—Volume V, if memory serves.” 
 Despite himself, Quill laughed. “‘If memory serves’ coming from you is rather redundant. I’ve never known your memory to fail you. What did the quote say?” 
 “‘And when the shadow warriors seek rebirth, so too shall the light respond, else the lands fall into darkness again.’ The quote was attributed to Mage Figmirre, the—” 
 “Mage known as the Father of Viridian Spellcraft,” Quill finished. “I am a viridian mage, you know. We studied his teachings extensively, but I do not recall this particular quote. Did the Histories reference any other books?” 
 “Good thing I’m such a stickler for reading footnotes,” Rondo said, grinning. “Yes, it did. It referenced a book titled Kingfall Revelations.” 
 “What do you know about this book?” 
 “Not much, unfortunately. After reading the reference, I was curious about the book, so I inquired about it in the Aeromand archives. No copy was available. I was informed that the book is not considered to be an authority on Kingfall as it contains nothing but unsubstantiated predictions about future events, including, amongst other things, the end of the world.” Rondo scoffed at the very notion, as though absurd. “I was surprised it was referenced in the Histories at all, and even more surprised that someone as well-respected as Mage Figmirre contributed to the work.” 
 “You mentioned a library in Chrysallis before. Do you think they’ll have a copy?” 
 Rondo’s eyes lit up at the reminder. “You’re joking, right? Please tell me you’re joking.” When Quill stared at him absently, Rondo shook his head in disbelief. “Normandian Hall only contains the largest collection of books in all Kingfall. The only place in the world with more books is the Citadel in the Southern Empire where the great scholar, Windy Sandes, studied. If any place will have this book, it’ll be there. Though you’d get as much relevant information from a soothsayer tossing bones in a soup, I reckon’.”  
 “Our prisoner, who also happened to be our only lead, just jumped from a cliff. We can’t exactly afford to leave any stone unturned at this point.”  
 “True. Maybe we should try the soothsayer too. And a hedge witch while we’re at it. Then we can try the famed Clairvoyant Virgin and her dutiful assistant, Merrill the Dwarf.” 
 Quill hadn’t the slightest idea what Rondo was talking about now, though that wasn’t exactly unusual. “Sure. Those will be our next stops after Normandian Hall,” he said.  
 Rondo laughed gaily, perhaps because he knew his words had been nonsensical to Quill, and thus he didn’t notice when, with a start, Quill realized his hand had subconsciously moved to rest on the darkblade’s hilt, though he couldn’t recall having done so. He removed it quickly and glanced at Rondo, who was now walking with his vision fully obscured by a book. Quill grabbed his elbow and steered him on an angle away from the cliffs lest he walk right off in the middle of a sentence.  


 Three days later 
   
 “By the calloused hands of Mother Vinegar of the Selvaggia Wood[1],” Rondo murmured as they stared at the shimmering beauty of the crystalline palace rising in the distance, its spires like glass spikes. “The descriptions in books don’t do it a shred of justice.” 
 Quill didn’t know who Mother Vinegar was, nor had he ever heard of such a forest, certainly not within the bounds of Kingfall, but he understood the sentiment. Chrysallis was more beautiful than he could’ve ever imagined, and that was coming from someone who’d grown up in Odin in a small village where people talked about their capital city like it was the center of the world, if not the universe. Of course, few of those people had actually seen Chrysallis, much less its famed mage-conjured palace, and those who claimed to were probably lying. No, Quill’s village had been a stagnant place where people were born, lived their mundane lives, and died, all without anyone really noticing they’d been there at all. Which made him a rarity indeed, having escaped in search of a more meaningful life. All it had taken was murdering his own father.  
 “Should we continue gawking at it, or see it closer up,” Quill said, as Rondo continued to murmur expressions of amazement under his breath.  
 “Let’s gawk for an hour, travel halfway, and then gawk for another hour.” 
 “C’mon, you dolt,” Quill said affectionately, clapping his friend on the back of his shoulder to move him along. “Must I remind you that the largest library in the world beckons.” 
 “Actually, the Citadel contains approximately seventeen thousand more books than Normandian Hall, but there is some dispute as to the true advantage because some books are so damaged they can barely be read unless one has a powerful magnifying glass and special gloves that…” 
 As they walked, Rondo continued to ramble on about the differences between the two libraries, but his impartation of useless knowledge faded into the background as Quill noticed his grip had returned to the darkblade’s hilt once more. He frowned at it, and then removed his hand once more, considering. Wondering really. What would it feel like to draw the blade? To use it to cut through cheese? To stab, to hack, to slash, to sever to kill to kill to kill—

 He gasped, clutching at his neck as his breath seemed to be stuck on something lodged within his throat. Rondo cried out and tried to catch him before he toppled backwards but was a hair too late. Quill landed on his rear and rolled onto his back, still struggling to take his next breath.  
 As Rondo fell onto his knees beside him, Quill curled into the fetal position, eyes locking on the darkblade resting nearby, having somehow managed to slip from his belt as he collapsed. In his peripheral vision, he could tell Rondo’s lips were moving, but no sound emerged, Quill’s head filled with rushing water. He reached for the blade, fingers clawing at the grass and dirt, ripping out chunks of sod as he struggled to extend far enough to— 
 Breath rushed through his airways as he grasped the sword, the rushing water between his ears vanishing, replaced by Rondo’s fearful questions. “Quill? What is happening? What can I do?” 
 “I’m okay,” he said, the words burning his throat as they emerged. His hand tightened on the hilt, until his knuckles began to ache.  
 Rondo glanced at the blade. “What are you doing? What happened? I thought you’d fallen ill.” 
 “I—I don’t know,” he admitted, forcing his grip to slacken. One by one, he removed his fingers from around the hilt, until he tore free from the coils of metal. He slumped over onto his back and stared at the sky, feeling oddly as though it was the blade that had released him rather than the other way around. “I couldn’t breathe and then I was falling. I couldn’t hear you. All I could hear was rushing water, until…” 
 “Until you touched that evil sword,” Rondo said, making the connection. “The sooner we are rid of it the better. Let me carry it for a time.” 
 “No,” Quill said quickly. “It was nothing, really. More likely just exhaustion and hunger. We haven’t eaten since breakfast. Perhaps we should rest and gawk at Chrysallis from afar for a while longer. What say you?” 
 Rondo’s tongue ran over his teeth, eyes narrowed. Finally, he nodded. “Fine, but if anything like this happens again, I’m taking the sword for a while. Agreed?” 
 “Agreed,” Quill said without hesitation. He sat up, slid the sword casually closer to his side and then released it before rummaging through his pack for some food and water.  
 He sensed Rondo continuing to watch him, but he ignored him until he finally looked away to locate his own food and water.  
 The rushing in Quill’s ears had started again.  


   
 By the time they reached the outskirts of the city, dusk was upon them. Since lunchtime, Quill hadn’t experienced the rushing in his ears, nor had he found his hand on the sword without having recalled placing it there. Everything, it seemed, was back to normal.  
 Rondo had kept a close eye on him for the first quarter of the distance before distracting them both by reciting more facts about Normandian Hall and the great treasures he expected to find within its hallowed walls.  
 The Odinian capital city was a place of order, the streets clean and well-maintained. Though outside of the palace the structures were not made of mage-formed crystal, they were built of stone and mortar painted bright colors, offering a rather friendly appearance. The streets weren’t exactly teeming with passersby, but they weren’t sparse either. Those they passed paid them little notice—Chrysallis was a city accustomed to having mages about. Quill suspected the darkblade would’ve attracted attention had it been daylight, but in the waning light of evening, the weapon was nearly invisible unless one stared at it long enough.  
 They passed a stand selling wooden skewers of brown meat and colorful vegetables like orange and yellow capsicum, cherry tomatoes, and caramelized onions to a fair mob of Odinians who snatched them two at a time. Despite the sheer volume of customers, order was maintained, a queue moving forward briskly but linearly until each customer left satisfied with their fare. Quill and Rondo exchanged a glance, but no words were necessary as they joined the line, grinning from ear to ear.  
 They were nearly to the front, their mouths watering as they bathed in the rich aroma, when disaster struck.  
 Even afterward, Quill wasn’t entirely certain how it had happened, only that one moment he was in his proper position in the queue and the next he was outside of the neat and orderly line and too far over into the corridor used by customers who’d already been served. One such customer had just turned to depart, unable to wait a second longer before snatching a bite from his skewer, which distracted him.  
 Quill attempted to dodge out of the way, and partially succeeded in doing so, but the man’s hip still brushed against him, knocking them both somewhat off-kilter. Quill naturally murmured an apology, his cheeks flushing in embarrassment as he expected to be chastised for his clumsiness. The harsh words never came, however, because the man he’d brushed up against fell hard to the ground, rolling over twice before coming to rest planted face down, arms and legs akimbo as though he’d been struck by lightning.  
 “Oh gods, I’m so sorry,” Quill said, louder this time as he rushed to assist the man back to his feet. “Your food will have gotten dirty. Let me buy you a fresh pair and one more for your troub—” The last word turned to sand on his tongue. Sticking straight up from the man’s chest were the two wooden skewers, the meat and vegetables crammed together at one end as the other portion had sunk halfway into the man’s skin. The man stared skyward, eyes unblinking.  
 For a brief, horrifying second, Quill thought he was dead, but then he noticed the almost imperceptible movement of his lips as he seemed to be trying to say something. A crowd had gathered around them, staring and pointing and hollering for a healer to be summoned, but Quill ignored them, leaning his ear closer to the man’s mouth, until his whispered words took shape, a string that he caught mid-sentence before it was repeated again and again and again: 
 “…must answer. The shadows beckon and you must answer. The shadows beckon…” 
 Quill jerked back and turned to meet Rondo’s eyes, except the mage acolyte was standing between the crowd and him, lips parted slightly, staring not at his face, but lower, near where— 
 Quill followed his friend’s stare to his hand, which he found gripping the darkblade once more. Quickly, he gathered it up in the folds of his robe and covered it, before stepping back just as a healer arrived to care for the man’s wounds.  
 The soldiers arrived a few moments later.  


   
 “The man was fortunate the skewers impacted bone,” the king said, steepling his hands as he sat upon a straight-backed chair while Quill and Rondo were slumped somewhat uncomfortably on the overly plush couch. A black and white dog the size of a small bear slumbered on the floor near his feet. If not for his somnolent demeanor, the beast might’ve been fearsome. Instead he came across as a child’s rather large stuffed animal. According to the king, his name was Majesty. “He will survive and flourish, or so the healers inform me.” 
 “I am most relieved,” Quill said, exhaling deeply. He couldn’t believe he’d almost killed a man because of his own voracious appetite. After the soldiers had arrived on scene, they’d taken one look at Quill and Rondo with their mage robes and staffs before whisking them away to the palace. The rest had been a whirlwind as they tried to balance their emotions, which warred between shock because of the man they’d left bleeding on the cobblestones, incredulity at their crystalline surroundings—which moved from time to time as artwork changed, doors opened, banisters evolved—and the gnawing hunger in their guts, which had been deprived of what had been promised.  
 The latter wasn’t an issue for Quill, whose appetite had vanished, while Rondo had lamented the lost skewers every few minutes up until the king had arrived in the sitting room with an entire platoon of servants in tow, offering introductions along with food, tea (“or something stronger, if you prefer? I have a breathtaking Solarii red from 391 A.W.,” the king had said), blankets, warm water, cool water, replacement boots, and anything else they could possibly require. Quill had refused all of the above, while Rondo had accepted everything with gratitude and now sat wearing brand new boots wrapped in a thick blanket and alternating between sipping cold water, warm water, tea and red wine while nibbling on buttered rolls and blueberry scones. Crumbs littered the borrowed blanket, but he didn’t seem to mind and their royal host graciously pretended not to notice.  
 Quill tried to focus on anything other than the face of the skewered man with his unblinking eyes and lips murmuring the very same message that Quill had heard inside his head during his encounter with the armored ghoul that had emerged from their mage prisoner’s corpse. It was next to impossible, so he finally stuffed a scone in his mouth as nothing more than a distraction. It was delicious and seemed to help somewhat, allowing him to focus on what the king was saying.  
 “You walked all the way from the Vein, you say?” the king said, stroking his neatly trimmed salt and pepper beard. Evidently Rondo had been telling a portion of their story while he’d been distracted. “I wish I’d known. I would’ve sent a royal carriage. At least the weather was fair for your jaunt through the countryside.” The king was far less intimidating than Quill expected considering the amount of power he wielded. He was a fine conversationalist, choosing the right moments to fill the silence and the right moments to listen and sip on his own glass of blood-red wine.  
 And yet Quill found himself irritated by the king’s words. “The weather, you say? I’m not sure I see the importance of the weather when a man almost died.” As soon as the words left Quill’s mouth, he wished he’d swallowed them. Rondo gaped at him, mid-bite.  
 The king, to Quill’s surprise, smiled wryly. “Right you are—Mage Quill, did you say? I apologize for my lack of consideration. You’ve come a long way. Should we get down to business or would you prefer to rest? I’ve taken the liberty of having adjoining rooms made up for you.” 
 “I—” Quill started but then stopped immediately. He tried again. “It is I who should apologize, Your Maj—” He barely caught himself, remembering he wasn’t beholden to any king. His near mistake, however, roused Majesty from his slumber, the large hound lifting his head lethargically, looking around, and then plopping back down. Soon the dog was snoring again. “King Normandian,” he corrected. “Seeing that man in distress was…” 
 “Most distressing?” Rondo tried, smirking as he moved on to the small sausages pinned to the plate by tiny toothpicks.  
 “Yes,” Quill said, firing a sharp glance at the mage acolyte. “I am not myself. But I also do not wish to delay this conversation any longer. Where should we start?” 
 The king pursed his lips, clearly less comfortable with the heavy turn in the conversation than he’d been with the lighter, less serious topics. “We should start with the darkblade you’ve got hidden beneath the folds of your robe.” 
 Quill’s heart pounded out a staccato beat. “How did you know?” he asked.  
 “Most believe me to be a naïve sort of ruler,” the king said. Quill started to apologize for underestimating the ruler, but the king waved him off. “I do it on purpose,” he explained. “I’d rather be underestimated than feared. Politics is a rather subtle game, and the less that is expected of me, the more I can surprise my opponents. I may not be a great warrior or military strategist, but I surround myself with those who are, and I secure alliances—albeit grudgingly—with those in the best possible position to—” He cut off there, looking rather ill as he tucked his head into his hands.  
 “King Normandian, are you okay?” Quill asked. “We can continue first thing on the morrow.” 
 When he looked up again, Quill was shocked to find the king’s eyes wet, tears having already painted tracks down both cheeks. “I haven’t told anyone except Violet.” Violet, Quill knew, was the king’s wife, the queen. She was known to be a tough woman, and many believed she had more power than her husband despite the fact that it was he who sat the Crystal Throne. “Not even my son knows,” the king added.  
 “You haven’t told anyone what?” Quill asked.  
 The king dabbed at his eyes with a white handkerchief that might’ve doubled as a flag of surrender, which he produced from his pocket. “I am entrusting you with this information in the hopes that I may secure Aeromand’s assistance on another matter. I trust you will maintain complete confidentiality?” 
 “Yes, of course,” Quill said. He gestured to Rondo, who was now picking the scone crumbs from his blanket and popping them into his mouth.  
 “Uh, yes, Your Maj…esticalness,” Rondo stammered, brushing the remaining crumbs onto the floor. Quill groaned.  
 Thankfully, the king was distraught enough that he didn’t notice Rondo’s poor manners or stumbling over his words. “Good. My trust is laid at your feet. Now, as I’m certain you are aware, I established a firm marriage alliance with Travail earlier this year.” 
 “Your only daughter, Peony,” Quill said. The mages of Aeromand prided themselves on keeping abreast of all political dealings amongst the kingdoms of Kingfall. “An alliance you recently called upon to defend Kingfort from a Terran siege of considerable scale.” 
 The king closed his eyes for a long second, but then opened them and nodded. “Everything was in order. The marriage—or ‘bonding’ as the Travailians call it—went ahead as planned and the dragonriders came to our rescue. For the first time in more than two years, I felt like I’d finally gained an advantage over my enemy.” Quill waited patiently for the king to continue as it was clear he needed to work himself up to whatever information he desired to impart. The king sighed heavily. “Perhaps it’s better if you read this.” He extracted a scroll tied into a tight spiral with a small white ribbon and handed it to Quill.  
 He accepted it, noticing immediately that the ribbon must’ve been the king’s doing, for the message had previously borne a wax seal that was now cracked in half, though the symbol was unmistakable as the dragon’s head of Travail, permitted to only be used by the current Dragonmaster or Dragonmistress. Frowning at the seal, he untethered the ribbon and unfurled the scroll. Rondo, who was finally taking a break from the refreshments, leaned to read over Quill’s shoulder.  
 Quill scanned the message once, his frown deepening, and then returned to the beginning to read it more thoroughly. In summary, Dragonmaster Dane had severed the marriage alliance, claiming that Peony had conspired against him, stolen his dragon, and fled north, her intentions unknown. When he’d finished, he looked up to find the king watching him intently. “I am…sorry,” Quill said.  
 “Thank you, but your commiserations are unnecessary. I showed this to you because I believe it is complete and utter rubbish.”  
 “Which part?” Quill asked.  
 “All of it. Well, not all of it. I know that she took Dane’s dragon—can you believe it? My daughter flying solo on dragonback.” His tone was incredulous. “I also know she traveled north, because news of her fighting at the Solarii border has recently reached my ears. My daughter fighting in a battle.” He shook his head in wonderment. “But the rest is nonsense. Peony is as sharp as a knife, but she’s not a schemer and she doesn’t have a bad bone in her body. Anything she did, she did because she felt it was the right thing, the necessary thing. But what bothers me the most is that she didn’t come to me after she fled Travail. Doesn’t she know she always has a home here in Chrysallis?” 
 Quill wasn’t quite certain what to say. “I’m sure she knows that. How can I help?”  
 “After your investigation is complete and you return to Aeromand, I would like you to speak to the Archmage Council on my behalf. Another investigation should be conducted forthwith. I believe the legal and binding marriage alliance I entered into with Dragonmaster Dane on behalf of Travail has been severed illegally and without proper cause. Only a neutral party can determine the truth.” 
 Quill didn’t see any harm in bringing the king’s case to the Council. “Of course,” he said. “Though I cannot make any promises as to whether the Council will investigate.” 
 “I understand. Thank you. Now back to that darkblade of yours…” 
 With all the new information to digest, he’d completely forgotten about the king’s initial probe into what he continued to conceal within the thick folds of his robe. Now it all came rushing back to him, the words spewing from his mouth like molten rock from an angry volcano disturbed from its slumber. He told the king everything that had transpired from the moment they reached Wolfsgaard to the point where Odinian soldiers had found them standing over a man’s body. He left out the bit about the ghoul rising from the mage’s corpse and the strange words he’d heard first in his head and then later repeated by the skewered man. When he finished, he peeled back the folds of his robe, until the darkblade was fully revealed. The area around him seemed to darken, as though the sword were stealing the light.  
 “Well done,” the king said. “We can return the sword to its rightful place immediately. I already have my mages working on additional defenses to ensure no future thefts occur.” 
 Quill realized he should’ve expected this, but he hadn’t. Ever since their encounter with the mage in the forest and subsequent recovery of the sword, he’d been so focused on who was behind the thefts, the abducted children, the deathmares, everything…that he didn’t think what would happen to the darkblade that was now in his possession. “I’m sorry, but we don’t even know which darkblade this is,” he said now. “This might’ve been one of the blades stolen from Wolfsgaard. We recovered it in southern Teravainen, after all.” 
 “Just across the border from Odin,” the king pointed out. “Obviously the thief fled Chrysallis to escape detection.” 
 “I understand your position,” Quill said placatingly, “but for now any darkblades that are recovered will be taken to Aeromand. The Archmage Council will determine what is to be done with them.” 
 The king, who seemed to be a calm man, breathed deeply. “Then I suggest you return to the Isle of Mages as swiftly as possible. I can arrange passage on a ship heading for Sunsei as early as tomorrow morning.” 
 Quill hadn’t come this far only to be brushed aside by a king who was worried about his daughter. “First we must inspect the room that protects your lesserblades. And then I must insist we are given ample time to conduct research in Normandian Hall. It could mean the difference between victory and disaster against the sinister forces at play.” 
 “I can give you three days,” the king said. “But no longer. My petition with the Council is of the utmost urgency.” 
 “Thank you,” Quill said. “May I keep this?” He held up the scroll signed by Dragonmaster Dane. 
 “Of course. I have already made a copy of the language contained therein. Normally I would have my scribe do it, but given the sensitive nature of the message, I handled it personally.” 
 “That was most wise. Now if you’ll have someone show us to our rooms?” 
 “Of course. You can continue your investigation with full access to the archives first thing tomorrow. Thank you for coming.”  
 The king’s words, while pleasant enough on the outside, had grown stiff and cold on the inside.  


   
 The king didn’t accompany them the next morning.  
 Instead, it was his son, Osric, who appeared a few hours after dawn to escort them to where the darkblades had been stolen. His eyes were bleary, his golden hair mussed in a purposeful sort of way, and he scowled at the rising sun streaming through the window as though offended it refused to acquiesce to his sleep schedule. Squinting, he inspected them up and down, his gaze lingering on Rondo’s singed magenta robe, which looked odd next to the brand-new pair of leather boots given to him by the king the night before. “You don’t look like any mages I’ve seen before,” he commented before offering any sort of introduction.  
 “Most of those serving Chrysallis are ivory mages,” Quill explained. “Their skill lies in the art of creation. I’m a viridian mage and Rondo is—” 
 “What’s with the white stripe on his pink robe?” Osric interrupted, rather rudely in Quill’s opinion. 
 “It’s magenta,” Rondo said tiredly. Quill noticed a bit of yellow sauce on the corner of his friend’s lip, but he didn’t think now was the best time to inform him. “And I’m an acol—”  
 “Mage of the highest order,” Quill interjected loudly. “Rondo is my superior and the senior mage responsible for this investigation. I trust you will pay him the utmost respect.” 
 Osric raised a skeptical eyebrow as he, too, noticed the mustard. “You’ve got something just there,” he said, gesturing to the right side of his own lip.  
 Rondo mirrored the prince’s motion, scrubbing with his sleeve on the wrong side of his face. “Better?” he asked when he retracted his sleeve. 
 “You got it,” Osric lied, smirking. “Here, Father asked me to give this to you.” He handed a small leather pouch to Quill. As he accepted it, the contents clinked. He untied the knot at the top and peeked inside, his eyes met with the glow of turquoise liquid sloshing around in thin vials. “Father said he noticed your lack of magenum supply last night and thought it best to resupply you as payment for your assistance. Now follow me.” Before Quill could so much as express a word of gratitude for the magenum, the prince whisked them down crystal corridors that shimmered as each prism captured the morning sunshine and refracted each bright ray into a spray of colors. Osric was clearly offended by the display of beauty, shielding his eyes with one hand.  
 As they walked, features on each wall changed, altering themselves. Quill spotted a carving of a boy on one wall. With each step he took, the boy followed, marching along beside him, carrying a normal stick, as though on a grand adventure that only a child’s imagination could fathom. As he watched, the boy grew, becoming taller and broader of shoulder. His clothes changed, too, until he wore a robe that shimmered with a greenish hue. The tree branch he’d been gripping grew longer, too, until it was a mage staff, complete with dangling vials of turquoise magenum and bends in two places. Quill laughed at the sight.  
 Osric grunted. “They do that sometimes,” he said. “Out of sheer boredom, I suspect.” 
 “Who does that?” Quill asked.  
 “The royal mages. They make changes to the palace when requested by someone in my family, but they have also been given freedom to alter aspects of a more artistic nature whenever they choose. Right now, one of them is having a laugh at your expense.” 
 “I don’t see the harm,” Quill said. “And I’m laughing along with them anyway.” 
 “You may change your tune after a decade or two in this place.” 
 Quill didn’t know about that, but he certainly felt like the mages’ work in Chrysallis was a somewhat frivolous use of magic and an excessive waste of magenum, but he supposed if King Normandian was willing to pay the price there was no real harm done.  
 “How many mages are employed at Chrysallis?” Rondo asked, watching as the scene changed to one where butterflies danced across the wall. A fawn appeared, chewing on grass. Then another. It was such a bright and cheery scene that Quill couldn’t help but smile.  
 Osric said, “The construction of Chrysallis required several years and an army of about fifty ivory mages to complete. Most of the crystal in the palace is solid, unmovable. You would think living in a glass house would be risky, but the core portions are thick. One would have to hammer for days to break through them. After initial construction, most of the mages were sent back to Aeromand, while twelve were kept on to maintain the palace, add features upon request, open doors, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.” The prince waved at the air lazily, as though he’d grown tired of the entire conversation, as brief as it was.  
 The bright, cheerful scene on the wall changed abruptly, a knight galloping into view on horseback. The deer attempted to flee but the horseman easily rode them down and pierced them with his blade. They fell and the knight jumped down, looking out toward Quill and Rondo and bowing while placing one foot on one of the deer, like a conqueror. Quill’s smile faded, while Osric’s finally appeared. “At least one of the mages isn’t as boring as the others,” he said. “I always know when he’s on duty.” 
 Quill much preferred the cheerful scene over the bloody one, but he didn’t comment, returning his gaze straight ahead and ignoring whatever scenes appeared on the walls next. After several minutes, Osric stopped before a blank wall of crystal. “Here we are,” he said. He pressed his index finger to the smooth surface and waited. “One of the protections for the lesserblades,” he explained when he noticed Quill and Rondo watching him curiously. “The lift can only be accessed by members of the royal family. The mage responsible for access is inspecting my fingerprint as we speak, and—” 
 The wall rippled like the surface of a pond disturbed by a dropped stone, and then seemed to flow upwards, revealing a small empty room large enough for four people to occupy without their shoulders brushing against each other.  
 “—granting access,” Osric finished with a dazzling smile. The prince finally seemed to be waking up now, the last dregs of sleep fading from his eyes to reveal a dashing young royal who Quill suspected was of keen interest to the highborn ladies of Odin. Though his personality may get in the way, he thought wryly.  
 “How did the thieves access the lesserblades without one of your family members’ fingerprint?” Quill asked.  
 The prince glared at him. “That’s what you’re supposed to figure out, is it not? Or are you saying you think one of us stole them from ourselves.” 
 “It was just a question,” Quill said, finding himself growing increasingly irritated by the prince’s poor bedside manner. “But yes, you are correct. That’s why we’re here. And we will learn the truth, one way or another.” He knew it was a rather bold promise to make, and yet he couldn’t help wanting to wipe the smug doubt off Osric’s face. 
 “Good. After you,” the prince said, gesturing them forward with a flourish Quill was certain he’d used to charm the ladies of Odin on numerous occasions.  
 Quill and Rondo exchanged a glance, shrugged, and then stepped inside. Osric followed shortly after, facing away from them as the crystal wall reversed its flow, sealing them inside. Nothing happened. He was about to ask the prince what they were doing in the room when, with a jarring shake, the room moved. 
 Quill threw his arms to the side and Rondo toppled over into the wall. The prince half-turned, the edges of his lips curling as he stood calmly. Quill grabbed his friend’s arm to steady him while maintaining one of his own hands on the wall to keep his balance. “You called this room ‘the lift’,” he said. “Does that mean we’re moving—” 
 “Up. Yes,” Osric said. “Rather rapidly, too. We’d be giving the birds a run for their coin if they raced us. Which means we should be reaching our destination any second…” 
 With a shudder, the forces dragging them upwards vanished, leaving Quill’s head spinning and his stomach—still full of the extravagant breakfast that had been delivered to his room—somewhere in the area of his throat. “Amazing,” he managed to squeak out. 
 “You’re amazed by the work of mages?” Osric scoffed. “You’re even greener than I suspected. And I don’t mean the color of your robe.” 
 Quill felt foolish for being surprised by the prince’s intelligence. He’d immediately pegged him as a lazy, spoiled, privileged, sickeningly handsome and charming man who wouldn’t be able to tell a mage acolyte from a mage rank 7. Before he could contradict the prince’s guess, however, the door rippled open once more and Osric stepped out.  
 Quill and Rondo followed, taking in the space, where two crystal pedestals with empty glass cases atop them stood beside two identical pedestals carrying two breathtakingly beautiful lightblades.  
 As they inspected the room, Osric explained the room’s defenses, which weren’t dissimilar to those boasted by Wolfsgaard. Multiple wards, magical traps, et cetera, et cetera, and yet the result had been the same as it had been in their enemy’s capital city. Two stolen darkblades. 
 “Thank you,” Quill said, when the prince had finished his monologue. “May we be escorted to the archives?” 
 For the first time, Quill was satisfied to see he’d caught Osric by surprise. “Don’t you need to ask questions, or inspect the room more closely?” Something about the way he said it sounded disappointed, almost as though he wasn’t ready for them to leave yet.  
 Could it be? Was the brash, confident prince lonely? Quill felt a shred of guilt at having judged him so quickly. He knew nothing about what it was like to be the heir to a major kingdom—or any kingdom for that matter. “We are finished here, but you are welcome to join us in the library.” 
 “The library,” Osric said, disdain heavy in his voice. “I’d rather chew my fingers off one at a time. I will take you as far as the entrance, but then you’re on your own.” 


   
 Calling Normandian Hall ‘the library’ was like referring to Chrysallis as ‘a house’. Unlike the palace, it wasn’t constructed of crystal, but of massive stone blocks. The area just outside the entrance provided shelter from both rain and sun, the roof supported by five enormous marble columns.  
 The prince’s appearance drew significant attention as scholars and academics bustled past on their way in or out of the structure. “Have one of the archivists send for me when you’re finished,” Osric said. “I have other business to attend to.” 
 The latter statement sounded hollow, and Quill suspected his ‘business’ involved at least an hour of self-grooming followed by a fitting for a new tunic and doublet. “Thank you,” he said.  
 The prince turned and departed. Quill watched him for a moment, wondering what sort of ruler he would eventually make given he was so unlike his father it was a wonder the king had played a role in creating him. “Quill,” Rondo said, dragging him back to the task at hand. The mage acolyte looked like a hound being held back while a massive piece of meat was being dangled before him. “Can we?” 
 Quill smiled. “Yes, of course. But no running. We need to look like the professionals that we are.” 
 Rondo didn’t run, but he did walk very briskly, as though the dusty old tomes might endeavor to grow legs and walk off if he didn’t get to them as soon as possible. Still smiling, Quill trailed behind, taking in the grandeur of his surroundings. The inside was every bit as impressive as the outside, shelves rising from the floor to the ceiling, which was so high it felt like a mile away. While he tried to figure out how one retrieved a book from the top shelves, Rondo joined a queue as it moved slowly forward. Quill took up position beside his friend, watching as those at the front of the line were each given a pair of thin cloth gloves and a small bell, before being granted access to an open area lined with dozens of even rows of tables. The tables were separated into cubicles by short walls. Each scholar occupied his or her own cubicle as they pored over books and scrolls.  
 When it was their turn, the attendant said, “Mage Quill and Rondo, I presume?” She looked them up and down like a new species of bug that needed to be catalogued and documented.  
 “Correct,” Quill said. “You were informed of our arrival then?” 
 “Yes. I received a missive from the king himself to provide you with complete access to the archives. A most unusual request, but who am I to question His Majesty? Don these.” She handed each of them a pair of the tight-fitting, thin gloves. “They must be worn at all times. No food or drink is permitted inside the premises. If you are hungry or thirsty, you must leave and then return. A new pair of gloves will be provided each time you enter. The old pair will be laundered.” 
 “And the bell?” Quill asked. Rondo was already slipping on his gloves, grinning at them gleefully.  
 “For when you want to request a book or document. Simply ring the bell and an archivist will attend you. Each desk has quills, ink and parchment for your convenience. Write your request on the parchment and hand it to the archivist, who will attempt to retrieve it. If the item is already in use, you will be informed and provided the item when it becomes available. In the unlikely event we do not have the item requested, you will be informed. Do not speak. Complete silence is required once inside.” 
 Rondo was making gestures for Quill to stop asking questions so they could head inside, but he wanted to ensure he understood exactly how things worked. “And if we don’t know the name of what we’re looking for?” he asked.  
 “You may also write the topics you wish to research on your parchment and our archivists will strive to locate suitable records.” 
 Quill knew Rondo may kill him for delaying things further, but he had to ask. “How do you retrieve the books on the top shelves?” 
 The archivist, it seemed, had also grown impatient with his many questions, her eyes darting past him to take in the growing queue. “You’ll find out soon enough. Now please, move inside.” 
 ‘Inside’ was behind a wall of glass, and both Quill and Rondo stopped in front of it, wondering what to do next. Behind them, Quill heard the attendant speaking to the next person in the queue, repeating the same instructions she’d given them in a bored, monotone voice. “I think we’re meant to walk through it,” Rondo said. He poked a finger at the wall, and sure enough, the surface rippled, his finger and then entire hand passing through to the other side. He turned toward Quill, his face flush with excitement. Without another word, they both stepped through what had appeared to be a solid glass wall, emerging on the other side and meeting an entirely different kind of wall—one built of bricks of silence. They couldn’t even hear the attendant giving instructions to the next person in line, though when Quill turned, he could see her lips moving. Amazing, he thought. It’s soundproof.
Forget about dropping a pin; a hair could fall from my head and I’d be able to hear it hit the floor.

 As such, each of their footfalls were like cannon blasts despite their attempts to tiptoe quietly, making their way over to one of the empty cubicles that was well separated from any of the occupied ones. Although the attendant had warned them about speaking, he knew he’d eventually need to confer with Rondo, albeit in hushed tones. The cubicle only had one chair, so he borrowed the chair from another unoccupied desk and carried it over, setting it beside his own. Together, they sat.  
 As it turned out, even whispering would not be permitted. “We should request Kingfall Revelations first,” Rondo suggested. “While we’re waiting for it to be brought over, we can consider what else to request.” 
 Quill was about to agree when the bell spoke. It didn’t matter that it didn’t have a mouth or tongue, it formed each word with precision, its voice like the tinkle of silver chimes. “Please refrain from speaking or you will be forced to vacate the Hall,” the bell said. “This will be your only warning. Am I understood?” 
 Rondo opened his mouth, presumably to say yes, but Quill clamped his hand over his friend’s lips. Instead of speaking their answer, he nodded.  
 “Excellent,” the bell said. “Then we shan’t have any problems. Ring me when you’re ready for the assistance of an archivist.” As if to illustrate its point, somewhere within the section of cubicles another bell was rung, the sound bright and pleasing to the ears.  
 Quill removed his hand from Rondo’s mouth, placing one finger to his lips. Then he gestured to the sheaves of parchment set before them. Rondo nodded his understanding, slid one forward, and then wrote Kingfall Revelations in such poor handwriting it might’ve been mistaken for a child’s spidery attempt at learning their letters. At least it’s legible, Quill thought, picking up the bell and giving it a jingle. The melodious sound carried outward, and soon an archivist was at his side, having not made even the slightest sound as she approached. Quill looked down at her feet to find them wearing rather fluffy slippers that must’ve muffled the sound. She was waiting for him, staring at him expectantly.  
 He almost said, “Oh,” but managed to purse his lips and simply hand her the parchment, which she frowned at as if to say, “That’s it?”  
 He shrugged and she padded off silently, leaving the parchment behind on the desk.  
 Quill’s eyes met Rondo’s and they were both forced to stifle a laugh while the bell rested on the surface and seemed to glower at them, though such a notion was bordering on the absurd. When the pair had managed to gain control of their bout of amusement, they refocused on the parchment. Quill wrote first. Kingfall Histories? Rondo shook his head and wrote, I’ve read them all. He tapped his head as a reminder that every word was buried somewhere inside his skull.  
 Quill racked his brain, trying to remember the name of any book he’d heard about pertaining to the godblades or Kingfall’s violent history during the time of the Godswar, but came up empty. Though he’d been an excellent student of spellcraft, he’d avoided more scholarly pursuits like the plague, while Rondo had been quite the opposite. Though he’d been glad to have Rondo with him for the entire assignment, and his friend had saved his behind on more than one occasion already, it wasn’t until this moment, as the mage acolyte rapidly scribbled the names of texts Quill had never heard of, that he realized how wisely he’d chosen his partner.  
 He added his own markings to the page, though they weren’t related to the task at hand: Thank you, he wrote.  
 Rondo finished off the title he was working on—Mysteries of the First One Hundred Years After Weeping—and then glanced over at what Quill had written. A smile creased his lips and he wrote what Quill thought after the first three letters was going to be You’re welcome, but turned out to be You owe me. Once more, he was forced to jam the back of his hand to his lips to stifle a laugh.  
 By the time the archivist returned with the single book they’d requested, Rondo’s list included at least twenty works, which he handed her proudly. If she was impressed, she didn’t show it, her expression neutral as she scanned the parchment before handing it back to him. Had she really memorized all of them? Quill wondered as she turned and walked away. When he looked back at Rondo, his friend was still staring at the archivist, his mouth open slightly. Oh gods, Quill thought. He might be in love.  
 He waved his hand to get Rondo’s attention. Rondo blinked, as if emerging from a daydream. Quill gestured to the book that had been placed on the desk before them. Kingfall Revelations. Contributors to the works included Mage Figmirre, along with a dozen or so other mages and, to Quill’s surprise, none other than the royal mage of Teravainen, Grimfire. Quill pointed at the name and frowned at Rondo to say, Did you know about this? Rondo shook his head, clearly as surprised as he was.  
 Quill sighed. If only they knew what they knew now when they were in Wolfsgaard, they could’ve questioned the mage firsthand. The thought of making the long journey, whether by ship or overland, back to Teravainen was not at all appealing.  
 For several minutes, the pair scanned the book’s index, which was oddly structured without any obvious pattern. Certainly not in chronological or alphabetical order. Chapters written by mages were interspersed, with each contributor having written no fewer than three chapters. In fact, Mage Figmirre had written a full six chapters, more than anyone else. Grimfire was the only exception, and was credited with only a single chapter, and a short one at that. Quill tapped on his name and Rondo carefully turned the thin, brittle-looking pages with his gloved hand until they reached the requisite page.  
 Rondo, who read faster than anyone Quill had ever met, devoured the lone page in mere seconds and then sat back to wait for Quill to muddle his way through it: 

 


The undead wraiths of the fallen wielders of the godblades shall be known as the Unforgiven, for they wielded weapons of great power for no other purpose than their own personal glory and to cast down those who would oppose them so that they may rise to great power. The Unforgiven will not sleep, will not rest, their minds a nest of hungry snakes, waiting, waiting, until the time is nigh, when the wards over the Rifts can no longer hold them captive, and before their return shall come the resurrection of the first shadowblade and the first brightblade, which marks the beginning of the end. 


And once all the godblades are gathered as one, so shall the Thousands return to Kingfall for their revenge. 

   
 Quill finished reading, his eyes meeting Rondo’s, and he was certain his own perturbed expression was mirrored on his friend’s face. The Thousands? But…it was impossible. The Thousands had been struck down at the end of the Godswar. The alliance between the humans and the final three Godbeasts, known as Rain, Air and Iron, immortal creatures more powerful than any other that had ever walked the earth, had defeated their enemy.  
 Unable to converse because of the watchfulness of their chaperone, the bell, they went back to the book, flipping through the pages and searching for anything else of interest or relevance. Soon the archivist returned with several of the requested books, setting them carefully on the table before departing to retrieve the rest. A cart would’ve made more sense, but evidently the workers were unwilling to risk the squeak of an unoiled wheel.  
 Rondo, it seemed, was no longer enamored by the woman, the entirety of his affections granted to the creations made of paper, ink, glue and bindings as he became lost in their pages. Quill, however, wanted to answer at least one of his questions, so he stood up and watched her go. The archivist stopped before one of the bookshelves, which stretched all the way to the high ceiling, its shelves full to brimming with thousands upon thousands of books. At the base of the shelves was a glass podium. She extracted a quill from her pocket and then began to scrawl something directly onto the glass without dipping the tip into an inkwell, for there was none to be found.  
 As soon as she’d finished and returned the quill to her pocket, there was a silvery flash as something darted up the shelves, moving so quickly it wasn’t much more than a blur. Quill fought to track it with his eyes, and eventually landed on it when the something eased to a stop. He squinted, identifying the something as nothing more than a small glass platform. As he watched, a book slid out from the bookshelf and then slowly lowered itself onto its side on the glass shelf.  
 When he blinked, the shelf was already gone, and by the time he located it again, the book was in the archivist’s hand and she was jotting down another title on the glass pedestal. Ah, Quill thought. Ingenious. The same mages who created and control Chrysallis use their magic to retrieve books here at the library. He wondered where the mages were and what they were thinking. Did they wonder why the scholars needed the books that they gathered? Or were they so bored by the mundane task of retrieving endless volumes of books that they barely recognized one title from another?  
 He cast aside the thought, which was nothing more than an idle curiosity and of little significance to their current task. Thus, he settled himself down to his own mundane task of assisting Rondo in scanning the thick texts set before them for anything that may be relevant to the stolen lesserblades and whatever sinister forces were at work in Kingfall.  


   

And when the shadow warriors seek rebirth, so too shall the light respond, else the lands fall into darkness again. Rondo tapped excitedly at the page, which contained the quote he’d remembered having been referenced in a footnote in the Kingfall Histories.  
 Quill scanned the rest of the page, which, on the surface, seemed to be nothing more than the incoherent ramblings of the famed Mage Figmirre, who’d apparently spent his final days locked in the throes of wild conspiracy theories and what he considered to be revelations for the future of Kingfall. Hence, this particular book had been cast aside by scholars as rubbish of little to no value to serious historians.  

What does it mean? Quill wrote on a piece of scrap parchment.  
 Rondo considered for a moment, and then scribbled, It means if the darkblades are now in play, the lightblades must soon follow. I think. 

 Quill considered his friend’s guess. It made sense, assuming Figmirre’s writings were anything more than the hysterical rantings of one who’d lost his mind in his advanced age. Most, he assumed, would discard this entire book as just that—nonsense—but Quill couldn’t afford to ignore any possible clues as to the motives of those who sought to steal the darkblades for their own purposes.  
 For some strange reason, a name he’d given no particular thought to when he’d first heard it came back to him now. Megrifir. A mage whose name he’d never heard before until it was spoken by Cernon on the day he was given his first assignment. Cernon had credited the mage with inventing the magical quill that was now in his pocket and used to send secret messages back to Aeromand.  

I know why that name popped into my head, he thought. Because I saw it again recently. In the Kingfall Revelations index. He held up a finger for Rondo to wait a second, and he carefully flipped back to the beginning of the book, scanning through the numerous chapters until he located the three penned by Megrifir. He pointed them out to Rondo and then wrote, Cernon mentioned this mage when I met with the Council.

 Rondo frowned deeply and then wrote, Why didn’t you tell me this before?


He only mentioned the name in passing, Quill wrote. Honestly, he hadn’t given the name a second thought since. Until now. Something about the way Cernon had spoken the mage’s name…with reverence…gave him pause now. At the time, it had seemed natural considering the head of the Archmage Council was giving Quill an object that shared his name, a quill, and yet had magical abilities. But now…he’d never been one to believe in coincidences. You’ve heard of him? he wrote. 
 Before Rondo could respond, the archivist returned with another pile of books. They waited until she’d left again, and then Rondo rolled his eyes and wrote, You haven’t?

 Quill shook his head. Truth be told, he’d never heard the name until Cernon had brought it up. Rondo stared at him as though he didn’t understand how Quill had survived as long as he had, and then wrote, Megrifir was sentenced to a hundred years in Lockspell. 


The mage prison? Quill thought. What could an inventor of unremarkable but useful tools such as a magical quill have done to earn himself a life sentence in a place famous for never allowing a prisoner to escape? 

 Rondo answered the question in Quill’s mind before he had the chance to ask it, writing, He was charged with attempting to steal the lesserblades secured in Aeromand. Specifically, the darkblade.

 Quill’s heart stutter-stepped as puzzle pieces seemed to lock together. He was about to skip to the first chapter attributed to Megrifir when he noticed Rondo staring at him, brows furrowed as though deep in thought. What? he mouthed. Rondo grabbed a snatch of parchment and wrote: Figmirre, Megrifir, Grimfire. Then he began pointing at the letters in each name. There was an F in each. A G too. One M. A pair of Is and Rs and one E per name. They were in different order, but each name contained the exact same set of letters. Quill’s eyes met Rondo’s once more, his mouth dropping slightly open. He grabbed the quill, which Rondo had placed on the desk. He wrote, Same person?  
 Rondo raised an eyebrow, grabbed the quill back, and scribbled, Or an ordinary coincidence.

 Quill shook his head, breathing out. Rondo was right. The very notion was absurd. Rondo had just told him that Mage Megrifir was imprisoned in Lockspell, while Figmirre was long dead. And Grimfire…was Grimfire, supporting Teravainen in his capacity as royal mage. Still, something felt…strange. Off, like milk left out of the cold room for too long.  
 Before he could express his muddled thoughts to Rondo, the sound of footfalls arose, a veritable cacophony next to the silence that had reigned not a moment earlier. Quill poked his head around the wall of their cubicle to find a mass exodus from the rows of desks, dozens of scholars moving with a briskness that was, for them, the equivalent of a mad rush to escape. They were ushered by a trio of archivists, who held up signs that read, You must leave now. Seek shelter.

 “Shelter from what?” Quill blurted out, eliciting a tinkling shout of, “Silence!” from the bell he’d forgotten was resting on the desk. “You were warned. Now I must insist you vacate the premises immediately. You are in violation of—” 
 “We were leaving anyway, bell-brain,” he said, standing and shielding Rondo from the eyes of the archivist, hoping his friend would understand his intentions. Once more, he said, “Shelter from what?” but the three archivists only jabbed their signs in his direction, as though their voices had been magically removed. “C’mon, Rondo,” he said, “I think we’ve overstayed our welcome.” He fell into the line of scholars with Rondo in tow, his friend’s arms wrapped around his stomach, pulling the folds of his robes tight as though he were unbearably cold. Good man, he thought.  
 Ahead of them, the scholars were rippling through the magic-infused soundproof glass one by one, and soon they did the same, flowing into the press of bodies exiting through the grand entrance to the Hall. Into the sun they emerged, blinking against its brightness. Everywhere they looked, people were moving quickly, not yet running, but pacing their footsteps as though they each had an urgent appointment to keep. Seek shelter, the archivists’ signs had read.  
 “Where are you going?” he asked anyone who would listen. No one responded, people merely flowing around him like he was a stone in the midst of a fast-moving river. “What is happening?” When his question was once again met with silence, he grabbed the unlucky person who was closest to him, a smallish spectacle-wearing man who looked rather harried, his hair mussed and his tunic partly unbuttoned. 
 “Unhand me!” the fellow protested, attempting to extricate himself from Quill’s firm grasp.  
 Rondo stepped to the other side of the man, penning him in. “Not until you tell us what is going on.” 
 “Dragons, you fools!” the man said. “Dragons were spotted in the distance. They are heading for Chrysallis.” 
 Quill remembered the letter King Normandian had showed him, the letter that had been sent by Dragonmaster Dane himself, severing the marriage alliance with Odin. On the heels of such a letter, the appearance of dragons was unlikely to be a positive development. No wonder King Normandian sounded the alarm. He thinks he’s under attack. 

 There was obviously no time to send for Osric to escort them back to the palace. Instead, he released the man, who scurried off. Then he grabbed Rondo’s elbow, and said, “Do you have it?”  
 Rondo grinned and opened his robe just a sliver to reveal the silver tome he’d stolen from the archives during the commotion. 
 “Good,” Quill said. “We must hurry.” Together, they set off the way they’d come, toward the palace made of glass rising from the city.  





 Thirty 
 Andovier Helm 
 Off the coast of Sunsei, several days earlier 
   
 THEY WAITED ANOTHER TEN MINUTES BEFORE INFORMING THE CAPTAIN THEY WERE TAKING THEIR LEAVE OF THE SHIP. The man didn’t even try to hide the relief from his expression as he gestured toward a ladder with a pair of hooks affixed to the top that could be looped over the side of the vessel. 

 Each man and dwarf clambered down the ladder and into one of the few rowboats Sola had purchased from the captain to carry them back to land without further disrupting his schedule. They’d overpaid, but Sola had ensured Ando the additional coin would go a long way toward ensuring the captain’s silence as to his dealings with their unusual group. Mrz had just loaded himself into a boat that bucked and swayed under his weight but, rather miraculously, remained afloat, which left only Ando and the two Metz’s on deck. “After you,” Ando said to the pair.  
 Christoff smiled thinly. “Alas, this is where we must bid you farewell, High Commander Helm,” he said. “We’ve enjoyed every moment of this journey, but we are not one of you, as much as we felt like we were. Our children and grandchildren are our group, and it’s nigh time we returned to them.”  
 Mona added, “All of this has only served to remind us how much we miss our children and grandchildren, and how precious every moment we can spend with them is.” 
 “Our days spent trying to save the world are behind us,” Sir Metz continued, rather sadly. “We must enjoy the part of the world that we have already saved before it grows too late.” 
 Ando clapped his hand on Christoff’s shoulder, and though the man flinched, he didn’t squirm away. “I consider you a dear friend, Sir Christoff Metz,” he said. “As well as your lovely wife, who is your equal in every way that matters.” 
 “Actually, I exceed her in many respects, while she exceeds me in other areas where I am less competent, such as the practicalities of human existence, sarcasm, and archery. She will hit the bullseye nine times out of ten whilst I am lucky to achieve six—” 
 “Christoff,” Mona said gently, taking his hand.  
 “Have I done it again?” he asked. “Taken something that was said too literally.” 
 “Yes,” she said, smiling. 
 “Which proves my point, I believe,” the knight said. “What would I do without you, my dear?” 
 “Embarrass yourself even more than you already do,” she said, always a quick wit.  
 “May the winds forever blow in your favor,” Ando said, the sound of Christoff launching into a lecture about the causes of wind—something about temperature and pressure and other things Ando didn’t pretend to understand—fading behind him as he descended the rungs of the ladder. He chuckled and then informed his men of their loss. There was a chorus of groans, which Ando suspected was mostly because of the loss of the Metz’s unmatched swordsmanship.  
 Each man, dwarf and Grizari offered a wave to the knight and his wife as the ship’s sails unfurled once more and gained speed. The pair waved back, and Mona offered her final words. “We owe you a bowl of mamoothen stew! All you have to do is visit us at Castle Hill! And bring warm clothes! And Tora! Bring Tora!” 
 Ando shook his head, hoping that one day he would be able to do just that, before settling into his unfortunate position as the lone passenger in Mrz’s wobbly boat as the Grizari’s massive arms pulled at the oars, shooting them forward through the choppy water. 


   
 The currents seemed to fight them every inch of the way, which meant they didn’t make landfall until well after dark, the waters of the Bay of Sighs darkening to black, speckled with the reflection of the stars and the dueling swathes of moonslight that might’ve been painted by the hands of the gods themselves.  
 Ando and Mrz had worked the oars in shifts, dangerously switching positions on the boat that threatened to dump them overboard anytime either of them made an unexpected movement. By the time they felt the satisfying ka-thunk of the bottom of the boat grinding against land beneath them, every one of them to a man was exhausted from hours of rowing. Thus, they tumbled out onto the rocky shoreline, hungry and spent and wishing they’d never left Sola’s family bakery. 
 They lay there for a while, just breathing and allowing their bodies to acclimate to the steadiness of solid land beneath them. Mrz said, “May never go on boat again. Death traps, they are.” 
 Ando was surprised to hear the Grizari say it. At no point had he given any indication that he was fearful, just going about his business, keeping the men entertained with strange stories and anecdotes. “You can’t swim?” 
 “No. Bones too thick. Grizari sink like stones.” 
 Ando shook his head in wonder. The plan Sola had come up with literally could’ve been a death sentence for Mrz, and yet he’d agreed without question or complaint. Was it foolishness or courage? Neither, he realized. It was loyalty. To me. To Tora. To our band of escaped prisoners. “Well I’m glad you didn’t, because hauling your heavy arse back to the surface would’ve taken the lot of us,” Ando said.   
 Mrz laughed, slapping his leg as he hauled himself to his feet. “That it would’ve. More likely we’d all’ve been drowned.” 
 “Dwarves can swim, but grudgingly,” Captain Barty said. He looked pointedly at his friend, Mudd, who’d talked nonstop about how much he loved the water. Mudd grinned.  
 “Then I appreciate all of you willing to take this risk with me,” Ando said.  
 “Not for you,” Sola said. “For Tora. Speaking of whom, we should get moving. The longer we wait, the greater the risk that Lin-Wei will spirit her away somewhere else.” 
 Ando couldn’t disagree with that. He gained his feet alongside Sola and the pair hefted Barty up behind them. The rest of the men and dwarves followed and soon they were picking their way up the dark, rocky slope, beyond which the lights of Sunsei twinkled.  


   
 Ando continued to be impressed by Sola’s connections within the city. Everything they needed hung from racks or sat on shelves, a colorful array of costumes, props and other odds and ends that would lend authenticity to their ruse. The men were already riffling through the goods, cracking jokes and amusing themselves. The real challenge was always going to be getting any of them to take this part of the plan seriously.  
 “I will pay you back for this,” Ando said to the Solarii now. “You have my word.” 
 “Though it is not necessary,” Sola said, “I know you will.” 
 The notion of impersonating an acting troupe had been Sola’s idea. Apparently, one night every week—a night that happened to fall on this very day—an acting troupe was brought inside the castle bounds to perform for the Dead King’s granddaughter and any guests she invited. And now that their own merry band of misfits was believed to have left the city, none would suspect they’d actually stolen back into Sunsei under the cover of darkness only to don bright costumes and colorful regalia.  
 Or at least that was the hope, though, watching his men, Ando was beginning to worry no disguise would be sufficient.  
 “Suits me, no?” Mrz said, pointing a finger the size of a sausage at the hat he’d crammed onto his thick head. His lone surviving horn had pierced the hat and now poked out one side of the monstrosity, which had no fewer than thirty fabric flowers covering its mounded form.  
 “Ye look lovely,” Barty said grandly, sweeping into a bow fit for a king—or queen, as it may be. The dwarf was wearing a girdle complete with a frame for a hoop skirt orbiting his ample waistline. Someone had applied spots of pink to his already ruddy cheeks, along with a thin line of kohl around his eyes.  
 “And you look…” Mrz tapped his blocky teeth as he searched for the right word. “Like bearded dwarf dressed like woman. Har!” 
 “An’ ye can take yer hat an’ shove it up yer hairy—”  
 “He’s right,” Ando interrupted. “The beard will have to go.” 
 The dwarf’s eyes narrowed and his head cocked, birdlike, to the side, as though Ando’s words had been spoken in a tongue foreign to him. “Watcha mean, ‘go’?” he asked.  
 “You know what I mean.” 
 “Will be like tryin’ to uproot bramble bush,” Mrz said gravely. “And I have delicate fingers, so prolly best someone else do honors…” 
 “Won’ no one be doin’ any honors,” Barty protested. “The beard stays. An’ that’s final.” 


   
 “Tis like baby’s bottom…,” Mrz said, reaching out for the dozenth time to try to stroke Barty’s now-beardless face. Ando and Sola had done the job together, the dwarf cursing them one moment and then sobbing the next as he watched more and more hair pile on the floor. Ando had thought the dwarf might raise a hand to him when he’d added the black beauty mark on the freshly shaved skin just above the left edge of his lips.  
 “Don’ touch me,” Barty said, slapping the Grizari’s hand away just as his fingertips stroked his skin. “It’ll grow back, though it took decades to achieve the greatness ye butchers carved off in a matter o’ moments.” He fired a scathing glare at Ando and Sola.  
 “Said the proud dwarf as he lamented the loss o’ his lustrous locks,” Mrz intoned.  
 “Are ye quite finished ogling me?” Barty said.  
 “Not quite,” Mrz said. “The way moonslight reflects off skin—so shiny. And good thing we found child’s dress to fit tiny body…” 
 “Like ye can talk,” the dwarf muttered. “Look like a damn mountain of flowers, ye do.” 
 Ando couldn’t disagree with that statement. The Grizari wore a makeshift “dress” they’d cobbled together using two dusty curtains adorned with hundreds of flowers they’d found in a heap at the bottom of a chest. Thankfully, Mudd had turned out to be a talented seamstress, fitting the flowery fabric to match Mrz’s barrel-chested, thick-limbed form, covering every inch of him save for his face, which was now framed by long blonde hair from the wig resting beneath his hat. Mrz had protested at the length of the dress, as he’d hoped to show off his “fine set o’ legs”, but the rest had agreed that the more of him that was hidden, the better. The finishing touch had been two rather large melons they’d captured in netting and then tied around his chest, making him a very well-endowed woman indeed. They’d even covered his exposed horn with a string of flowers wrapped around the bone. As for his face, they hoped the troupe’s reputation for costumery would ensure their audience assumed it was nothing more than a very realistic-looking mask.  
 Mrz gave a twirl, the thick fabric swirling around with him, sending the stitched-on flowers into orbit—a kaleidoscope of colors. “I’ll take that as compliment,” he said with a broad smile. Several passersby scrambled out of the way as the Grizari had nearly barreled right into them as he’d spun. He didn’t seem to notice. 
 “I’ll give ye a compliment,” Barty muttered. He made a rather rude hand gesture before going back to mourning the loss of his beard, touching his face repeatedly, as though each time expecting to find hair there once more, the entire ordeal naught but a bad dream.  
 Ando shook his head. The fact they were this far was no small miracle. The rest of their “troupe” was outfitted similarly to the dwarf and Grizari, having all taken on the appearance of women for the occasion. Of them, Ando thought Sola, with his bronzed skin, thin brows and golden hair, made for the best-looking woman even without wearing a wig, while the rest of them looked as though they’d taken a nasty fall from the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down. He was included in the latter group, his calloused hands and hairy arms and legs—they hadn’t had time to fully shave their bodies—making him look more like a mountain man wearing a dress than a woman going out for the evening.  
 It was no matter. They weren’t actually trying to look like women. Their audience knew they were actors there to entertain and should be quite amused simply by the sight of them. Barty, being one of the main characters in their production, needed to at least partially look the part—his massive beard would have been pushing the audience’s imagination beyond the point of reasonableness. Not that we’ll be sticking around for very long, Ando thought. At least not all of us.

 The banter amongst the men died down as they finally approached the castle gates. As expected, the palace walls were well-guarded, a dozen men standing at attention at the entrance. Such was nothing more than an unnecessary show of force, as the heavy iron gates themselves were closed for nightfall. Even if some enemy were to attack and kill the twelve guards, they could pound on the gate until their weapons broke and their knuckles bled without accomplishing anything but knocking loudly. Presumably, there would be dozens more guards atop the walls, plus countless guards stationed at various points within the castle bounds. If an enemy were to attack the castle, they’d soon face entire flocks of arrows.  
 “We can take ’em,” Barty growled, and Ando wasn’t certain whether the dwarf meant the six guards standing in front of them or every man, woman and child employed by the Dead King. Given his experience with the dwarf, it was probably the latter. Regardless of his intention, Ando found it difficult to take the dwarf seriously, especially because of the mop of curly red hair that had been plopped atop his head. A springy, stray lock had settled over one eye, and no matter how often Barty shoved it away, it sprang back to the same spot.  
 “Mayhaps,” Ando said under his breath. “But we won’t. No need to fight our way inside when they’re going to open the door for us.”  
 “Last chance to revert to the alternate plan,” Sola said. “We could go back to the bakery and procure as many baked goods as possible and then pretend to deliver them to the castle for tomorrow’s breakfast.” 
 “The weasel-faced man might still be watching the shop,” Ando said. “And a delivery that late will be most suspicious, especially by men as unpleasing to the eyes as us.” 
 “I’ll have ye know,” Barty said, “that I’m considered a handsome dwarf amongst the she-dwarves o’ me city. The lusciousness o’ me beard is well-documented.” He reached up to touch his beard but then remembered it was no longer there, his lips curling downward into a frown that made his beauty mark tremble.  
 Falling silent, they crossed the remaining distance to the line of guards at the gate. Ando was about to explain who they were and why they were there, but one of the guards spoke first. “You’re late,” he said, eyeing them up and down. “And you’re not the regular performers.” 
 The beauty of Sola’s plan had always been the fact that they would be expected to turn up at the gate. “Stand ins,” Ando explained. “An unexpected illness has rendered the regulars bedridden.” The story had all been previously scripted, as they’d expected to be questioned.  
 “What illness?” 
 This question had also been expected, and Ando had the planned answer on the tip of his tongue when Barty interjected. “The throatfire,” the dwarf said gruffly. “It raged through the regular performers somethin’ fierce. The lot of ’em lie moanin’ an’ shakin’ like silver leaves clingin’ to their branches under a cold, wintry wind.” 
 Ando fired Barty a look, but then returned his gaze to the guard who’d spoken, who continued to eye them warily. Finally, his gaze softened and he said, “Damn shame. My auntie caught the throatfire just last year. Poor woman. Never been the same since. Offer them my hope for swiftest recoveries upon your return to the troupe. May you all break a leg tonight.” With that, he whistled high and clear and gestured to some unseen person high atop the wall.  
 Moments later, the massive gates groaned and began to open. Once they were wide enough for the largest of them to fit through—either Barty with his hoop skirt or Mrz with his considerable girth and layers of thick fabric—the gates stopped. They filed through one at a time and then the gates groaned shut behind them. Two guards stood at the ready to escort them to their destination.  
 As they followed the guards, Mrz said in a low voice, “What mean guard by ‘may you all break leg tonight’? Should I go break his leg?”  
 “No,” Ando said quickly. “It’s just an expression used in the acting community. It means he hopes we perform well.” 
 Mrz frowned, which was quite an amusing expression when worn by a man of his size wearing an enormous dress with a huge hat to boot. “Makes no sense. Why breaking a leg mean good performance? Still think I should go back and break guard’s leg.” 
 “Maybe later,” Ando said, hoping to appease the Grizari so he would move on from the topic. “If there’s time.” 
 “That promise?” Mrz said. “Cause I can already hear sound of puny guard’s bone snapping in my head. Nice sound. Like music.” 
 “If we have time,” Ando reasserted. If they managed to recover Tora, he was certain it would be a mad rush to escape and there would be no time to stop to satisfy the Grizari’s desire to hear the musical sound of human bones snapping. 
 The guard duo led them toward a large stone staircase, but instead of mounting them, they skirted the edge around to the side, where a door was set into the base of the main palatial structure. The door opened into a long corridor lit by flickering wall sconces. No one spoke as they walked, the only sounds the swish of their dresses on the floor and Mrz’s hat scraping against the low-hung ceiling.  
 At the end of the corridor was an arched opening that spilled into a large atrium with a raised dais on one side with dual sets of stairs mounting it on either end. A thick red curtain hung from the ceiling to the floor of the dais, which Ando surmised was really a stage. He could hear the murmur of people on the other side—the audience, presumably.  
 Without a word, the guards took up position on either side of the arched opening, standing at attention and staring absently at some fixed point in the distance. Despite their attempt at professionalism, Ando thought they looked rather bored. They probably drew the short straw and got stuck babysitting the entertainers, he thought. The guards’ lack of focus and attention gave them the opportunity they needed, one he planned to exploit when the time was right. But first they needed to continue the ruse a while longer.  
 As their “troupe leader”, Ando clapped his hands and began to bark out orders. “Positions everyone. The show must go on in honor of our fallen brothers and sisters. By the end of the evening, I expect you all to have the audience laughing and weeping, gasping and cheering…” 
 “Soilin’ ’emselves from the horror of it all,” Barty muttered.  
 Ando glanced sharply at the guards, but they were in such a daze they probably hadn’t heard a word of it. “Act one, with me,” he said, hoping the dwarf would be able to keep his mouth shut.  
 Ando mounted the steps, hearing the others stomping behind him. Act one would be himself, Mrz, Sola, Barty and Mudd, and as soon as they were finished, they would be replaced by the remaining men and dwarves dressed as women, who would carry the show to its conclusion while they searched the palace for Tora.  
 He took a deep breath, reminding himself that everything he was doing was for her, which steadied him. It was similar to something he always did before a battle, fixing the images of his wife and children in his mind. Now, Ando parted the curtain at the edge to find it was actually two curtains separated by several paces, which allowed them to move into the center of the stage without being seen by the audience behind the second curtain. Everyone except Barty joined him in the middle; upon a signal from Ando, the dwarf would raise the curtain using the rope and pulley system.  
 “Ready?” Ando asked.  
 Sola said, “Not really, but considering this was my brilliant idea, I suppose we best get on with it,” while Mrz said, “Shall be finest moment of life.” 
 “For Tora,” Ando said.  
 “For Tora,” the two men responded.  
 Ando gave the signal and Barty began to haul on the rope. The base of the curtain quivered, which silenced the audience, and then began to rise. Slowly. An inch, then two. The third inch came slower as the dwarf, who was even redder faced than usual, his forehead sheened with sweat, struggled against the thick curtain’s weight. It was rising so slowly, in fact, that the hidden audience on the other side began to grow restless, murmuring at the delay. 
 Mudd shrugged and then joined his comrade in tugging on the rope. Their combined effort lifted the curtain another three inches before, once more, it stalled.  
 “Outta way,” Mrz growled, shoving the dwarves aside and grabbing the rope in his vicelike grip. He gave it a hard yank, which sent the rope lassoing down as the curtain flew skyward. Bright light from two magelights fixed on the stage caused Ando to throw up a hand as he blinked away spots. Once more, the crowd fell silent, staring at the unusual fivesome occupying the stage. Then, all at once, they began to laugh.  
 “Tis supposed to be a drama,” Barty, who had recovered from being nearly shoved over by his fellow actor, whispered.  
 “Just go with it,” Ando hissed back. Then, to the crowd, he said, “And thus begins the tragic tale of Globulina, the fairest maiden in all of Solarii, and the love she found, only to lose it to…” He paused for dramatic effect. “Well, I suppose you will have to watch to find out.” He gave a slight bow and the audience applauded heartily.  
 Most of the “play” would be improvisation the likes of which Solarii had never seen before, but at several portions of it had been scripted, including most of the beginning. As such, Ando stepped into the shadows stage left, turning his attention to the audience, scanning them. They all looked very Solarii, with their sun-kissed skin, fine clothing and golden hair. There was no sign of the Dead King, at least as far as Ando could tell. Not that he expected the Solarii ruler to attend—he was known to be a recluse. However, Ando did spy a young woman sitting near the back on a slightly raised seat worthy of a princess. She was rather captivating in her dark, formfitting dress that was in stark contrast to her guests, who were generally garbed in brightly colored clothing adorned with all manner of frills and lace—and that included the men. Princess Rose Ontarii, he thought as he stared at the woman. He knew little of the princess, save for what Sola had informed him about her enjoyment of weekly entertainment.  
 Though the play had started, she seemed distracted, her head constantly turning and glancing behind her, as though waiting for someone to walk through the rear door.  
 “…most unfortunate,” Sola was saying on stage, “but my hound has taken ill. Last I saw him, he was foaming at the mouth.” 
 “Your husband will have to be put down then,” Barty said, which drew a hearty round of laughter from the audience. The dwarf was rounding out his words as he spoke, attempting to sound like a prim and proper lady, raising his voice to a near screech. His typical “yer” had become “yooouurr”, and “’ave” was now “haaahhvve”. 
 “I was referring to my dog, not my husband,” Sola said with a fierce scowl.  
 “Then he shall have to be put down too,” Barty replied with a wink to the audience, drawing more laughter. Ando had to admit, the dwarf was a natural on stage.  
 It was at that point that Mrz made his grand entrance, riding on a wooden broomstick fitted with a stuffed horsehead they’d procured from the real troupe’s various props. He made a show of stomping his feet heavily while his servant—played by Mudd—clucked his tongue to sound like the clop of horse hooves—clop-clop clop-clop clop-clop… Mrz pulled his “horse” to a stop in the center of the stage. Mudd helped him “dismount”, which basically meant grasping his hand and taking the broomstick-horse from him. When both the other “women” ignored him, Mrz cleared his throat with a hoarse cough, earning him a sharp glare from Barty while Sola said from behind his hand, “The nerve of some women…” 
 “Hullo,” Mrz said. “I am—”  
 At that point, Mudd interrupted loudly, “Presenting Lady Globulina of Glob Forest!” He added a trumpet sound for effect, as though heralding the arrival of a queen.  
 “Thank you, Jeeva,” Mrz said. Mudd had chosen his own name, and Ando had to stifle a laugh upon hearing it on the Grizari’s lips. “As lowly servant girl said, I am Lady Globulina. I have just arrived from Glob Forest on trusty steed, Girthula.” Most of the line had been rehearsed while on the ship before returning to Sunsei, but the name of the horse had not been discussed. Ando almost choked on his own spittle. Mrz’s delivery of the line was made even more amusing because he made no attempt to change the tone nor timbre of his voice, which was deep and gruff, his use of the common tongue choppy and broken. 
 Once more speaking behind his hand, Sola spoke directly to the audience. “I bet the horse was given the name to ensure she could bear the girth of her master…” 
 More scattered laughter told Ando the improvised line had hit the mark. He was beginning to think that when this was all over they might be able to cast aside their swords and shields in exchange for scripts and props.  
 Barty delivered the next line, which had also been rehearsed a dozen times. “The Glob Forest, you say? All the tales of that place speak of queer folk with strange customs. Is it true?” 
 “Yes, all of it,” Mrz said. “Even queerest of queer find each other queer. Father sent me to learn of your customs and return with husband. May I choose from your men?” 
 “No, but you can take her husband, Lord Uppity,” Barty said, gesturing toward Sola, who opened his mouth in protest. “We were just about to put him down anyway. You can save us the trouble when you consummate your marriage. So long as you take up position on top, you’ll squash him beneath you!”  
 That earned a collective gasp from the audience, who seemed unsure whether to stand and cheer, or walk out. Instead they remained sitting, wearing awkward grins. Ando’s gaze returned to the raised chair in the back, which caused him to frown.  
 Because Princess Rose was gone.  
 Had their slightly off-color brand of humor offended her into vacating the theater before the play had completed its first act? Or had she been called away to an emergency? He silently chided himself for speculating; for all he knew, she’d merely stepped out to use the chamber pot.  
 “Psst!” a voice hissed, drawing his attention. He glanced toward the trio on stage, all of whom were staring at him expectantly.  

Damn, Ando remembered. It was time for his next line as narrator. He cleared his throat and said, “It is at this point in our tale that Lady Uppity suggested they all retire to her parlor for afternoon tea so she could prove to Lady Short-Statured that her husband was not ill and to Lady Globulina that her husband was happy remaining married to her. There, you will find, Lady Globulina finally meets her true love before he meets his tragic fate, and thus we shall reach the beginning…of the end. But first, a brief interlude.” 
 The audience had apparently recovered from their shock as they applauded loudly, the sound chasing the fivesome as they marched off stage, returning behind both curtains, where the next group of “actors” was preparing to go on. Despite Ando’s promises to the audience, the interlude would be anything but brief, a series of silly games played by the rest of Ando’s men and dwarves, including ‘Toss the child’ (the child would be one of the dwarves), lawn bowling (in which one of the dwarves would act as the ball, somersaulting across stage and barreling into the other dwarves), and ‘Pin the Tail’ (the tail was a long foxtail attached to a pin, which the players would attempt to affix to the backside of a dwarf’s dress). By the time the ridiculous interlude was finished, the hope was the actors could leave the stage and rejoin Ando and the others as they fled the palace for good, leaving the audience to guess at who Lady Globulina’s true love was and how he had met his tragic fate.  
 “Good luck,” was the common refrain as the two parties passed each other on the hidden portion of the stage.  
 This left Ando alone once more with Mrz, Sola, Barty, Mudd and the two bored-looking guards. He glanced left and then right, meeting the eyes of each of his men in turn. One by one, they nodded their readiness for what was to come next. It wouldn’t be difficult, but they couldn’t risk making a commotion in case other guards were in the vicinity or the sound carried to the audience.  
 As they’d planned, Ando strode up to the first of the guards, who narrowed his eyes. “What?” he growled, clearly not too happy at having his staring contest with the wall interrupted by a man dressed as a woman.  
 “I need to piss,” Ando said.  
 “Can’t you hold it until after the—” 
 Ando punched him in the face. Hard. He had no quarrel that he knew of with this guard, but he stood in the way of finding Tora, and thus, was his enemy. The man’s eyes rolled back in his head as he slumped to the floor. The others had not been idle while Ando had been making his move, and just as the other guard reacted to seeing his comrade knocked senseless, they sprang into action. Mrz’s massive hand clamped over his mouth before he could utter a cry of protest, while Barty and Mudd each gained control of one of his arms while he’d been reaching for his sword. A sword that Sola slid smoothly from the guard’s scabbard before placing the point at his throat.  
 The guard’s eyes widened and he stopped struggling.  
 “My friend is going to remove his hand from your mouth now,” Sola said, a calm quiet having entered his voice that was more threatening than if he’d been shouting at the top of his lungs. “If you scream or make any attempt to alert others within the castle, I will kill you. If you try to fight back, I will kill you. If you look at me in a threatening manner, I will kill you. Is this understood?” 
 The wide-eyed guard nodded once.  
 Sola nodded toward Mrz, who removed his hand. The guard wisely made no sound.  
 “Good,” Sola said. “There is a young girl—thirteen name days old—being held captive within the castle bounds. Tell us where and you shall live.” 
 “If I tell you, the Dead King will have my head,” he said, voice quivering.  
 Ando stepped in. “He will not know you told us anything. We are the only ones here to hear it. Your comrade is unconscious.”  
 The guard’s eyes flitted between Ando’s and Sola’s, but then he firmed up his chin and said, “There is a young woman being held in isolation. I don’t know why, but I’ve heard the screams.” 
 Ando’s blood began to boil. “Where?” he growled.  
 “You swear you won’t kill me?” 
 “I swear it,” Ando said. “Now tell me before I change my mind. If you lie, we will know. I won’t ask again.” 
 The man said, “That door.” He gestured with his head to another door branching off from the rear of the stage. “It leads to the kitchens. On the opposite side of the kitchens is a staircase descending below ground. The royal dungeons. You will find her somewhere down there.” 
 Ando’s stare continued to bore into the man, who blinked uncomfortably. He didn’t detect a lie. “Thank you. Now kill him.” He flicked his eyes toward Mrz, who grinned and then grabbed the soldier around the throat.  
 “Please!” the soldier managed to squeak out before his air supply was cut off.  
 Ando gestured for Mrz to relax his grip so the man could speak. “Why should I spare you? You stood by and did nothing while a young woman was being tortured within earshot. You are either a sadist yourself, or a coward, which is it?” As he said the last, he lunged forward and grabbed the man by the front of his uniform, lifting him into the air.  
 The guard’s lips trembled as fat tears filled his eyes, broke loose, and spilled down his cheeks. “A coward,” he blubbered. 
 Ando’s rage wasn’t satisfied, but it was momentarily extinguished at the pathetic sight of the weeping man. He dropped him back to his feet, wrinkling his nose when he saw the large wet patch on the front of the guard’s trousers. “Yes, you are,” he said. “You allow a tyrant to torture an innocent young girl, for what? So you get to keep your plush job babysitting actors?” 
 “No,” the guard said, shaking his head vehemently. “I have a family. Two young children, my sons. Their mother…she died giving birth to the second one. They’re all I have. I can’t risk myself.” He paused, seeming to consider his own words. “Even still…if I didn’t have them to look out for, I still wouldn’t have tried to save the girl. I am a coward. Always have been.” He hung his head in shame.  
 Ando hated that he felt pity for the pathetic man who’d lost his spine a long time ago—if he’d even been born with one to begin with—but he wouldn’t deny two children their father. “Be better,” he said. “Your sons deserve someone to teach them how to be good men.” 
 “You mean, you’re not going to kill me?” 
 “Not today,” Ando said, turning away. Behind him, he heard the satisfying crunch of bone on bone—Mrz’s thick skull meeting the guard’s—and then the thump of a body hitting the floor.  


   
 They left the unconscious guards bound, gagged and stuffed in a costume wardrobe, before shucking off their dresses and wigs and other costumery. Beneath they wore belted trousers fitted with the weapons they’d commandeered while fighting at the border. Just as they were about to depart, a hearty round of laughter and applause arose from behind the curtains, which told them the rest of their comrades’ antics were being well received. As promised by the guard, the rear door on the opposite side of the space led to the royal kitchens, which, at this time of night, were deserted, a single candle left on a dish set on a wooden table to burn itself into a puddle of wax.  
 They hurried across the space, only Mrz stopping briefly to snatch an apple in one hand and a pastry in the other—leftovers from the day’s meals, presumably. He munched on both, alternating between them, offering a simple explanation of, “Skipped supper,” when Barty raised a questioning set of eyebrows.  
 The staircase descending to the dungeons was lit by flickering torchlight spaced so far apart that there were periods where they couldn’t see the next step and were forced to feel their way forward with their toes.  
 Ando had recently spent enough time imprisoned to recognize the familiarity of the area at the base of the staircase. The wet, moist feel of it. The dank, musty, mossy smell. The weight of the dim lighting and the thick, stone walls surrounding him. Once more, the angry embers of the fire inside him were stoked by the thought of Tora spending even a single second in this horrid place.  
 “C’mon,” he said, fists clenching. “Let’s find her and quit this place forever.” 
 That proved to be more of a challenge than they expected. The stone corridor was set with dozens of windowless iron doors on either side, each of which was locked. “Use my head?” Mrz suggested, rapping his knuckles on his skull as a reminder that he could be used as a makeshift battering ram. Under other circumstances it might’ve been comedic considering the Grizari’s lone horn was still wrapped in a string of flowers he’d failed to remove when casting aside the rest of his costume.  
 Ando briefly considered the offer but then shook his head. “It will take too long and make too much noise.” Instead, they tapped on each door loudly enough the that the cell’s occupant could hear but softly enough that the sound wouldn’t carry up the staircase. As they went, they called Tora’s name. After a dozen doors without receiving a single response, Ando was growing frustrated, especially when he looked along the endless corridor to find dozens more doors ahead. “This is going to take hours,” he muttered.  
 Mudd raised a hand and pointed to a spot somewhere in the distance. “We could try that open door over there.”  
 Ando squinted into the darkness but couldn’t make out what the dwarf was referring to. “Thank you, Mudd, but I find it highly doubtful that a door would be inadvertently left open,” he said.  
 “Mudd’s got the best eyes o’ any dwarf I ever met,” Barty said. “I don’ trust ’im with much, but I trust what he sees.” 
 “Thank ye,” Mudd said. “I think.” 
 Mrz said, “Tiny dwarf is right. Griz eyes don’t lie. There’s open door fifty paces or so ahead.” 
 Ando frowned. Experience told him that luck in situations such as the one they found themselves in was rarer than a six-leaf clover, but he also wasn’t about to thumb his nose at it. Maybe the gods are finally trying to make amends, he thought as he led his men toward the promise of an end to their mission. About halfway along, his own night vision clarified, and he was able to see what Mudd and Mrz had seen from twenty paces back. Shadows condensing around a doorway. Rather than an iron door, this opening was typically sealed off by a heavy-looking oaken door. Except now, the door stood ajar, wide enough open for a man to slide his entire fist through.  
 Which likely meant someone else had entered ahead of them.  
 Ando turned back to his men, who looked like the strangest band of marauders he’d ever seen, and yet he wouldn’t trust anyone else in this venture more than them. Pressing a finger to his lips, he stole forward and pushed through the door.  


 Peony 
   
 Peony felt the moisture on her feet first. Just a bit of cool water, tickling her toes. She shivered and recoiled, bringing her knees to her chest. Is this real? she asked her blade. 

I DON’T KNOW, her blade said.  
 It had been hours—or at least had felt that long—since the undead children had departed after delivering her one and only meal. The darkness, along with the silence, had left her mind feeling twisted and full of holes.  
 The cold water tickled her toes again. “No,” she said aloud, standing up to make herself as large as possible, shimmying back until she felt her calves press against the iron stake to which she was chained. “No.” Though she couldn’t see it, she sensed the water creeping closer once more, and she forced herself onto her tiptoes to delay the inevitable.  
 Seconds ticked by without a change. Then minutes. The muscles in her legs were burning now, aching. Still nothing. She’d been breathing raggedly through her nose, but now she released a heavy, relief-filled sigh from her mouth as she allowed her heels to press back to the stone.  
 They sank into cold water, which instantly raised gooseflesh along the whole of her skin. “No, no, no,” she repeated more rapidly, pushing to her tiptoes again but finding the water had already surrounded her, rising quickly now.  

DO YOU BELIEVE THE WHOLE OF THE DUNGEONS COULD HAVE BEEN FLOODED? her blade asked. 
 The answer was obvious, but Peony’s mind had already been stripped bare of logic as it was drawn like a moth to a flame back to a memory from her childhood. She was five. Her family had gone on a holiday to the countryside, where they maintained a large estate. The estate included a swimming pond. Osric had taken to swimming the way he took to most things: naturally and with ease. Peony, on the other hand, felt clumsy and heavy in the water, like she was destined to sink like a stone rather than float like a feather, despite being considerably lighter than her brother. She clung to her father whenever the water level rose above her hips, while Osric swam circles around her and her mother lounged on the shore.  
 After one such swim, her mother had said, “Not everyone is made for the water, Peony. Mayhaps tomorrow you’ll join me in the shade. Perhaps a day out of the sun will cause your freckles to retreat before they conquer what’s left of your face.” 
 So that’s what she’d done, sitting in the shade with her mother while Osric and her father, untethered without her there to cling to him, played and romped in the water like a pair of fish. It was then that she’d realized what she’d been to her father the last few days as he’d tried, fruitlessly, to teach her to swim: a leech. Sucking the blood and life from him. Taking his pleasure away by her incompetence.  
 And yet as much as she’d wanted him to be able to enjoy himself in the water without being forced to restrain himself for her sake, she’d also hated seeing the gloating smile painted on Osric’s face each time he targeted her with a smug look. I’ll show him, she’d thought.  
 Thus, the very next day she’d arisen early whilst her family continued to slumber. She’d pulled on her swimming costume and slipped from the house unnoticed by a single soul. When she’d waded in, full of steely determination to be more than anyone expected her to be, the joyful sun was just beginning to grin over the horizon, painting the pond with a layer of gold. The water had been cold, but not unpleasant, and soon she found herself desiring to be fully immersed in its embrace. Still, given her past experience, she wasn’t overconfident, easing her way slowly in, allowing the water to rise inch by inch until it was slightly above her navel.  
 Taking a deep breath, she’d lifted her feet upward and flapped her arms at her side like a bird, laughing when she’d bobbed for a moment before being forced to press her feet back down on the bottom once more. I swam! she thought eagerly, gaining confidence. It was only for a moment, but it was more progress than before, when the security of her father’s strong arms had always won the day. I can do this.

 So she’d tried again, finding she could tread water for a full three seconds before the pull of the depths won out, dragging her feet back to the bottom of the pond. Still, she was improving, which made her bolder, more daring. “I can do this,” she’d said aloud. The next time she lifted her feet, she kicked them, too, while simultaneously doing the flapping arms thing. To her delight, not only did the kicking serve to help her stay afloat, but it also propelled her forward, like an actual water creature. It had felt amazing. Like she was flying, weightless, communing with the water rather than fighting its will, as she’d always felt before.  
 She’d lost count of the number of seconds her feet had been off the ground—twenty? no, more like thirty!—when her arms began to tire and her dominance over the pull of the water began to wane. Satisfaction had flooded her as she’d curled back to a vertical position and pressed her feet down toward the safety of the bottom, which had been right there just a half a minute ago.  
 It wasn’t there anymore.  
 Her feet had found only the emptiness of open water, her toes curling as they tried to cling to something, anything to keep her up. Fear seized her when she’d realized she’d swum out too far, the bottom of the pond dropping away beneath her to depths well beyond the top of her head.  

No one knows I’m here, she’d thought, her arms flapping wildly at her sides, which served not to help but to hinder as she’d begun to sink like a foolish stone who’d believed for one minute that it was capable of swimming.  
 She’d managed to suck in a deep breath just before the whole of her head was pulled under. Jeering fish taunted her as they darted about, while green plants waved at her from the depths, which were well below her. This was the end, she’d known. She’d known that truth, and yet still she’d kicked and fought the water with her arms and legs, even as it had won each battle which would eventually lead to its victory in the war.  
 It was survival instinct, plain and simple, an instinct one didn’t know they possessed until Death stared them straight in the eye and grinned its broken grin. 
 That deep breath she’d taken before going under was swiftly running out, but she clamped her lips shut tighter and dared them to open, willing her lungs to subsist on less, to go hungry for a while longer as she fought on, even as slippery tendrils of plants curled around her toes.  
 Her lips had quivered, her lungs demanding that they open, that they give her the air that was surely on the other side. Peony had closed her eyes. 
 Strong arms had grabbed her under the arms and her eyes had flashed open. She couldn’t see who’d grabbed her, her rescuer behind her and out of view. And though her lungs had been screaming, the agony a constant stabbing in her chest, she’d held her breath for a few seconds longer, until she’d been dragged from the water, at which point her lips had exploded open in a gasp as the sweetest, most burning air of her life swept down her throat, filling her lungs.  
 “You’re okay, Peo,” Osric had said, cradling her in his arms as he’d carried her from the water.  
 “Os?” she’d said, confused. “You saved me?” 
 “Of course I did. Now let’s get you inside before Mum and Dad wake up.” 
 He’d helped her inside, had dried her off, had put her back into bed and tucked her in. And then he’d left. They’d never told their parents what had happened. They’d never spoken of it again either, though Peony had tried twice, only to have her brother dismiss the topic as though of less interest to him than the statistics on annual rainfall in various parts of Odin. 
 And she’d never tried to swim again, happy to wade up to her knees at most.  
 The memory vanished as she realized the water around her was already to her waist and rising swiftly. “It’s not real,” she said, but even to her own ears she heard the doubt in her voice, the lack of conviction. “Please make it stop.”  
 From another part of the dungeon, echoing words arose. “Give up the blade and all will be forgiven.” 
 The reminder that all that was happening to her was because of the Dead King’s desire to steal that which was hers and likely use the godblade for evil brought her back to reality just as the water level climbed to her chin. “I won’t give it up,” she said defiantly. “Not now. Not ever.” 
 “As you wish,” the echoing voice said, and then the water rose past her lips, above her nose, and over her eyes. Suddenly she was back in that pond. Jeering fish, glowing in the darkness, taunted her as they darted about, while green plants—also glowing—waved at her from the depths. This time Osric wouldn’t be there to save her. She’d never even had the chance to ask what had awoken him on that morning, what had caused him to look from his window to see her floundering, or made him decide to go for a walk at dawn when he was notorious, even at such a young age, for sleeping in well past the time considered appropriate for a young prince.  
 Void, she’d never even thanked him for saving her. At first it had bothered her, and so she’d sought him out to do just that, but he repelled each attempt with harsh words, mocking her freckles or her lip or her overall awkwardness. Over time, her desire to thank him had grown thin before vanishing completely.  
 And now, she would never have the opportunity to right that wrong. She realized she was holding her breath, although logically she knew all she needed to do was breathe, because the water isn’t real, it can’t be, it’s another illusion, like the rats, and if I just open my mouth and fill my lungs it will vanish and I can shout my defiance at the top of my lungs at Lin-Wei and the rutting Dead King and anyone else close enough to hear it. 

 She did it. She opened her mouth.  
 Water rushed in, filling her airways, her lungs, choking her. The jeering fish darted in, too, slipping between her lips, wriggly and scaly and— 
 She swallowed one, then another. Dozens streamed down her throat and then she could feel them inside her, her belly actually moving as they bashed about the insides of her stomach, which began to bulge in several places from the force. “I’m breathing air, not water,” she tried to say, but all that emerged was a spray of bubbles and several fish.  
 Like that morning at her family’s holiday estate, her lungs began to ache, to scream, even as the fish sought to expel themselves from her stomach. I need to swim, she thought. It’s the only way. Gritting her teeth, she kicked off from the bottom, churning her feet the way her father had tried to teach her when she was a young girl. Simultaneously, she used her arms to paddle at the water. To her delight, she began to move upward. I can do this, she thought, kicking harder. Clank! She came to a jerking stop as the chains that still tethered her to the stake reached their limits.  

Blade! she cried. I need you!  
 No answer. Never before had her blade been unable to answer her, not since the moment she’d first seen it buried amongst the Great Bone Pile. And yet she didn’t need the blade to answer her in order to wield it, did she? She was its wielder. The weapon was hers to command. All she needed to do was will it to appear and before she could blink it would be in her hand and she could cut the chains and swim to the surface. 
 So easy.  

NO! the blade finally said, though its voice was distant, despite resonating within the folds of her mind. She hesitated, her lungs full of water, her stomach full of fish.  

No, they aren’t, she thought. My lungs are full of air and my stomach full of bile and anything from my meal not yet digested. The rest is pure fantasy, Lin-Wei’s attempt to unhinge me. Well, she will be disappointed. Once more, Peony forced herself to “breathe” in the water, except this time it didn’t rush down her throat in a torrent, instead vanishing into mist even as the truth-filled air expanded her lungs almost to the point of bursting. Her feet were back on the ground, where they’d never left, the chains curled around her. Her clothing was bone dry.  
 “Your will is strong,” that echoey voice said. “It will not be broken by illusions. You’ve given me no choice. The only path forward is one of pain.” 
 Peony heard nothing more from the disembodied voice as the trio of lights reappeared in this distance, drawing closer as the undead children returned on soundless feet. As they grew closer, she saw the glint of metal gripped in their small hands. 


 Ando 
   
 A scream lit up the quiet of the dungeons, echoing down the long hall they found themselves in. A mirror image of the previous corridor, the new stone passage was set with dozens of iron doors on either side, but Ando didn’t stop to tap on any of them, sprinting forward, his own boot slaps pursued by those of his men behind him.  
 Another scream pierced his eardrums, followed by a voice. “Stay back! Don’t do this or I’ll be forced to—” The words morphed into another cry of pain. Somewhere in the depths of Ando’s mind he recognized the voice was not Tora’s, but he pushed that aside as his instincts to help whomever the voice belonged to took over.  
 He charged forward, where he finally saw an end to the corridor, the space beyond lit by a trio of lanterns. It was hard to make out what was transpiring in the low lighting, but he discerned movement. With a final push, he spilled into a circular area, the ceiling rising and disappearing into darkness, giving the space a strangely infinite feel to it. He skidded to a stop as three figures turned toward him.  

No…no. Please. Not this. Anything else. Not children.

 Just as the rest of his group arrived, the three children’s heads cocked to the side, as if the sudden presence of two humans, two dwarves and a Grizari were a curiosity to them. There was no fear in their eyes, which were strangely gray, rimmed by dark circles on their cheeks. Their skin was ashen, the sort of pallor one might expect on someone so ill they were unable to rise from bed to step into the sun on a daily basis. Not on children, who loved to frolic and play outdoors in the sunshine, their cheeks delightfully rosy.  
 There was something horribly wrong with these children, and not just because they each gripped a dagger smeared with blood, crimson drops falling to their feet like rain.  
 Just beyond them, the voice arose once more, except now it was gasping, shuddering, tortured. “Commander Helm? Oh, thank the gods.” 
 His shock at the sight of the creepy children was outweighed only by his surprise at finding none other than Peony Normandian chained to a post and bleeding from a dozen shallow stab wounds, each welling with blood. “Peony, what is—why are you—” The questions evaporated on his tongue because they mattered not. All that mattered was freeing her, finding Tora and escaping before anyone knew— 
 “Bravo, Andovier Helm,” a new voice cut in. It was familiar in the same way that fingernails scraping across slate was familiar. Lin-Wei emerged from the wall itself, gripping her staff casually as one of the attached vials of magenum flared with light, the liquid draining. “You had my man fooled. He returned with a tale of a stranger who would set sail for Chrysallis and leave behind a poor and helpless young girl to fend for herself. I was most disappointed that you hadn’t lived up to your reputation. But it seems that disappointment was misplaced. You have exceeded my expectations in every way. Alas, I fear the game must now come to an end, as all games must eventually.” 
 Ando had faced spellcasters in battle before and he’d always lived to tell the tale, but he suspected this time might be different. This mage clearly wielded a power beyond his comprehension, walking through walls with what, to him at least, seemed little more than a thought.  
 And yet it changed nothing. If he were to die at her hands, he would make it a death worthy of those he’d already left behind, a death that he hoped would give Peony and his men—friends, all of them—an opportunity to escape.  
 He drew his sword. “Now you die,” he growled, striding for the mage. Lin-Wei didn’t move, her sneering smile holding court on her lips as she waited patiently for him to cross the space, draw back his arm, and slash at the arm wielding the staff. Ando figured if he could relieve her of her primary weapon they’d stand a chance at survival.  
 She vanished, only to reappear on the opposite side of the circular space. “So much anger inside of you,” she said, making a tsking sound with her tongue. “It wasn’t I who killed your wife and children.” 
 “Speak of them again and they will be the last words you speak,” Ando said.  
 “Calm yourself, commander,” Lin-Wei said. “I am not your enemy, and neither is Solarii. I would think you of all people would understand why we must relieve Peony of her godblade. The weapon is the key to defeating the Terrans. In her hands, it is wasted. She fought for us at the border, but only to save her bondmate. The next time we call for assistance, do you think she’ll answer the call?” 
 “Hmm, let me think…,” Peony said, tapping her chin as blood continued to stream down her arms. “Now that you’ve chained me in a dungeon, tortured me mentally and physically, and shown me you use undead children as slaves…I think I’ll pass.”  
 Ando was glad to hear she still had fight left in her, but it was her last statement that stole his breath and made his eyes dart to the three children, who continued to stand like statues, content to watch with their eerily neutral expressions. Oh gods, he thought. They’re like the Dead King. Dead. Brought back to life by the king’s necromancers. 

 It was sickening.  
 “Don’t feign righteousness, Peony,” Lin-Wei said calmly. “Even if I hadn’t done those things to you, you would’ve never answered the call because Dane would’ve forbidden it.” 
 “I make my own decisions, not Dane.” 
 “That may be true, but you are Dragonmistress now. Your responsibility is to Travail, not to Odin, and certainly not to Solarii. Now, this can all be over if you give me the godblade of your own free will. No more torture. You can leave with your dragon, a free woman.” 
 “And Commander Helm and his men?” Peony asked.  
 Lin-Wei shrugged as though their lives meant nothing to her. “They can go, too, if you wish. I’ll even let them take their little pet, the girl Tora. Otherwise I fear I’ll never be rid of them.” 
 Ando didn’t believe the mage for one second. All his experiences with her thus far was that she was a manipulative, deceptive woman, as slippery as a snake. “Don’t,” he warned Peony. “She’ll take the sword and kill us anyway.” 
 Lin-Wei chuckled. “Being dead doesn’t mean the end the way it used to. The Dead King is most generous with the use of his necromancers’ powers. I’m certain he’d be most pleased to add the lot of you to his growing collection.” 
 Peony’s eyes met Ando’s, and he could see the moment she made the decision. “I have to risk it,” she said. “I can’t have your blood on my hands too.” 
 Though Ando understood the implication of her words, they sounded so much like his own thoughts, plaguing his mind after each instance where someone he cared about was lost under his watch, that it gave him pause. What loss have you suffered, princess? he wondered.  
 As he considered the question, a bright line of light formed between her hands, rising upwards as the same magnificent blade he’d first laid eyes on at the border took shape. “Peony, no!” he shouted, but it was too late.  
 Lin-Wei licked her lips greedily as she shielded her eyes from the light. Then she planted her staff onto the stone between her feet and spoke a single word that held no meaning to Ando: “Nostarro.” There were three more flashes of light from her vials of magenum as the spell was cast. 
 All around them, forms materialized from the air itself. Four black-robed warriors gripped blades so dark they seemed to abhor even the dim light provided by the undead children’s lanterns. Another dozen castle guards filled the spaces between them, armed with long spears gripped two-handed. Behind each was another mage, wearing cloaks of varying colors. Each held a staff dangling with vials of magenum.  
 As Ando’s men backed with him toward the center of the space, the guards moved in, herding them with their spears. 
 “Can I hit enemy now?” Mrz said, taking a final bite of his apple, which was just a core now. The only evidence of the pastry was the sugar on his broad lips.  
 “Aye,” Ando said, firming up his grip on his sword’s hilt.  
 “For Tora?” Barty said, reverting to his exaggerated woman’s voice that had amused their audience in the theater. 
 “For Tora,” Ando and the rest of them echoed, and then they charged.  
 The first spear was aimed at Ando’s eye, a foolish move on the part of the guard. He deflected it away with his sword, the narrow shaft stabbing past his left ear. Had the man targeted the center of Ando’s chest, he would’ve likely landed a glancing blow at the least. Instead, he earned a sword through his throat, blood spilling from his mouth as he toppled over.  
 Ando turned hard to the right, prepared to take on the next foe, but stopped when he felt a slice of pain blaze in his calf. He whirled around to find one of the children taking another slash at his leg. The other two were close at hand, all three sets of eyes locked on him. “We answer her call,” they intoned. “Your blood must be spilled on this day.” 
 His blood already had been spilled. He could feel it leaking from the stab wound on the back of his leg, soaking his trousers. He stepped backwards, his head on a swivel to ensure he wasn’t laid into from behind while the undead children distracted him from the front. Thankfully, the others had pushed the spearmen back, most notably Peony, who was brandishing her godblade with the same confidence as she had on the battlefield, her body glowing fiercely now.  
 Ando refocused on the children, who moved unnaturally fast, fanning out and closing in from three different angles, daggers slashing the air to ribbons. He blocked one slash with a clang, but was too slow by half for the next one, which penetrated his defenses as the child leapt with animal-like agility at his legs, carving another slice from his flesh, just above his knee. With the same furious speed, the child bounded back and out of harm’s way.  
 Not that Ando had intended to try to hit him with his sword. How could he? They were nothing but children—victims all—forced to serve the king with violence, controlled by his necromancers like grim marionettes danced by a puppeteer’s invisible strings.  
 Lost in his thoughts, he barely managed to dodge the next slash, which would’ve opened his wrist with a deep cut. The threesome moved like different parts of the same creature, their attacks coordinated in a way that only soldiers who’d fought together for years could usually achieve.  

These are not children, he thought. How can they be when they are beyond the grip of the grave, acting with none of the childlike innocence my own children once wore? 

 Ending them a second time would be a mercy.  
 And yet even as one of them darted in from the side and he deflected the blow only to be stabbed in the hip from an attack on the opposite side, Ando couldn’t do it. Killing these three children, regardless of whether they were already dead, regardless of the malice and violence in their every movement, regardless of whether it would or would not be a mercy, simply wasn’t in him. He fell back as the dagger was twisted inside him. The children leapt upon him, no longer using their daggers, but gnashing at him with their teeth.  
 Dropping his sword, he held them back with his arms, but found they had an unnatural strength, overcoming his own despite the stark size difference. One snapped at his shoulder, teeth sinking in deep, ravaging his flesh, tearing away the fabric of his shirt, spitting it out, a mess of blood and spit and rent cloth. He turned to look at the child, who he suspected had the soft, feminine features of a girl before dark magic had ravaged them, twisting them beyond all recognition. He tried to imagine her eyes without the wildness, her hair without the streaks of gray and knots, her mouth without the snarl and blood dripping from her lips. She would’ve been, he suspected, quite pretty. Just like my Celeste.

 Ando felt himself falling toward that place of despair again, the familiar longing to pass into the darkness, to see those he loved again, to feel the warmth of their smiles. “It is time,” he said, a second before another voice said, “It is not!”  
 There was a wicking sound as a whorl of bright light arced past, before spinning back to face him. Peony Normandian stood before him, exuding light from beneath her own skin, every bit the radiant warrior he’d first encountered when she’d saved the lives of him and his men. Broken chains dangled from her wrists and ankles. As for the undead children, dark lines had been sliced across the base of their necks. No blood wept from the wounds, for their hearts no longer pumped the crimson liquid through their veins. But, as he watched, their heads toppled free of their bodies, bouncing and rolling away as their small frames tumbled to the floor.  
 Peony Normandian had done what Ando could not, saving his life once more and reminding him that he wasn’t alone in the world, even if it felt like that sometimes.  
 The reminder was sobering and caused him to sit up. He located his sword and then scanned the rest of the room, which was a battleground. At least six of the guards were dead, while those that remained had managed to gain an advantage with help from the warriors wielding the strange black swords, who moved with a liquid sort of flow as they dodged attacks from Mrz, Sola and the dwarves with ease before counterattacking, landing blow after blow on their opponents’ weapons as they were forced back step by step.  
 That was the least of their problems, Ando realized.  
 The dozen robed mages had formed a circle around Lin-Wei and were now chanting words that carried no meaning to Ando’s ears, but which his instincts told him were building up to something that could spell disaster for the lot of them if it wasn’t stopped. “Peony!” he shouted, pointing toward the mages. “Stop them!” 
 She nodded and then took off with such speed that his brief moment of hesitation left Ando well behind her even as he, too, started to run.  
 That’s when it happened.  
 There was an explosion of light from the circle of mages, an eruption of colors that burst free high over their heads, illuminating the darkness almost as much as Peony’s sword and form had done. The tendrils of light joined together angle by angle, joint by joint, until they’d formed a sort of net, which collapsed upon Peony just as she was about to fall upon the mages.  
 The light winked out.  
 Ando was left blinking away spots, eyes trying to adjust to the sudden darkness. “Peony!” he called.  
 “Can’t…hold…on…much…longer,” her voice came. She was close, and Ando tried to feel his way toward her. He tripped over something—or more likely, someone—and landed in something wet. Blood, he thought. One of the dead castle guards, or so he hoped. Slipping and squishing, he returned to his feet just as a glow arose in front of him.  
 Peony’s godblade, just a golden line now, hung in the air. Half of it had slid through the netting, while the other half was within grasp of Peony’s hand, but as she reached for it she seemed to meet an invisible wall, her rigid fingers clutching for the hilt but unable to close around it. Her body was no longer glowing, and only the unpainted portion was visible in the dim lighting, giving her the eerie appearance of half a person.  
 Her teeth were clenched together, her jaw tight. She seemed to be straining against an unseen force trying to wrench her godblade away from her. If Lin-Wei and the mages succeed, it’s all over, Ando thought. Not on my watch. Finding his footing once more, he covered the last several feet between them swiftly, slashing his blade at the magical netting that continued to confine Peony.  
 The moment his sword touched the net, a violent jolt ran up the steel and into his body, throwing him backwards. He landed hard on his back, head snapping back violently. “Uhh,” he gasped, his entire body trembling. He’d never been struck by lightning, but he assumed what he’d just experienced would be similar.  
 “Ando,” Mrz said in his gruff voice. “You hurt?” 
 Ando forced air into his lungs. Felt his heart beating, though it felt as though it was no longer in his chest but on the outside, thumping away. “Maybe, but I’m not dead. We can’t attack the net, but we can attack the mages.” 
 “Consider it done, Commander,” Barty said. The two dwarves and Sola had also made their way over after having dispatched their foes. Not a single guardsman was standing, though the dark warriors prowled restlessly in front of the circle of mages.  
 “Hang on a little longer, Peony!” Ando called. She was still struggling against the pull trying to rip her blade free of her influence. 
 “Hurry,” she said, groaning from the effort. “Please.” 
 “Their blades are too fast,” Sola said. “We cannot match them blow for blow.” 
 “Speak for self,” Mrz said, thumping the head of his hammer against his palm.  
 “He’s right,” Ando said. Though he hadn’t fought the warriors himself, he’d seen the way they moved. It was unnatural. Ordinary weapons were no match for weapons forged by the gods from shadows and magenum. “We need to draw them away from the mages so one of us can break through.” 
 Ando looked at Sola, who looked at Barty, who looked at Mrz, who looked at Mudd. Mudd said, “We’ll do it. All o’ us.” He gestured to his fellow countryman, the Grizari and Sola. “We’ll draw ’em away. Then ye can get yer revenge on Lin-Wei.” 
 Ando closed his eyes. In the past, he would’ve accepted the proposal out of hand. But now…too many had sacrificed their lives so he could fight on. He’d come here seeking to rescue Tora—they all had—but he wouldn’t minimalize the value of their lives. Not when each of the souls standing beside him were important, some of the best he’d ever come into contact with. “No,” he said. “I will distract the warriors away from the mages, so all four of you can make the final push.” 
 There were frowns all around, but they’d already wasted too much time. Ando didn’t wait for a response before standing and striding toward the warriors. “Oi. You lot,” he said. “It’s a good day to die, no? I think I’ll start with you.” He charged purposefully toward the warrior on the end furthest from the circle of mages, which would force all of them to turn away from those they were protecting, at least if they wanted to keep him in their view.  
 They didn’t. One tracked him while the other three maintained their position. Ando had expected this. Given the weapons they wielded, they would be confident, maybe overly so, a weakness he could exploit. Ando stopped suddenly and tossed his sword from his dominant right hand to his weaker left, brandishing it with a pair of exaggerated swipes. “I’d tie one hand behind my back but I’m all out of rope,” he said. “I’ll settle for using my left against a foe as pathetically inadequate as you.” Ando wasn’t normally one to taunt, but these were special circumstances, and his words were meant as much to distract the other three warriors as for the enemy he directed them toward. They were also to distract from his true intention, which was the dagger he’d tucked up his right sleeve while he’d been conferring with his men.  
 A dagger which he now slid into his hand, using a practiced flicking motion with his wrist to send it flying toward his foe. The warrior reacted more quickly than should’ve been humanly possible, and yet he was still a hair too slow. The dagger pierced his throat, causing him to gag as he dropped the black blade and clutched at the hilt. Before he’d fallen to his knees, Ando was already charging past him, releasing a pent-up roar a full-grown lion could be proud of.  
 The other three were ill-prepared for their comrade to have fallen so swiftly, but they managed to turn before Ando fell upon them, kicking one in the chest and stabbing at another. The warrior parried his attack with such force his own blade was nearly wrenched from his grasp, while the enemy he’d kicked took only a single step back before launching himself forward, his shadowy blade whooshing past Ando’s ear as he ducked away.  
 Ando didn’t have the advantage of speed or strength or even skill—all traits he normally held over his opponents in spades—but he didn’t need to kill them all, only distract them. With that in mind, he tucked his head low and crashed into the third warrior’s legs, wrapping his arms around him as he drove the man to the ground.  
 His entire attack had taken several seconds at most, but it had been enough. With one of their own dead, all three warriors were now fully focused on him. As he pressed his weight onto the enemy he’d tackled, he spotted his men sneaking past toward the mages, who were continuing to chant as they fought Peony’s will.  
 Ando sensed the next attack before he saw it, diving to the side just as the dark blade stabbed downward. The warrior he’d tackled released a cry of pain; the blade intended for Ando had found a different mark. Any elation he might’ve felt, however, vanished the instant he regained his feet and saw Lin-Wei thread through the circle of mages, whipping her staff around like a baton, pulses of darkness flying from either end as blaze after blaze of magenum lit up its shaft. Sola took one blast in the chest, somersaulting back and landing violently. Barty and Mudd were next, hit so hard they flew straight backwards, slamming into the stone wall and sliding to the floor. Mrz had his war hammer pummeled from his powerful grip by a ball of darkness, but he was undeterred, continuing his bullrush toward the mages, taking hit after hit of magic from Lin-Wei’s staff, each slowing him until finally—almost mercifully—he was stopped dead in his tracks, shoulders slumping, mouth opening… 
 He fell.  
 They were too few. It was that simple. The mages and the warriors were too powerful, and Ando and his men were too few. Their plan had been flawed from the beginning. They’d hoped to sneak in and sneak out, the entire mission requiring minimal, if any, bloodshed. Instead, their reinforcements were dressed as women entertaining the Solarii elite, oblivious to what was transpiring beneath their very feet.  
 Lin-Wei took a step in Ando’s direction, lips curling viciously. “It will soon be over,” she said. Ando glanced toward Peony, who was still in the same position, arm outstretched as she fought to maintain control over the brightblade, which was now outside of the magical field save for the hilt. Ando sensed that the moment the blade left the field, Peony would lose whatever control she had left.  
 He flinched when another pulse shot from the mage’s staff. He tried to dive free but was too slow, the blast like a punch to the chest, rocking him back. He remained on his feet, though his arms and legs were quivering, sapped of all strength.  
 Another orb crashed into him and he fell to one knee, sweat dripping from his brow. Half of the hilt had been dragged from the field. Peony was growling now, a sound of pain and determination. Ando watched her in awe through tendrils of hair that had fallen over his face. Her willingness to fight gave him a shot of much-needed strength and he fought back to both feet, taking a step toward his enemy. Lin-Wei raised one eyebrow in surprise but didn’t hesitate to fire off another pulse of dark energy.  
 This time, Ando was ready, dodging hard to the side, the black ball rippling past and releasing its strength when it slammed into the wall.  
 She fired again, and again Ando dodged, back the other way this time. His legs felt wobbly and numb, but he managed to make them obey his will as he ducked beneath yet another pulse of energy sent surging from Lin-Wei’s staff.  
 She anticipated the maneuver, firing a second pulse in short succession behind the first, this one aimed lower. Ando saw it too late, the blast slamming into his ribs and toppling him like a felled tree. 
 Lying prone on the hard floor, he was out of tricks, out of plans. All he had left was his will to fight for that which was good, his hope that a tragic world could be made less tragic if only those with the strength to do so stood up for the things they believed in, refusing to allow tyrants to rule. And Lin-Wei, whether a ruler or not, was a tyrant, seeking to take that which was not hers to take, tormenting dead children who deserved to rest, using young women as her playthings to torment men like Ando who were already cracked and broken beyond repair.  
 Ando’s body fought him every inch of the way, but he growled through the pain and the weakness. And then he stood, staggering toward the mage, whose eyes widened in shock. He raised his sword, except his hand was empty. He hadn’t even realized he’d dropped it somewhere along the way. Still he stumbled forward, watching as the mage lifted her staff, frowning, preparing to hit him again.  
 Except the attack never came, as Ando knew it wouldn’t. Even as he’d fallen that final time, he’d noticed how none of the vials tethered to her staff were glowing, the mage’s stores of magenum all used. He didn’t pretend to know much about the intricacies of spellcraft, but he did know that a mage without magenum was a helluva lot less dangerous.  
 When her staff failed her, Lin-Wei glanced down, and it was in that moment that Ando mustered what little strength remained in his muscles, launching himself forward at the mage, preparing to tear her limb from limb if that’s what it took to stop her.  

Crack! The blow from her staff landed squarely on his jaw, whipping his head around and causing his legs to crumple beneath his weight. He lay there for a moment, drooling blood and playing with the tooth that had come loose in his mouth.  
 A shadow loomed over him. Lin-Wei, come to finish him off. “You certainly made things interesting, Commander Helm,” she said. “But alas, like all of the others, you were not the worthy adversary you believed yourself to be.” 
 Ando didn’t know what she was talking about when she said All the others, but it didn’t exactly matter as she was now reaching inside her robe, withdrawing several vials of magenum, which she used to replenish her staff’s stores of the glowing liquid. She moved slowly, methodically, as though she had all the time in the world. She may as well have, considering Ando was struggling to even turn to one side, much less persuade his legs to stand up.  
 Finished, she aimed the staff in his direction and said, “Goodbye, Commander Helm.” 
 Ando refused to give her the satisfaction of showing fear or closing his eyes. The world had already taken everything from him, so what did he have left to fear? Thus it was that he saw something strange appear on her chest. More like grew from her chest. A sharp, silver object, glistening with streams of blood.  
 Whatever spell the mage had been about to conjure evaporated on her lips, replaced by the bubbling froth of blood that rose from her throat. Ando stared, eyes narrowed slightly, trying to make sense of the senseless. Peony remained caught in the magical net, her fingers barely clinging to control of her blade, which was on the verge of escaping her hold. Neither of the dwarves had moved since being crushed against the wall. Neither had Sola. Mrz had rolled over, flopping onto his back, but then laid still like the rest of them. There was no one left.  
 “Eat steel, bitch,” a familiar voice said, as rough as unfinished wood with a sharpness to it that Ando knew was a defense mechanism because of all the tragedy the bearer of the voice had endured over her short lifetime.  
 Tora stepped around the mage as she fell, withdrawing the sword that Ando had wielded earlier in the fight. It made a ringing sound as it slid from the mage’s back, and she was dead before she hit the ground. Tora was grinning, covered in dirt and grime, her hair a mess of knots and tangles. In other words, she looked, beautifully, like Tora. 
 Ando had half a million questions, but none of them were important in that moment, not when she was alive and well and here. Somehow, impossibly, he was alive too.  
 “Well, are you jest gonna gawk at me or give me a hug?” she said.  
 Finding a final bit of strength he didn’t realize he had, Ando extended his arms and Tora fell into them. She whispered in his ear, “Told you I’d save yer sorry arse.”  
 “You did. You have. In more ways than I can explain.” 


 Peony 
   
 Peony was dimly aware that something had happened over where Ando and his men were struggling against Lin-Wei and the warriors with the darkblades, but she didn’t turn to look, her concentration complete as she fought to remain connected to her blade.  
 When the net brimming with magic had fallen, it had felt like she was drowning all over again. The darkness was the water, while the net was a giant hand pushing her down into the depths. But then her brightblade had spoken a single word—FIGHT—and a sliver of light had emanated from its steely surface. She had fought, with everything she had, pouring all her anger—at having been underestimated her entire life, at having been mistreated by the dragonriders, at having her bondmate torn away from her just as she’d realized that she loved him, at Daneus’s imprisonment, and now, at the gall of these mages who sought to steal her brightblade from her—into fighting their collective will. For a while, she’d thought she would win, that she was stronger than all of them—magic be damned—but then her strength had begun to wane. With each inch they gained, she felt her connection to the blade waver, shrink, its light dimming bit by bit until it only contained a hint of its normal radiance, the barest golden shimmer to remind her of the voice trapped inside that she could no longer hear. The hilt was almost gone from the field’s periphery, and though she continued to fight, it was like trying to cling to a cliff’s edge with nothing but her fingernails to keep her from falling. And then: 
 A voice in her mind.  
 Not the blade’s, but another, filled with power and rage and yearning and, above all else, hope. Hoom!


Daneus! Peony cried in her mind, still clinging to the blade with the tips of her fingers. One finger was peeled away, then another. Two more slid free. Help!


You asked for it, Daneus said. Cover your head.

 Before Peony could begin to fathom what that meant, there was a ground-shaking, wall-shattering crash, one entire side of the circular wall caving in, massive stone blocks crumbling around them.  
 In a shower of colorful sparks, the net surrounding her vanished and her sword flew back into her hand with a satisfying slap of the hilt against her palm. The weapon brightened immediately, as did her body as she assumed brightform once more, prepared to fight anyone who would dare to oppose her.  
 She didn’t need to. The darkblade-wielding warriors raised their blades and vanished, while the circle of mages was crushed under a swell of rubble. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ando fleeing the scene with a young girl, along with the large Grizari warrior who’d fought with him at the border. They helped the Solarii man to his feet and then retrieved the two dwarves they’d arrived with.  
 All but Ando hurried down the shaft leading away from the room, while Ando turned back to meet her eyes. She mouthed a single word to him—Go!—and then leapt high into the air, higher than humanly possible, her blade once more sending strength to her legs. CATCH US, the blade said, and she knew it was talking to Daneus now.  
 Having crashed through the wall, the dragon swooped down and snatched them from the air in his claws and then, releasing a roar, soared skyward as the rest of the stonework caved in behind them.  


 Ando 
   
 Now that she was freed and the mages dead, Ando trusted Peony and her godblade to make their own exit while they did the same.  
 Everyone save Tora was hobbling along, but they were battle-hardened men who looked pain in the eye and laughed, and each step got slightly easier as they reached the end of the first corridor and turned left down the second. Soon they reached the stairs and began to climb, Tora talking a mile a minute. “I pretended to be grateful to the mage bitch fer freein’ me from prison an’ takin’ me under ’er wing. I showered ’er with compliments an’ ‘thank you’s an’ told ’er I hoped I’d never see you lot ever ag’in. She gave me more an’ more freedom, but still kept me under strict guard, so I was forced to escape out me window. Was quite high up, too, but I didn’t blink, not once, not until I’d slid down the ivy to the ground. I was about to run fer it, but then I saw yer sorry lot bein’ led inside trussed up like the ugliest damn women I ever laid eyes on, make no mistake. I thought it unlikely you’d decided on a career change, so I knew you were ’ere fer me. Shoulda known you’d try to be all chivalrous like the damn fool men you are, when all the time I was perfectly capable of gettin’ meself out without a hitch.”  
 They’d reached the top of the landing now, the kitchens even darker than before as the final candle had burned itself out. “Somethin’ stinks somethin’ foul,” Mrz commented. 
 “I’ve smelled it ever since she showed up,” Barty agreed, sniffing at the air.  
 “Hold yer damn horses, I’m gettin’ to that,” Tora said. “The only problem was gettin’ back inside. Did you know they ’ave a sewer tunnel leadin’ in an’ out o’ the castle? Right filthy, that one, but I did it fer you all, my brave rescuers, so I think you can suffer a bit of stink in return fer yer freedom.” 
 “Of course we can. And we’re glad you did what you did,” Ando said. “But let’s focus on recovering the rest of the men and getting out of here before…” 
 Halfway across the kitchens, they slammed to a stop as at least two dozen armed guards poured through a different door than the one they’d entered through, gripping torches and swords. “In the name of the Dead King, King Draymond Ontarii, First of His Name, you are under arrest.” 
 Mrz reached out and grabbed an apple from the same bowl he’d pilfered earlier that night.  
 “Funny time to grab a snack,” Barty said.  
 Instead of taking a bite, Mrz threw it at the guards. They flinched back as the fruit rebounded off the chest plate of the man who’d spoken. “Lost appetite,” Mrz said.  
 “Well that’s a first,” Barty muttered, but he, too, grabbed an apple and launched it. Soon they were all grabbing anything in sight, from forks, knives and spoons to fruit, leftover pastries, and an entire side of beef, salted and hanging from a chain attached to the ceiling to dry. The latter was thrown by Mrz’s meaty hands, the slab of meat knocking three guards flat as they charged while trying to bat away the flurry of random projectiles.  
 Unfortunately, no amount of random cookware and foodstuffs were going to change the odds, which were stacked severely against them. They were outnumbered and weak from the injuries they’d sustained at the hands of Lin-Wei, and soon there was nothing else to throw. The guards moved in slowly, fanning out to surround them.  
 That’s when the horn sounded. It was a long blast that caused every ear to perk up. It was followed by two short blasts and then another long one. The guards’ heads bobbed around, shocked looks appearing on each of their faces. Finally, one of them spoke. “The city is under attack,” he said airily, as if he couldn’t quite believe it.  
 His words seemed to snap the others out of their fog and they rushed from the room in a mad stampede, leaving Ando, his men, and Tora standing dumbfounded by the sudden turn of events.  


 Jarrod 
 Several minutes earlier 
   
 The march south to Sunsei had been tireless. They slept four hours a night, and yet every soldier to a man showed no signs of weariness. There had been no complaints about the grueling march, no grumbling when they were awakened in the dead of night hours before dawn, no cursing of the new king’s name or wishes that his father or sister were still alive to reign in his stead. Though Jarrod had only known any of them briefly and none of them personally, his respect for the southern Terran army had grown with each step, and, it seemed, despite his poor performance during the prior battle, the respect of the soldiers for him had grown in lockstep. It’s because you showed up, he thought. Something Father never did. The realization destroyed what was left of his self-doubt when it came to his decision to push their advantage deep into the heart of Solarii.  
 Now, standing silently before him with the silhouette of the white city as the backdrop, his men watched him expectantly. Few of the multitudes gathered before him would be able to hear his words, but still, the magnitude of addressing so many weighed heavily on his armored shoulders. He didn’t need to march into battle with them this time—his injury had seen to that—but he still needed to lead them with his speech. His mind raced with what to say, what to tell these hardy, able-bodied men as they marched into battle to reclaim these beautiful lands that had once been considered the wolf’s forepaw for the kingdom of Teravainen.  

My mind, he thought. I shouldn’t be speaking from the mind—not now. My mind helped us breach the border, but now is the time for my heart to speak. What’s left of it anyway.

 Whenever he thought of his heart he also thought of Aisling, and now was no different. A fresh wave of pain arose, the wound reopened. And yet…thinking of her gave him strength. He thought that maybe—just maybe—she would be proud of him for this. Aisling abhorred violence and war, but she was a proponent of justice. Jarrod would’ve never marched on Solarii if not for the unlawful theft of the darkblades by the Dead King and his ilk, followed by the murder of the Terran general. Now it was time for justice to be served. Picturing Aisling’s face in his mind, the version of her where he’d made her laugh—that joyous, sparkling sound that he craved more than food or water—he opened his mouth to speak.  
 “Men!” His voice rang out as clear as a crystal bell, the cool night air stealing his breath in the form of ghostly vapors swirling before his lips. “At the Solarii border, you rose to the challenge I presented you with! There is no doubt in my mind you will rise to this challenge with the same strength and courage and valor expected of soldiers of Teravainen! This war has cost us much—too much! Our brothers! Our fathers! Our friends and comrades! In many ways, it has cost us our very humanity! But now, as we stand on soil that was once part of Teravainen, I remind you that the good citizens of Solarii were once Terrans too! Their independence was pushed upon them by a man of ambition, a man who became a king through blood and death! Now the Solarii king refuses to go to his grave, his unnatural version of life an affront to the gods themselves! On his command, his operatives have stolen our darkblades and murdered your general, shattering the Accords established centuries ago! Today, justice will be served!” 
 A roar arose from those within earshot, starting a wave of sound that crashed over the lines of soldiers like the rumble of thunder. Jarrod could feel the energy, the eagerness, wafting from the soldier as they stamped their feet against the cold and firmed up their grips on their weapons. Now, however, was the moment to scale things back, to remind them of that message of lost humanity he’d planted just a few moments ago. “As you go forth and conquer—and you will conquer—no hand shall be laid on the women or children, the elderly or infirm! On this day, we shall reclaim Teravainen and our humanity in this one great act! Now go! Go with honor! For the Wolf! For the Wolf! For the Wolf!”  
 More roars erupted and the men took up the chant as they beat their weapons and fists against their armored chests, until the sound was deafening and could surely be heard within the city. Led by each contingent’s captain, the soldiers began to disperse, about-facing as they marched on Sunsei. 
 Jarrod turned toward General Mertin, who had been about to depart as well, and said, “That final message is a command. Please ensure it is disseminated through the ranks. Their soldiers are fair game, but all others must be spared. I will not have the streets running red with the blood of innocents.” 
 Mertin nodded. “It shall be done.” 
 Just as he turned away, Jarrod spotted a bright light rising into the night sky. 





 Thirty-One 
 Peony Normandian 
 Sunsei, Solarii 
   
 PEONY DIDN’T KNOW WHAT TIME OF DAY IT WAS UNTIL Daneus flew her from her underground prison into a world of darkness, making her own brightness—and that of her sword—appear like a beacon as they soared over the city. 


How? Peony asked, the question full of the exhilaration and wonder she was feeling in her chest. How are you here?

 Still clamped between Daneus’s claws, she felt his rumbling laughter reverberate through her. Would you rather I wasn’t?  
 Though it didn’t provide her with the information she wanted, Peony was glad for the jape, because it meant that Daneus was all right, that whatever had been done to him hadn’t destroyed him, just as her own torturous treatment hadn’t destroyed her. Very funny. What I should’ve said, is I missed you so very much. 


The feeling, I assure you, is mutual, Daneus said, the dragon’s words causing warmth to flow into Peony’s heart. As to your question, I cannot assume as much credit for my own daring escape. I had a little help.

 Something was happening down below, where Peony’s unique vantage point of the city and the castle grounds allowed her an expansive view of all foot traffic. The city remained still and quiet, while the castle was suddenly abuzz with activity, dozens of guards pouring forth, running rather than walking. A moment later a horn sounded, long and loud, followed by a series of blasts of varying lengths—a signal of some sort. The sound was loud enough to carry to Peony’s ears, which meant it was loud enough to carry throughout the city.  
 Sure enough, lights began to wink on throughout Sunsei, appearing in windows amongst the various residential and commercial structures. The lights were followed shortly thereafter by forms emerging onto the streets. At first it was just a few, but swiftly rose in number until the streets were flooded with bodies.  

What is happening? Peony wondered.  

Cast your eyes to the north, Daneus said.  
 From her position nestled between Daneus’s claws, Peony had to twist her head awkwardly back and to the left in order to gaze northward. What she saw drew a frown to her face. In the unlit darkness of the large plains separating the largest Solarii city from the numerous small towns and villages spotting the northern countryside, something was moving. The only logical explanation was that the Solarii border forces had been called back to the capital city, but why would the Dead King do that? At present, they had no support from any dragon, no reinforcements. There was no reason for them to abandon their fortifications, which were the only things standing between the Terrans and their prize. Unless… 

My eyes are keen, Daneus said. They are soldiers. Soldiers bearing the sigil of the Terran Wolf. 

 Peony shook her head. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t. She’d come from the border only a few days earlier. Time had lost all meaning while she was imprisoned, but not more than three days could’ve passed, she was sure of it. Void, she’d helped the Solarii repel the latest Terran attack, a decisive victory that was expected to rebuff their war efforts for weeks, if not months, to come. What could’ve changed so swiftly? 

THAT IS NOT THE RIGHT QUESTION, her blade said. The sword had been silent ever since it was almost ripped from her grasp, but now she welcomed its words with open arms.  

Then what is the right question? Peony asked.  
 WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO? 
 She’d been imprisoned, abused and tortured—mentally, emotionally and physically—by the Dead King and his royal mage, Lin-Wei. She owed the Solarii nothing, her only remaining concern in this place for Ando and his men as they sought to escape the castle on foot. But before she could speak, Daneus said, Hoom. You haven’t asked who rescued me.

 Peony blinked. It was true. All the commotion on the ground below had distracted her from that crucial question. Who? Tell me before I scream.


Find out for yourself. Climb my flanks. I will assist you.

 So she did. Still in full flight, Daneus tucked his knee forward and released Peony atop his leg. Back when she was a princess of Odin, the notion of climbing the side of a dragon while in full flight without ropes or other tethers to prevent her from falling would’ve been laughable. Now, gripping her blade, she didn’t climb.  
 She jumped.  
 She landed smoothly atop the dragon’s back, a stone’s throw away from the position at the base of Daneus’s neck, where she would normally ride gripping a spike. Since she’d known the dragon, she’d only ever seen herself or Dane ride him. But now, there was another, a female with sun-bronzed skin and golden blonde hair that, even with the rush of wind through it, had not a lock out of place.  
 “Princess Rose?” she said.  


 Ando 
   
 Ando and his men swiftly recovered from their surprise at the blast of the horn and the departure of the only thing standing between themselves and their freedom. They rushed across the kitchen, the only sounds their footfalls and Mrz lamenting the loss of all the food they’d used as projectiles to fight off the guards.  
 Through the door they went, returning to the backstage area, in which a heated argument was well underway. From the sounds of it, the men and dwarves were debating whether to search for Ando and the others. And from the sound of it, the parties were divided rather equally.  
 “May I make a suggestion?” Ando said, coming up from behind them.  
 The men whirled around, stunned by the sudden appearance of the very subject of their argument. Before Ando could say another word, Tora threw herself into each of their arms, prattling on about how she’d saved ‘Ando’s sorry arse’ and describing each moment of what had transpired in exquisite detail. That was when Ando realized she was being careful not to skewer the men as she hugged them. Because gripped in her hand was none other than the darkblade that had been dropped by the warrior Ando had killed back in the dungeons, which she must have picked up after returning his own blade to him.  
 When everyone had been properly reunited, Ando said, “Tora.” He looked pointedly at the shadowy sword she held. The blade’s steel was so dark it was no wonder he didn’t notice it as they’d fled from the darkness of the dungeons into the blackness of the kitchens.  
 “What? This thing? Jest a souvenir I collected to remind me of this lovely place.” 
 “It’s dangerous.” 
 “It’s mine. By right of war.” 
 Ando was surprised she’d heard such a term, but her knowledge of its meaning was flawed. “By right of war the blade is mine as I killed its bearer, not you.” 
 “An’ I saved yer life, you said it yerself. Kinda hard to wield a blade when yer dead.” 
 He chuckled at her logic, which made more sense than he wanted to admit. “I won’t take it from you, but as soon as we find out where it came from, you must return it. Under the Accords, Solarii isn’t entitled to any darkblades, so it must’ve been stolen from one of the other kingdoms. Agreed?” 
 Tora didn’t look especially pleased by the compromise, but she huffed and said, “Fine. I’ll return it once we find out where it came from. But only if there’s a rich reward!” 
 “Tora…” 
 “Gods, do you have to take the fun out of ever’thin’? I’ll give it back, okay?” 
 “Good,” Ando said. “You can have my sheath to keep it hidden. We’ll tie some cloth over the hilt as well.” He turned to address the rest of his men. “The audience left when the horn sounded?” 
 “Aye,” one of the dwarves answered. Even the single word sounded amusing when spoken from the small-statured man’s lips, which were shaded with red to match the scarlet frock he wore. “Never seen so many bodies tryin’ to squish through one door at the same time. Surprised no one got trampled.” 
 “The guards we encountered said the city is under attack,” Ando said.  
 “Under attack?” the dwarf said. “By whom?” 
 That was the question Ando had been mulling for the last few moments, trying to make sense of the senseless. An air attack from Travail was possible, but why? The Travailians had been friendly—if not always staunch allies—to Solarii for many years, even after their formal marriage alliance was severed. There was no reason for Odin to attack. And Avadon was more interested in growing their own wealth internally than conquering faraway lands. That left the Terrans, who’d been an enemy to Solarii ever since they rebelled and claimed their own independence. But he’d seen the border walls. They were nothing short of impenetrable, a fact the Solariis had proven over the last three years.  
 “Doesn’t matter,” he finally said. “It’s an opportunity to quit this place for good amongst the chaos.” 
 “Then I fear this is where I must leave you,” Sola said. “I have been mistreated by my own people, which saddens me, but they are still my people, and my parents live here. I cannot stand by or run away when they are being threatened. It’s not what Bora would’ve wanted, and I am living for him now too. I hope you understand.” 
 Ando felt a swell of emotion rise and crash inside him as he clasped Sola’s arm. He wanted nothing more than to stand and fight by this man’s side again, but he had to put Tora’s best interests first. He didn’t come all this way to find her only to have her thrust into yet another dangerous situation. “Of course I do. May we meet again, my friend. And I won’t stop any of the others from going with you, if they wish.” 
 Heads bobbed and bounced around, but it was Mrz who spoke first. “Sola, you were once enemy, but now are friend. I will stand with you as brother. Cannot bring back Bora, but can honor him with my hammer. Always.” 
 The two men clasped hands and Sola said, “Thank you. You have changed my view of the world in many ways.” 
 From there, it was an avalanche of other voices, each joining with Mrz in support of their Solarii brother. Even though each voice that arose was another man Ando would be forced to turn his back on, he cherished them because of what they represented: courage, goodness, love. The voices continued until each and every one of his men stood with Sola. To Ando, it felt right.  
 He noticed Tora glaring at him. “What is it?” he said.  
 “Yer a damn stubborn cur sometimes, you know that?” 
 “I’m not going to argue with you. I won’t risk your life again. We’re finding a way out of Solarii, and you’re coming with me.” 
 “No, I’m not.” The girl’s jaw was set, her hands on her hips. From experience, Ando knew the pose was not so different from that of a boulder planted firmly in the ground.  
 “Tora.” 
 “Ando.” 
 “After everything they’ve done to us, you would have me stand and fight for them?” 
 “Not fer Lin-Wei, may ’er black soul rot in the Void, nor fer the Dead King, who I hope dies another horrible death, but fer the ordinary people. It wasn’t so long ago that you fought fer me, a Terran, yer sworn enemy. I don’ see the difference ’ere.” 

The difference is fear, Ando knew. Fear of losing another person important to him. He couldn’t control what his grown men did, but he could get her to safety, even if it meant dragging her kicking and screaming. And yet…she was right, her wisdom well beyond the short years of her life. “You’re right,” he said.  
 “I am?” Tora said, brow furrowing. She maintained her solid stance, as if still expecting a battle.  
 “Yes. We have stood together this long. And we shall stand together now, for the innocents, for those in danger of losing their homes, their loved ones, their freedom. Today, we stand for them.” 
 “Are you certain?” Sola said. “I will hold no grudge if you choose to leave. I might very well do the same if I were in your boots.” 
 Ando met the man’s eyes, which were still lined with kohl. “I am certain, but only under one condition.” 
 “What’s that?” Sola asked, cocking his head to the side. 
 “Not one of you can wear a dress, wig, or makeup into battle.” 


 Peony 
   
 “Hello, Peony,” Rose said. “Surprise?” 
 Balancing on her dragon’s back, Peony moved closer to the Solarii princess, whose eyes followed her every move, a playful smile teasing the edges of her lips. “Why did you help us?” Peony asked. 
 Rose’s smile faded as she noticed the dozen or so puncture wounds on Peony’s skin. “You’re hurt,” she said.  
 “It’s nothing,” Peony said. “Just had a little run-in with some undead children acting on behalf of your lovely grandfather. They’re not as bad as they look. Now please, why are you here?” 
 Rose hesitated before speaking. “Long have I been troubled by my grandfather’s decisions, but never have they angered me. But ever since he promoted Lin-Wei to a position of power within the military he’s been…different.” 
 “Different how?” Peony asked. All that the Dead King had revealed to her bounced around in her brainpan. Most of all was the secret of Rose’s lineage, which had the potential to destroy her and Drake in one fell swoop.  
 “More agitated. Swifter to take drastic action.” 
 “Like poisoning my dragon and torturing me to try to steal my godblade?” 
 Rose’s lips parted slightly. She knew I was imprisoned, but not why, Peony realized. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—” 
 “You have nothing to be sorry about. You saved me. You saved my blade. Your grandfather’s mages were on the verge of succeeding in their objective before you showed up. I offer you my thanks.” 

Peony, there’s something you need to know, Daneus said.  
 While the dragon spoke, Rose had asked, “You can make it up to me by helping us defend Sunsei against the Terrans.” 
 “Help you?” Peony said, incredulous. “Despite what you did for me personally, I owe you nothing. I owe Solarii nothing.” 
 “Please. I beg you. Thousands of my people will die. Even Drake and Draconus will not be enough to hold it.” 
 Peony’s heart skipped a beat. “Drake flew to Dragonsmount. I watched him go. I thought he was going to help his brother, but now…” 

That’s what I need to tell you, Peony, Daneus said. Drake helped Rose release me. She couldn’t have done it without him. But—


That’s fantastic! Peony said. I misjudged him gravely. If he rescued you then maybe he was able to petition for Dane’s release, maybe he managed to—

 “Peony, I won’t lie to you just so you’ll help my people. You must do so with your eyes wide open or it will mean nothing. Drake didn’t go to Dragonsmount to help Dane. He went to raise his voice against him.” 
 “What?”  

It’s true, Daneus said. He admitted as much when he released me. He was distraught. He showed remorse for what he’d done. If he hadn’t, I might’ve burned him to a crisp where he stood.

 “I don’t care if he was crying fat tears down his godsdamned cheeks!” Peony said, anger and frustration building until it had boiled over into her outburst. “And I don’t care about their history or disagreements. Dane is his brother. We must return to Dragonsmount. Immediately. If no one else will fight for Dane, I will.” Rose’s lips opened to speak, but Peony wasn’t finished. She wanted to hurt, to wound, to damage those around her to hide her own injuries. “And if I ever see Drake again, I will kill him. You can tell him I said that. And…” She hesitated, knowing that once spoken, the next words could not be retrieved, the truth laid bare, exposed. It wasn’t her truth to tell, and yet this woman, above all else, deserved to hear it, to know it. What she did after was her choice, but at least she’d act knowing all the facts. “Drake, he’s not who you think he is,” she said cryptically, still trying to find the right words.  
 “You think I don’t know that? I’m appalled by what he did to his brother. I’ve despised Dane for so long, because he refused to give us his blessing, but that doesn’t mean I think he should be executed.” 
 “Executed?” No. Daneus, tell me that’s not what Drake said would happen to Dane.


I’m afraid I cannot, the dragon said. The dragonriders voted. 


Then we must go! We must save him! 


First…tell her. You need to tell her the truth. Then we will decide what to do next. I swear it. 

 There were no right words for this, so she just said it. “Drake is your half-brother, Rose. I’m sorry, but I believe that it’s true.” 
 To her surprise, Rose laughed. “Of course he’s not. He was born in Dragonsmount, same as Dane and Dom. His father was the Dragonmaster before Dane, his mother the Dragonmistress before you. Someone has been spreading nasty rumors. Pray tell, who’s been whispering such lies in your ears?” 
 Peony understood that denial was a natural reaction to what Rose had just learned. She softened her tone. “Just speak to your grandfather. He’s the only one who knows the truth.” 
 “I’ll do that, but I already know what he’ll say. Drake’s mother visited Solarii often, even when I was a girl growing up, but if there was an affair I would’ve known. I would’ve known.” Peony sensed Rose had repeated that final statement a second time more for her own benefit—to convince herself of what she needed to be the truth—rather than for any other reason. 
 Peony had said what needed to be said, and there was no point arguing further, especially as time was of the essence and returning to Travail was her priority. “I appreciate what you did for Daneus, for me. I’m sorry I can’t fight for Sunsei, not when Dane’s life is in danger. You may come with us if you wish. Travail may be safer for you than Solarii. You are the heir to the throne.” 
 “Which is why I will not abandon my people,” Rose said fiercely. “Leave me at the palace. I will be safe enough behind the walls with Draconus roaming the skies.” 
 “As you wish,” Peony said. And then, to Daneus, Do what she says. As Daneus swooped down toward the castle, she searched the sky for any sign of Drake’s green dragon, but the air around her was empty, not so much as a bird flitting about to keep them company.  

I tend to scare the birds away, Daneus rumbled.  

If you see Draconus, do not engage. We cannot delay our return to Dragonsmount. Not anymore. Our efforts to gain support for Dane here have failed. Far below, the Terran forces had reached the edge of the city, funneling onto the various thoroughfares that ultimately led to the walled-in castle. Ahead of them, the citizens were being ushered by soldiers back into their homes while the soldiers hurried to set up blockades. 

Dane wouldn’t want me to return with you to Dragonsmount. In fact, he explicitly told me not to.


I don’t care if he told you to fly to Sonaria. We are going back to Travail. 


He also said he loved you, Daneus said.  
 Peony’s heart stopped for just a second before returning to its steady, rhythmic beat. Why didn’t you tell me before? Ohhh. You were afraid I wouldn’t leave Travail the first time, weren’t you? That I would attempt a rescue right then and there?


Yes, I lied to you. I was doing what I thought was best for both of you.


Does that mean you didn’t tell him what I said?


Not in such specific terms, Dane said. I’m sorry. 


He doesn’t know I love him, Peony realized. This entire time, she’d felt a sense of relief that she’d expressed her feelings before she’d left, even if Dane had been unable to reciprocate. The thought that he was now going to be executed for things she’d done not knowing how she felt about him…it felt like a dagger in her chest.  

DANEUS, her blade said. THIS IS HER DECISION AS MUCH AS YOURS. WILL YOU FORSAKE DANE BECAUSE OF A PROMISE YOU MADE HIM?

 Daneus said nothing for a while, the snap of his leathery wings the only sound, at least until they’d descended low enough to hear the clash of swords against swords and shields and armor, the shout of men engaged in battle on the streets of Sunsei. The chaos of war. Finally, Daneus said, Dane is my soul.  
 The dragon’s words hit Peony hard. My soul, she murmured, the gravity of those two words weighing heavily on her heart. What did it mean for someone to be your soul? She knew she loved Dane, but to call him her soul? She didn’t know that she would ever call him that. Dane could know many things about her, but not everything, not her deepest, darkest feelings, the things she was ashamed of, the things she despised about herself, the most painful things that had been said to her, the words she’d never meant but said anyway—to hurt, to wound, to protect her own heart—the insecurities that plagued her, even now, when she felt confident in herself in a way she’d never felt confident before. Because of her bond with Daneus, she thought she understood his bond with Dane, but now she realized her knowledge was that of an infant. The bond between Dane and Daneus was the stars and the moons and the sun, the rain and the wind and the storms that ravaged Travail season by season. To them, their bond was everything.  
 It had been hard for her to turn away from Dane and fly northward. Difficult. A struggle. For Daneus, it must’ve been torture, the torment of a soul in anguish, a soul rent into two ragged halves. But he did it anyway. He did it because it was what Dane wished because he loved
her and was willing to tear his and his dragon’s very souls to pieces.  
 For her. It was all for her.  

No more, she said. I am not a delicate flower to be handled with white velvet gloves and placed in a box on a shelf. 


Peony, no one is saying—


I’m not finished. I am returning to Dragonsmount, with or without you. On dragonback would be the swiftest route, but I will swim if I must. Now make your choice: Honor Dane’s wishes to let him go or fight for your soul. 

 The dragon’s sigh was deep and heavy and tired. So tired. This entire time, the dragon had presented himself as being positive, optimistic, offering japes and quips at the right times, like they were merely on a grand adventure. Now, Peony knew, it had all been a façade for her sake, when deep inside was locked away a creature darkened by the shadows of loss. You are not a delicate flower, Daneus agreed, which made Peony, despite herself, snort out a laugh. Rose, who still gripped Daneus’s neck spike before her, didn’t seem to notice, her stare straight ahead, as if oblivious to the world around her. You know, I’ve never called Dane that before, ‘my soul.’


But you meant it, didn’t you?


With all my being. If I lose him…


We’re not going to lose him. 


But if we do…I don’t know what will happen to me. Most dragons go mad when they lose their riders. Fewer go mad when their rider has a bondmate, but half still do. 


You are far too strong for that, Peony thought. She couldn’t imagine Daneus being afraid of anything, much less the loss of his own mind, which was as sharp as one of his spikes and as powerful as his muscular body.  

Strength has nothing to do with it, the dragon said. It’s hard to explain, but when a rider-dragon bond is severed, something breaks—something that can never be fully repaired, only patched up like a snapped tentpole. It can stand upright, may even be able to hold some weight in a bending, creaking sort of way, but whether it will break again or not is known only by the gods. I’m afraid my tentpole will snap beyond repair. But I cannot allow fear to rule my decisions.


This isn’t about you! Peony snapped, anger boiling over once more. My entire life I’ve allowed other people to dictate my life, my actions, the whole of the world revolving around my brother and who he will marry so that the kingdom is strengthened. Dane’s acceptance of my father’s marriage alliance offer followed by his acceptance of me—all of me—felt like someone giving me wings and telling me I could fly. I was wrong. Dane never gave me wings, just as he never gave you wings. We always had them; we just didn’t know how to use them. But now his wings have been clipped, and only we can heal him. Help me heal him. Please. 


Nice speech, Daneus said, and there he was—the dragon she’d connected with well before she could hear his voice, the dragon who could offer jokes during the most tense situations, the dragon who feared nothing. I’ll go. But Dane’s not going to be happy about it.


Let him stew, Peony said. We’ll throw some carrots in and make a soup.


I’ll bring the meat, Daneus said. 
 They’d reached the airspace directly over the castle now. The hottest pockets of fighting had passed behind them. Within the castle gates, a large contingent of soldiers had gathered as the last line of defense, there to protect the Dead King in the event the invaders won the battle on the city streets. A cheer went up from the Solarii soldiers, who’d all raised their eyes skyward to watch Daneus soar overhead, thinking he was there to fight for them.  
 Daneus cleared the lines of soldiers and pumped his wings as he landed in an open space set immediately before the large staircase leading to the palace’s grand entrance, a staircase Peony had mounted on two occasions now. She had no plans to mount it a third time. “Rose,” she said.  
 The princess’s head bobbed slightly, like her chin was attached to a buoy sent floating in a gentle pond. “Hmm?” she said.  
 “It is time,” Peony said. “Unless you wish to reconsider my offer to fly with us to Dragonsmount?”  
 At that, Rose seemed to snap out of the fog that had settled over her while they’d flown. “No. My place is here.” She started to clamber down onto the hindleg Daneus had lifted to assist her.  
 “Rose,” Peony said, stopping her. The princess’s head turned slowly toward her, until their eyes met. The woman’s expression was unreadable. “I’m sorry.” 
 “There is nothing to be sorry for,” she said. “You are wrong about my father, and my mother. You are wrong about everything.” 
 Peony nodded. “I hope you’re right.”  
 With that, Rose turned away, sliding down to Daneus’s hindleg and then all the way to the ground. Without looking back, she began to climb the staircase to the palace entrance. Peony watched her for a few moments, and then said, It’s time. Please hurry.


I will. Even the wind will fall behind us. 



 Rose 
   
 Rose didn’t know where Drake was, but he was not her target.  
 Her grandfather was. The world was crumbling around her, but even an invasion by the Terrans seemed but a small thing next to the lies he’d spun. If Peony was right, then for years she’d naively believed the world was round when, in fact, it had been square the entire time. Please let her be wrong, she thought now as she marched along the violence-filled corridor, the depictions of gruesome battles flashing past on either side, mere skirmishes next to the war being fought within the confines of her mind.  
 Her right hand fell subconsciously to the portion of her flowing white dress covering her thigh, feeling the shape of the dagger strapped to her leg. Strapping the dagger to her leg had been a part of her morning routine for years now, not that she’d ever had need to use it.  
 It had been a gift, one given to her in secret when she was but a young girl of seven name days old. The gift had come with a message: Women should never rely on men to protect them. 

 No one knew about the blade, not even Drake. At the time, she’d believed it to be nothing more than a gift from a friend, the strong half-dyed woman who’d made Solarii proud by becoming Travail’s Dragonmistress. But now… 

No, she thought. Nothing has changed. Nothing. And yet as she felt the dagger’s hilt hidden beneath her dress, it gave her comfort. 
 She reached the end of the corridor and pushed through the doors, which were, to her surprise, unlocked and unguarded. Inside was much the same. No guards stood before the dark columns overgrown with ivy. No guards flanked the walls and black-painted windows. No guards stood to protect King Draymond Ontarii, who sat in his chair, back crooked, head slumped. Not in defeat, for this man had conquered death itself, rising from the ashes to rule for decades past what should have been possible. No, he was slumped because his magically restored body was failing him. This Rose had suspected for some time now, though she also knew it could be years before it failed him completely, and the old bastard would cling to the years, the months, the days, and even the hours, minutes and seconds with a stubbornness of one who hated to lose.  
 The only other figures in the room were the three dark-robed necromancers who’d long felt like part of the background. Not now. Now they were Rose’s enemy as much as her own grandfather might be. She approached the dais, her chin raised, her eyes locked on those of the man who’d denied her birthright for her entire life.  
 He didn’t shy away from her gaze. “To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” the dead man rasped, his voice a sound like gravel scraping against stone.  
 “That is your question, Grandfather?” Rose said. “I assume you are aware of the Terran invasion.” 
 He waved one of his gray hands casually, as if invasions of his capital city were something he dealt with on a daily basis. “Let Sunsei crumble into the ocean. It matters not to me.” 
 His words gave Rose pause. Though he’d been acting strangely for some time now, never had he so casually spoken of Solarii defeat. On the contrary, his entire focus over the last three years had been on holding the border and maintaining Solarii independence. For a moment, she forgot her main purpose for coming here. “You can’t mean that, Grandfather. The border has been breached. Your people are dying. The city is overrun.” 
 “People are sheep,” the Dead King said, lips curling in disgust. “Most spend their lives on meaningless pursuits. They live, they eat, they defecate, they bring more useless humans into existence, they die. A year later, they are forgotten. It’s as though they never lived at all.” 
 Rose’s eyes narrowed. As a young girl, she remembered being scared of her grandfather, but her mother, or at least the woman who had raised her, had told her, “You must respect him for what he’s done for Solarii. We are an independent nation because of his leadership.” From that point on, Rose had tried to look at her mother’s father differently. She’d seen the strength required to keep living after the grave. She’d seen his unwillingness to falter in the face of a Terran threat greater than anything the young nation had ever faced. Slowly, grudgingly, Rose Ontarii had come to respect the Dead King.  
 But the man sitting before her now was at best a shadow of the king she’d known from her childhood. There was no reasoning with him. This she now knew. Which meant there was only one thing left that she needed from him. An answer. A truth. “Did my father have an affair with Dragonmistress Beatrice?”  
 The king actually smiled. When worn on his face, it was a vicious expression that reminded her of a black worm curling up at its ends. “Peony Normandian has been whispering in your ear, I see.”  
 “She is Dragonmistress Peony now,” Rose said. “But yes, I helped rescue her from your wicked mage as she was being tortured. I was disgusted by it all, and yet I’d hoped Lin-Wei was acting without your approval.” 
 “She was acting under my command!” the Dead King shouted, slamming one of his fragile fists down on the throne’s armrest. Skin sloughed off like mud, oozing down the chair. “No nation has earned the right to wield such a weapon more than us, a weapon that could’ve changed the tides that have been rising against us. But now…” He forced out a rattling laugh. “Now the end is nigh, and there’s nothing you or anyone else can do to change that.” 
 “You never answered my question,” Rose said.  
 “Because you already know the answer. Your father was a cretin who sought to usurp my throne. If he saw something he wanted, he took it. It was the same with your real mother.” 
 Rose felt the burn of tears in her eyes. Despite her disgust at what her grandfather had become, she’d still held out hope that he’d lied to Peony, not her. That hope vanished now, tears leaking from her eyes. “But that means…” 
 “That Dane is your half-brother? Yes. You see, I could never give my blessing on your union.” 
 “Why didn’t you just tell me?” Even as Rose asked the question, she knew the answer. “Because you needed Drake and his dragon to defend the border. Because without him we would’ve been overrun months—if not years—ago. You used him the same way you use everyone around you.” 
 “Don’t be a child, Rose, it’s not becoming of a princess of Solarii. I did what any good king would do. I made hard decisions for the benefit of my country.” 
 Rose’s tears dried on her face, and they were not replaced by fresh streams, her eyes as dry as bone now, burning with rage. “I’m not a princess, Grandfather, not anymore. Today I become a queen.” While he’d been chiding her, she’d been clearing the folds of fabric from around her leg, sliding her hand upwards until she found the leather-wrapped steel hilt, her fingers closing around it. Now she held the dagger, which was forged in the shape of a dragon, razor-sharp flames curling from its maw, stretching down its sinewy steel body.  
 The king’s expression remained unchanged. “You don’t have it in you. Even if you did, your blade holds no power over my life. Not with them by my side.” He waved a hand behind him at the silent observers, whose faces remained shrouded in shadow.  
 Rose climbed the first step, her hand feeling sweaty. Then the second. “The Terrans will breach the castle gates soon, if they haven’t already,” she said. She spoke not to the king but to the necromancers. “They will come for you first. They will kill you. Is your loyalty to my grandfather stronger than your will to live?” 
 The necromancers remained silent, heads bowed over their long staffs. The king laughed again. “I pay them too well for them to be disloyal.” 
 Even as he said it, however, the necromancers were backing away, their long robes covering their feet such that it gave them the appearance of floating. Rose, who was facing them, noticed it first, but it wasn’t long before the Dead King felt their departure, which spelled the loss of their life-giving magic. His head jerked around. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 Even as she watched, his skin grew grayer, more shriveled, as though it had finally been removed from limbo, making up for all the lost years of decay and rot. “All these years, you made me believe that I owed you something because of the sins of my parents, Solarii’s deepest, darkest secret. But all they were trying to do when they conspired to kill you was remove a monster from power, weren’t they? All they were trying to do was pave a good path forward for Solarii, for their only child. They were trying to do the right thing.” 
 “Your parents were snakes,” the king said. Rose could tell he was trying to raise his voice, but struggled to do so, his words barely above a hiss that made him sound more like the snake that he was accusing her parents of being. He was also attempting to push himself to his feet, his arms shaking as he locked his elbows and shoved against the throne’s armrests.  
 Rose mounted the final step, rising to her full height, the vantage point making her realize just how much larger she was than the shrunken man who had always felt, to her at least, larger than life, the power he wielded enough to increase his stature several times beyond reality.  
 Finally, he wobbled to his feet, rage twisting his dark lips, arms releasing the armrests and stretching for her, angling upwards toward her neck.  
 “You won’t strangle the life out of me this time, Grandfather,” Rose said, stabbing her dagger through his forehead. His mouth opened and closed several times like a fish out of water, but he wasn’t trying to breathe, for there was no breath in his lungs. His heart wasn’t trying to beat—for it had stopped and shriveled decades ago. Her dagger hadn’t killed him—her parents had seen to that themselves—but it had shocked him, put a strain on whatever life was still inside him, the thread he continued to cling to like the stubborn bastard he was. Rose wrenched the knife free, leaving a bloodless slit in his forehead.  
 She stepped aside as he fell, toppling down the stairs and landing face first just as she heard the door to the throne room open. She cast her eyes to the far end of the space, expecting to find guards arriving in droves to arrest her for murder. Instead, all she found was one man, as familiar to her as the feel of the wind on her face or the warmth of sun on her skin.  
 Seeing him standing there, concern on his face—for her, not the king, always for her—made her heart break just a little. “Rose?” Drake said. “What happened? Are you hurt? I was worried sick. I’ve been looking everywhere for you after I saw Daneus land inside the castle walls.” 
 “The necromancers left my grandfather to save their own skin,” she said. “He was dying. I hurried the process along.”  
 “Oh, my darling,” Drake said. He ran toward her, and she could see his desire to comfort her, to take her into his arms and hold her and tell her everything was going to be all right and that he would protect her and save her from the Terrans beating down their door.  
 She knew she couldn’t let him do that, for if she fell into his arms now, she wondered whether she’d have the strength to draw herself back out. Thus, as he ran purposefully toward her, she took a step back and sat in the throne her grandfather had occupied for more than a century. It smelled of him, foul and malodorous. It looked of him, crusty, sloughed-off skin on the seat back, the armrests, the base. It felt of him, his presence, his will, and, in the end, his wickedness. Inwardly, she wondered whether his spirit would rise from his fallen body to haunt this very throne for as long as she sat it. Let him try, she thought. I will send him screaming into the Void.

 “Stop,” she said, just as Drake reached the foot of the dais. He obeyed, pausing, a frown forming on his handsome face. Not just handsome, she thought. Mine. He’s supposed to be mine. Just as swiftly, she cast that thought aside, knowing she needed to be strong, now more than ever.  
 “Rose, we need to get you to Draconus. He will fly us to safety. The day is lost. The combat is too close in the streets. If Draconus were to breathe fire, he’d kill hundreds of Solariis in order to kill Terrans and destroy half the city in the same breath. There is a time to stay and fight and a time to live to fight another day, and in this case— 
 “You will address me as ‘Your Majesty,’” Rose said, cutting him off mid-sentence. 
 “What?” His dyed face shifted as he frowned. 
 Seeing the confusion on his face chipped off another piece of her heart. She was beginning to worry she didn’t have enough heart left to keep losing chunks. If so, she would need to beg the necromancers to return to attend to her. The Dead Queen does have a nice ring to it, she thought, an attempt to lighten her mood. An attempt which failed, but at least allowed her to speak the words she needed to speak. “I am the Queen of Solarii now. My correct title is ‘Your Majesty’.”  
 “Rose, I think we are beyond such formalities. If you’ll simply take my hand, I will lead you to safety.” 
 “I will not abandon my people, my city,” Rose said. “And I no longer require your protection. I will face my enemies with dignity.”  
 “I don’t understand. What are you saying?” 
 “I’m saying your country is Travail. Your mother—” The word caught in her throat, and she was forced to swallow down a lump. “Your mother may have been from Solarii, but the moment she bonded with your father she became Travailian. You are Travailian. It’s time you returned home, don’t you think?” 
 “What? No. My place is here. With you.” 
 “Not anymore. I’m sorry.” She despised the coldness in her own voice, hated that she was able to say those hateful words, even though she knew they were the right words, the best words. For both of them. At the same time, she knew that was a lie, because the real right words were to tell him the truth. Like her, he would deny it, but eventually he would see reason, as she had. Proof could be gathered. Evidence piled up until neither of them could refute it. But she couldn’t tell him the truth because she knew even that wouldn’t dissuade him from pursuing her. He would argue that they never knew each other as half-brother and half-sister, that they hadn’t grown up together, that despite their shared lineage they’d been nothing but strangers when they’d met. He would fight it because he loved her. And, because she loved him just as deeply, she could never tell him the truth.  
 “Why are you doing this?” The words sounded like they were spoken by a man lost, causing yet another piece of Rose’s heart to slice free, like a tomato being skewered by one of the cooks down in the kitchens.  
 “Neither of us ever believed he would die. But now that he has, I must do my duty. Love is a distraction. I cannot be distracted, not when the fate of my kingdom hangs in the balance. Now go and do your duty to your country.” 
 “I won’t. I refuse.” 
 “Then you will have disobeyed my first command as queen and treated me with the same lack of respect my grandfather always treated me with. For that, I can never forgive you.” It was a bluff, but she spoke it with the confidence of a woman as sure of herself as she knew she always came across to others. In reality, forgiving Drake was as easy as breathing. “Now go!” 
 She shouted the last, forcing all her pain and anger and fear into the two words, causing him to flinch where he stood. His shoulders slumped, his arms dangling forlornly at each side, hands opening slightly, as though he was unsure what to do with them. “I…” He shook his head. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 Of all the things he’d said, that was the hardest to hear. Since she’d met this man, he’d done far more than sweep her off her feet with his charm—becoming her best friend and confidante, her lover, her ally in all things, her partner in a world where being alone was so hard, too hard. Not once had he seemed uncertain of anything, certainly not his path forward, which had always included her. She wanted to retract everything she’d said, to fly down the steps and wrap her arms around him and tell him she loved him and that they would never be apart, not ever again.  
 Because without him, she didn’t know what to do either.  
 “I’m not your keeper,” she said coldly. “Do as you will.” She flicked her fingers in a horrendously dismissive manner, clamping her jaws tight and pursing her lips to stifle the scream rising in her chest and throat before she could give it voice.  
 “I never knew you, did I?” Drake said. “Not truly.” 
 She breathed through her nose, regaining her composure. “I suppose not. But who can ever really claim to know a person?” I know you. I know your heart, and you mine. This is not me. I’m sorry. Oh gods, Drake, I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.

 “I did. But I guess that makes me the fool in this scenario. Goodbye, Rose. I hope things work out for you.” With that, Drake turned and left the way he came, his footsteps echoing in his wake.  

Goodbye, my love, Rose mouthed, kissing the tips of her fingers and then extending them outwards toward him. Had he turned and looked back, he might’ve seen the truth written all over her face, the tears leaking from her eyes, the quiver of her lips.  
 But he didn’t look back, the door closing with a thud behind him.  


 Drake 
   
 He felt like he was standing in the darkness, unable to discern up from down, the stars and moons hidden to him, veiled behind the storm clouds of Travail, a misting dragon’s maw opening to devour him whole.  

What the hell happened? he asked himself now, standing alone in a corridor.  
 As he’d flown back to Sunsei after condemning his own brother to death, he’d felt lost and empty. He’d hated himself. He’d almost turned back several times, but it was the image of Rose in his mind that drew him ever onwards. As long as he had her, he was never lost. As long as he had her, he was never empty.  
 But now?  
 He replayed the events in his head: Just as he’d arrived in Sunsei, he’d found her arguing with the guards outside the dragon hovel, which was chained and bolted. Her eyes had met his and so much had passed between them, entire volumes of words in that single glance. He immediately knew something had gone terribly wrong, that the only dragon who might be imprisoned in the hovel was Daneus, and what did that mean for his brother’s bondmate, Peony? It was as though the stars had lined up. This was his opportunity to balance the scales of justice once more, to right the wrong. Thus, he’d helped Rose rescue Daneus.  
 The rest had happened so quickly. Rose had clambered aboard his brother’s dragon, claiming there wasn’t time to explain but that Peony was in danger. The plan was for Drake and Draconus to go with them to help, but then their keen-eyed dragons had spotted the army marching on Sunsei. They’d agree to split up, with Rose flying with Daneus to save Peony while Drake flew with Draconus to warn the city. Which he’d done, the sound of the horn that had never before been blown carrying to every ear for miles and miles.  
 After that, he’d landed Draconus near the barracks to explain to the soldiers what his dragon had seen. The more information the Solarii military leaders had, the better their chances of combating this threat. He’d passed on the estimated numbers of their enemy based on information fed by Draconus. He’d discussed strategy, including flooding the streets with soldiers, setting up barricades across key thoroughfares, and keeping civilians inside their homes. 
 When he finally took to the air again, the enemy was already inside the city. The fighting started almost immediately, and he soon realized his dragon was useless in such close quarters, that they would do more damage than good. He was contemplating this problem when he’d spotted Daneus’s turquoise form sliding gracefully across the sky and then disappearing behind the castle walls.  
 His every instinct had told him to go to Rose, to make sure she was okay.  
 Now he wished he never had because he preferred ignorance to this feeling of utter aloneness.  

You are hurt, Draconus said now.  
 Since he was a little boy, keen and wide-eyed over bonding with a creature as magnificent as a dragon, Draconus’s voice had always been a comfort to him. It wasn’t now. It was a reminder of his inadequacy. I am broken, he replied.  

Things that are broken can be fixed. 


Not this time. 


Don’t say that. His dragon’s tone had taken on that of concern, which was rare for the beast. Draconus wasn’t exactly an emotional being. He was harsh at times, always realistic, brutally honest. But he also loved Drake. Even if Draconus had never given such feelings voice, Drake had never doubted that, his love for the dragon equally strong. Their bond had never been built on pillars formed of words, only action.  

I want to fight, Drake said now.  

So do I. But how can we? The Solariis are packed too tightly against the Terrans.

 Drake was sad, so sad, but that didn’t mean he was willing to murder innocent Solarii soldiers and destroy their city as a distraction from his own melancholy. The Terran leaders, he said, lip curling angrily. Whomever had ordered this attack was to blame, and their generals would not be fighting in the streets. They would be hanging back, watching with glee as their army rampaged through a city Drake had grown to love over the years, his love growing with each passing season just as it had done for… He couldn’t even think her name, lest it destroy his will to place one foot in front of the other.  
 Drake shook away the thought and ran.  


 Jarrod 
   
 They’d almost reached the city. Watching his army pour into Sunsei had been a strange feeling, surreal in so many ways. His father had always been the military leader of Teravainen, and yet he’d never set foot on a battlefield, nor watched his armies march into battle. Jarrod had done both.  
 And yet he couldn’t shake the haunting knowledge that men would die today. Good men, on both sides. Not because they wanted to, or because they’d done anything wrong, but because of their leaders. Because he ordered them to attack. Because the Dead King had broken the Accords. Because the world, at its core, was divided. By borders, by traditions, by leaders, by religion, by fear of that which people couldn’t—or wouldn’t—understand.  
 Widows would be made. Orphans, too. The survivors would be forever tormented by those they’d lost, by what they’d seen.  
 Jarrod hated all of that.  
 And yet.  
 An energy thrummed through him he could not deny. He felt the glory of the day, of the victory that was all but certain to be his. There was something contagious about it. In that moment, he wondered whether he was getting a glimpse into why his father had become so drunk on power, his desire to conquer an addiction. Because of this glorious feeling in his chest that dwarfed all the darker, negative feelings swirling around the edges.  

Power is like clay. It can be molded into whatever form you wish. 

 He hadn’t meant to conjure those words now, and he was surprised how clearly he remembered them, for they were not spoken to him, but to his brother, Sampson. They were spoken by a man Jarrod had always wished paid him more attention. Roman Leary, his brother’s private guard and guide and, in many ways, teacher. But Roman had only ever paid mind to Sampson, as though he were his own kin.  

My envy has been like a poison, eating away inside me. I was envious of the bond Amari always had with Sampson, Sampson’s bond with Roman, the extra attention Mother paid to Sampson… The list went on and on.  
 Now, however, Jarrod found all the jealousy gone, like filth on a city street washed away by the spring rains. He felt nothing but compassion and love for his siblings. He almost laughed, because it felt like the universe, or the gods themselves, conspiring against him. Why should he only have such strong feelings for his brother and sister when they were lost to him? Why couldn’t it have been sooner, when they had days and days without end to spend with each other? Why did there always have to be a wall built up between us?


Because we built it, he thought. For so long he’d blamed them, rather than himself. And certainly they were responsible for a part of it, maybe a lot of it, but he wasn’t innocent. He’d placed bricks, too, smearing mortar between them, which dried as hard as the stone it cemented together.  
 All he wanted now was a second chance.  
 His thoughts were dashed away the moment they entered the city limits. Not because of the corpses—he’d expected to find blood and death and evidence of the same violence he’d experienced at the border—but because of the nature of the bodies strewn across the streets. Many wore armor, some bearing the symbol of the Terran Wolf and others that of the Solarii sun goddess, but those were not the dead he focused on.  
 Here, a young boy of no more than ten, swimming in a pool of his own blood.  
 There, a woman, cradling a bundle to her chest protectively, her throat slit. The babe tucked in the crook of her lifeless arms was crying.  
 More and more evidence of the horrors and atrocities carried out by his men appeared before his very eyes, causing him to pull back on the reigns, bringing his horse to a stop as bile rose in his throat, the bitter taste flooding his mouth. “What is the meaning of this?” he said, disgust in every word.  
 General Mertin had stopped his own steed beside him and was surveying the carnage. “This is what victory looks like, Your Majesty.” 
 Jarrod glared at the man whose trust he’d earned after the rockiest of introductions. “I expressly commanded that no civilians were to be harmed. There are dead women and children. Dozens of them.”  
 “They may have attacked our men, leaving them no choice,” General Mertin said calmly.  
 That was the worst part—the manner in which the man justified it, with such calmness, as though Jarrod were overreacting to something unimportant, unworthy of further discussion.  
 “With what?” Jarrod spat. “Rolling pins and cookware? These people don’t even have weapons. That woman is carrying a baby.” 
 “You can’t expect the men to be held accountable for their actions when they’re in the throes of bloodlust.”  
 Again, the casual, calm tone grated on Jarrod’s every nerve. “Did you pass along my command throughout the ranks?” It wasn’t a question, but an accusation, and it was the general’s turn to glare at Jarrod.  
 “Of course…Your Majesty. But like I said—” 
 “Then you are free of blame. But those who disobeyed will be tried for war crimes and brought to justice.” 
 “Let’s not be hasty, for all we know these civilians could’ve been killed by accident, caught in the midst of the battle before they could flee back inside their homes.” 
 “Think what you want to sleep at night, but these deaths were no accident.” Mertin opened his mouth to argue further, but Jarrod silenced him with a raised hand. “Not another word.”  
 Even if either of them had a mind to argue further, they wouldn’t have been able to, for at that moment a cry went up in the distance. At first the nature of the cry was indistinguishable, but it soon clarified as it was echoed from man to man, finally reaching Jarrod’s ears. “DRAGON! DRAGON! DRAGON!” 
 A shadow streaked across the dark, night sky.  


 Drake 
   
 The last of the Terrans had recently entered the city limits, but they were far from the fighting. Still, there was a risk of damaging structures and those sheltering within them, which meant their attack would need to be precise.  

Do it, Drake said. Draconus took them down, scything his wings behind him to make his body as narrow as possible as they shot between the rows of buildings, racing along one of the widest streets, which was full of soldiers from both sides. On one side, a roar went up from the Solarii, who seemed invigorated by Draconus’s sudden appearance, charging into the line of Terrans as the dragon swooped overhead. On the opposite side, the Terrans screamed “Dragon!” their cry echoing in reverse through the city.  
 Draconus was too close to the action to attack, so he waited until they were well into the lines of invaders before opening his maw and unleashing voidfire, painting the streets—but not the buildings—in streaks of red and orange. Men howled as they were consumed, staggering about aimlessly, bodies aflame. One by one, they fell, weapons and shields clattering to the ground. Draconus’s talons were not idle either, piercing one man’s breastplate and another man’s helm, skewering them like the pieces of meat they were before the dragon’s wrath.  
 Already they were approaching the northernmost portion of the city, from where the attacking Terran army had originated. This was where the army’s leaders would be, probably already declaring victory in their minds, strategizing about the mechanics of a sustained occupation and the necessary transfer of power to King Gaard and his ilk.  
 Before they reached their goal, however, arrows shot in from all sides. Drake instinctively ducked, pressing low to Draconus’s back. It was fortunate he did, as one of the arrows whizzed just past his ear. Others glanced off the dragon’s thick, armorlike scales. The dragon roared his protest, spewing gouts of flames to either side, from which the arrows had originated, catching them both by surprise. Their surprise was due to the archers being positioned in building windows. Drake had expected the entire Terran force to sweep through the city without pause. He certainly didn’t think they would raid the buildings this early on, posting archers in the windows.  
 The thought made him frown, even as more and more arrows shot from more and more windows. It was almost as though the Terrans had expected a dragon to pass through this very corridor. Draconus ducked and weaved as much as he could, but within the confines of the stone structures that flanked them, he had little room to maneuver. One arrow narrowly missed the dragon’s eye, which would’ve half-blinded him.  
 They were closing in on the Terran leaders, each of them astride horses. As much as Drake wanted to cook them alive, a niggling thought had taken root in his mind, growing into concern and then fear and then realization.  

Trap! he shouted to Draconus in his mind. Rise! Rise!

 The dragon reacted immediately, angling upward, cutting a path that in mere moments would free them from the bounds of the city as they soared into open air once more.  
 The moment was stolen as something fell over them. It made a tinkling sound as it fell, the net formed of metal links, the sort that only the most bravehearted of fishermen used to capture dangerous monsters of the sea. Draconus released another roar as the steel net fell over them, restricting his wings and causing his body to contort in the air. He slammed into the side of one building, the impact jarring and almost causing Drake to lose his grip on the dragon’s spike. He managed to cling to it, barely, even as the dragon tried to correct his course, cutting across the thoroughfare and crashing into a structure on the opposite side.  
 The net ran out of slack, the triple-reinforced lines tightening. There was a cracking sound as the dragon’s weight and momentum fought to tear them from their moorings, but then they held.  
 The dragon fell.  


 Jarrod 
   
 They’d always known that taking Sunsei could very well require defeating a dragon. The brother of Travail’s Dragonmaster had been a thorn in Teravainen’s side for three long years. Thus, as they’d devised their strategy during the long ride south, they knew they would need a solution. Still, as much as Jarrod had hoped that a steel net would be effective, in the back of his mind he’d been less convinced. 
 Until this very moment. The green dragon tumbled awkwardly to the city street, powerful body carving up the stonework, ploughing a deep runnel like a farmhand driving a pair of oxen at the start of the planting season. As the dragon landed, Jarrod noticed the way it curled its wings around its rider protectively, just before dozens of arrows were launched through the air, filling the silence with a series of zips.  
 Most got caught in the steel netting or clattered off the dragon’s scales, but several stuck fast, having found soft spaces between the beast’s natural armor. The dragon thrashed and fought against the tangled netting, and yet always seemed to be mindful of protecting the rider on its back. The scene mesmerized Jarrod, who’d always thought of the creatures as mindless killing machines. Like a hunting dog, trained to kill its prey. Instead, there was something valiant about the beast as it clawed and snapped at the steel links. Several broke, leaving a small rend in the net that had survived the jaws of sharks and other monsters of the deep, a testament to the raw power of the dragon.  
 It unleashed an earsplitting roar as an arrow found one of its eyes, protruding from the shattered orb like a victory flag. Another entered the dragon’s mouth, and the creature made a gagging, coughing sound, retching out globs of flaming ichor. Even as the creature’s efforts to free itself slowed and then came to a complete stop, arrows continued to rain down, slashing holes in its leathery wings, which were still folded over where Jarrod had last seen the rider on its back.  
 Finally, the dragon’s head slumped to the ground and its body went still. All was still, all was silent.  
 And then a cheer rose amongst the archers, who poked their heads from their windows, holding their bows over their heads in celebration.  
 Jarrod knew it was, in fact, a victory worth celebrating.  
 But for some reason it didn’t feel like it.  


 Drake 
   
   

Draconus! Draconus!

 Shrouded in darkness beneath his dragon’s wings, Drake received no answer. A small measure of moons- and starlight appeared as arrows pierced Draconus’s wings, clattering around him as they lost momentum. The shaft of one hit the toe of his boot and he stared at it like it was a foreign creature.  
 The moment Rose had rejected him had felt like the worst of his life.  
 This was worse. Far worse. 
 This was life ending.  
 This was life losing any meaning it had left.  
 This was the loss of all his limbs, his organs wrenched from inside him, his eyes plucked from his head, each hair on his body pulled out slowly, one by one.  
 Because he couldn’t feel Draconus’s steady, stalwart presence. He couldn’t feel the thrum of the dragon’s frenetic, powerful energy beneath him. He couldn’t feel the one thing that he could always feel, even when his entire world felt like it was crashing around him and he hated his brother and he was an outcast amongst his own people.  
 He simply couldn’t feel.  
 But he could act. So he stood up beneath the canopy of his dragon’s wings, arms outstretched as arrows continued to pierce his last remaining defenses, those freely given by his dragon even as he was cut down. He stood, eyes closed, waiting for one of the arrows to pierce his own chest. He heard them landing around him, narrowly missing. One grazed his shoulder, shaving a portion of his leather armor away but leaving him otherwise unharmed. Another made a tinging sound as it glanced off the hilt of his sheathed sword.  
 And then, suddenly, the arrows stopped falling.  
 And Drake opened his eyes.  
 “No,” he growled, tears blurring his vision as he pushed between the folds of torn leather that had once been the wings of the most beautiful creature the world had ever known.  


 Jarrod 
   
 He watched as the green-painted rider crawled from his position of safety, tears streaking his cheeks, dripping from his jaw and chin. He slid down the dragon’s foreleg, knees flexing as he landed in a crouch on the ground. He ran a tender hand along the dragon’s neck, fingers bouncing over the rough scales.  
 His other hand drew a sword.  
 General Mertin raised his voice: “Kill him!”  
 The archers, who a moment ago had been in the midst of celebration, scrambled to nock arrows to their bows. Dragonrider Drake seemed oblivious to what was happening around him, pausing to close the dragon’s remaining eye, which was fixed in a lifeless stare. His lips moved, but Jarrod could not make out the words he spoke.  
 There was something beautifully tragic about the man’s movements, even as he turned toward him, locating the break in the netting that had been too small for the dragon to escape, but more than large enough for a man to crawl through. Bowstrings were pulled taut by the best archers southern Teravainen had to offer. In seconds they would pierce the dragonrider in a dozen places, and he would die beside his winged steed.  
 Something about it felt poetic. And yet utterly wrong.  
 “Ceasefire!” Jarrod yelled, the command too late, uttered even as the first few arrows were released in obedience to General Mertin’s order. The arrows should have killed him, or at least grievously wounded the man.  
 They didn’t.  
 They fell all around him, narrowly missing, despite the fact he made no effort to evade them, striding steadily toward Jarrod. He wants to die, Jarrod thought. He wants to die with his dragon. So why not give him what he wants? The arrows had stopped falling, the other archers managing to restrain themselves upon hearing the command by the only person—the king—who could supersede that of their general.  
 Dragonrider Drake said nothing as he continued to walk in their direction. Mertin said, “Your Majesty, taking him alive could prove deadly for our own soldiers. Better to put him down now.” 
 Jarrod already knew he wouldn’t ask his soldiers to put themselves in harm’s way because of his own unexplainable desire to take the dragonrider alive. “I’m not asking any of you to put yourselves at risk. I will fight him alone. Do not intercede. Do you hear me?” He raised his voice so all the other soldiers in the area could hear him. “Do not intercede! I will fight this man alone!”  
 “This is folly,” Mertin said as Jarrod dismounted.  
 Jarrod knew Mertin was speaking as any other man would speak, from a place of loyalty, so he didn’t reprimand him for the slight or for failing to refer to him as ‘Your Majesty.’ Instead, he turned toward him and said, “You may be right, but it is my folly to make. Now I need you to make me a promise.” 
 “Anything, Your Majesty.” 
 “If I die, find my brother, Sampson. Tell him Amari is alive. Can you do that?” 
 Mertin frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 “I know, just promise me.” 
 He bowed his head slightly. “I promise, Your Majesty.”  
 Jarrod turned away to face Dragonrider Drake.  


 Drake 
   
 Drake didn’t care that this man was supposed to be a king. He didn’t care that he would be killed regardless of the outcome of the duel. He didn’t even care that Rose had rejected him.  
 All those things were like pebbles under the weight of an avalanche. 

Draconus is dead. Those three words resonated within him, repeating themselves like shouts in a tunnel, echoing again and again. Except in this case they didn’t grow fainter over time; they grew louder, until they were a shout in his mind: DRACONUS IS DEAD!  
 “Stop it!” he screamed, pounding the heel of his hand into the side of his head. He stopped, squeezing his eyes shut and waiting for the pain and turmoil inside him to subside, but it didn’t, intensifying until it was the roar of a lion in his ears, a wave crashing on his head, a fall from a great height, the world spinning beneath him.  
 “Dragonrider Drake,” a voice said, cutting through the fog.  
 He opened his eyes to find the Terran King, Jarrod Gaard, standing before him. The architect of Draconus’s untimely death. His enemy in every sense of the word. “You,” he said, seething. The screams continued in his mind, but he blocked them out, focusing on the man clad in fine armor standing before him.  
 “I am sorry for your loss,” Jarrod said. “So very sorry.” 
 Drake’s head tilted to the side. Not in surprise, but because of the audacity of this man. Pretending to care? Offering a false apology? It was incomprehensible, unforgivable. “Now you die,” he said, shoving off with the heel of his boot, arms pumping at his sides. He saw the fear in King Gaard’s eyes, the moment of uncertainty that flashed across his expression, as one might expect to see on one’s face when faced with a charging rhino. “Ahhhhhhh!” Drake roared, swinging his sword with such a mighty chop that the king’s armor would crumple under its power.  
 Jarrod stepped aside, catching the blow on the edge of his own sword, deflecting all the energy and strength toward the ground. The impact of Drake’s sword hitting the stonework reverberated up his arms, causing his teeth to chatter. At least I can feel something, Drake thought, whipping his blade back up and slashing hard at Jarrod’s midsection. It was a wild attack, but the speed of it had clearly caught the king by surprise. His armor, however, was not impressed, stopping the blade without even the slightest degree of penetration, save for a thin scratch on the metal that could easily be mended.  
 The king looked down at the line, eyes wide, then looked back up at Drake.  
 Drake charged once more.  


 Jarrod 
   
 Though Jarrod had never enjoyed training with the sword the way Amari and Sampson had, he felt very comfortable wielding one, especially in single combat, which was the format used by his instructor. In fact, it had actually felt good blocking that first blow—rather expertly, he thought. He’d been far too busy being prideful to stop the second one, which might’ve split him open to reveal his innards if not for the strength of his armor.  
 He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.  
 Thus, he focused on his training under the barrage of blows that now fell upon him, using the proper footwork and the right sword positions to defend himself. He knew his opponent was operating from a place of anger and revenge, adrenaline shooting through him. Eventually that unnatural strength would expire—he just needed to last long enough to see it.  
 Once more, he danced back to avoid a slash intended for his face, taking the blow on his sword instead, whipping his blade around in a semicircle to send the tip of Drake’s weapon stabbing into a crack between the cobblestones. The maneuver provided a brief respite as the dragonrider was forced to pause his attack to extricate his weapon.  
 Jarrod considered going on the offensive but thought better of it. For now, patience was to his advantage, especially considering his foe’s current state of mind. Thus, he waited as Drake strained against the weapon until it popped free. He was dimly aware of words of encouragement spoken by the lips of Mertin and several of the other men, but he ignored them for fear of becoming distracted.  

Not fear, he thought. I do not fear this man. It was true. For the first time in his life, perhaps, he had nothing to fear. 
 The next attack was as the others had been: unrestrained, bordering on reckless. And yet different than the others, signs of his opponent’s waning strength began to bleed through. A misstep there, an ill-placed slash there. Drake tried to overcompensate for his flagging energy by pushing harder, trying to end the contest as swiftly as possible. 
 Jarrod continued to place each foot carefully, choosing the most efficient positions to parry his foe’s attacks. Truthfully, he was growing tired, too. He couldn’t defend forever, which meant it was time to look for opportunities to go on the offensive.  
 He found one almost immediately, when Drake overreached, leaving himself open to a counterattack. While Jarrod had been trained in the classical positions of sword work, his instructor had also drilled it into his mind that to be successful as a duelist, one needed to do the unexpected. He’d been dodging and parrying the entire fight so far, so when he parried Drake’s latest attack and then stepped inside the arc of his blade to throw a knee into his foe’s abdomen, the dragonrider was wholly unprepared, grunting and doubling over. Jarrod pressed the advantage, curling a leg behind Drake’s knee whilst shoving him in the chest with his sword’s hilt. The opposite but equal forces threw the dragonrider off balance as he tumbled backwards. Instinctively, he opened his hands in a last-ditch effort to arrest his fall, releasing his sword in the process.  
 The tip of Jarrod’s sword was at the man’s throat a second later.  


 Drake 
   
 As the world spun and the impact of his back slamming to the ground shivered through his body, Drake despised himself. I have failed at everything I have tried. An outcast amongst my own people. A brother killer. Rose must’ve realized that when I told her about what I did to Dane. That I am a horrible person. I couldn’t even get a measure of revenge for Draconus.


DRACONUS IS DEAD!

 “You think I don’t know that?” he screamed.  
 “Know what?” Jarrod said, snapping him back to reality. The king’s blade was at his throat. Drake realized it must’ve been there for a while, but he hadn’t even noticed. Now that he did, he saw it as an escape. An escape from the pain. An escape from the darkness. An escape from the void that had been left behind in his chest the moment Draconus took his last breath.  
 “Kill me,” he said. “Please. Do it. Kill me!” 


 Jarrod 
   
 Should a soul in such pain be forced to endure when they sought the comfort of death’s embrace? Or should he show mercy as he did to the Solarii officers at the border? Would doing so risk his own men seeing him as weak?  
 Unexpectedly, he found himself wondering what Aisling would say. Having only ever healed before, she had finally killed. She had killed to save herself and to release the world from the grip of a monster. But was Dragonrider Drake a monster? Jarrod didn’t know him on a personal level, had only heard of how he’d defended the Solarii border for the last three years, just as he’d been trying to defend Sunsei before his dragon was brought down. Speaking of which, it was said the bond that dragonriders shared with their dragons was powerful. Jarrod had felt the loss of a loved one before—his mother. There were times when he felt broken, when he wished it could all just be over. But he’d been wrong to want that. For in perseverance he’d found another part of himself, a better part, one that was capable and strong and fair.  
 As he was contemplating such things, Drake reared upwards, trying to force the sword through his throat. Jarrod withdrew it swiftly, but not before it had broken the dragonrider’s skin. For a moment, there was just a puncture wound of indeterminable depth. But then the blood began to pump out in red streams.  
 “Get me a healer—NOW!” Jarrod screamed as he shoved his palm to the wound, pressing as hard as he dared. “No, no, no, no. Don’t you dare die on me, Drake. Your dragon is dead, but you have more life to live.” 


 Drake 
   
 Drake felt the warmth of the blood pouring from the self-inflicted wound. The king was trying to save him. Why? he wondered. It’s not like he would’ve done the same. A few moments ago he’d been actively trying to remove the king’s head from his neck. I have nothing left to offer. Just let me go.

 The world was growing fuzzy now. The stars were moving in the night sky. Rotating around each other. Dancing like fireflies. It’s rather beautiful, he thought. I wonder if I will become a star, or join my parents as the wind, forever blowing the succession of storms eastward over Travail. 

 One of the stars disappeared. Then another. They began to vanish in droves as the darkness grew.  
 And then there was nothing.  
 Nothing. 


 Ando 
 Earlier that same night 
   
 It took them several minutes to remove what was left of their costumes and scrub the makeup from their faces. Tora assisted Ando with the latter, using a wet cloth they found in the kitchen.  
 When they finished, they left the palace the same way they’d arrived, skidding to a stop when they came face to face with a green dragon who looked, by Ando’s estimation anyway, rather hungry, his mouth open wide to reveal several sets of daggerlike teeth.  
 “Tiny dwarves can provide distraction while rest of us escape,” Mrz suggested.  
 “How about ye provide the distraction,” Barty said. “He might think yer a strange, hairless bear.” 
 The dragon seemed to be staring right at them, its eyes unblinking, and yet it had made no move against them. In fact, given the way its chin was propped on its forepaw and its chest was rising and falling, Ando couldn’t help but get the feeling the dragon was… “Asleep,” he said.  
 “With its eyes and mouth open?” Sola said.  
 “I believe so.” 
 “Well then in that case ye won’t be opposed to leadin’ the way, commander,” Barty said. “I’ll be right behind ye.” 
 Ando shrugged and then stepped out from the doorway, marching across the courtyard separating the palace from the exterior walls and gate. Beyond the dragon was a large group of castle guards and soldiers working hard to block the entrance with wagons, crates and barrels as another barrier to slow the invaders in the event they managed to breach the gates.  
 “Do you think they’ll believe we’re here to help them?” Ando asked Sola.  
 “I wouldn’t count on it,” the Solarii soldier said. “Best find an alternative exit.” 
 Ando couldn’t disagree, and so he headed toward the eastern wall, where he remembered previously passing a small door that likely served as a servant’s entrance to the castle grounds. It would also be barred and barricaded, but likely not as heavily guarded as the main gate. As he walked, he kept one eye trained on the dragon. At one point the dragon seemed to sneeze in his sleep, and for a second one of his eyes drifted in Ando’s direction before resuming his steady forward stare.  
 “Queer creatures,” Mrz muttered once they were well clear of the beast.  
 Still unseen due to the cover provided by the darkness, they rounded the stables, which had been emptied out in preparation for the cavalry to ride forth if necessary. Ando stopped short, holding his ground as Barty ran into him from behind. “It’s a little late to start kissin’ the commander’s arse, don’ ye think, Cap’n?” Mudd said.  
 “Shh,” Ando hissed. Three Solarii guards manned the servant’s entrance, which was indeed reinforced by a wagon laden with several blacksmith’s anvils. If the invaders attempted to breach the wall through this door, the narrow gap and the blockade would allow the guards to kill their enemies at will for a long time before they managed to scramble inside.  
 It felt odd to Ando that he would need to attack three of the very people he was trying to help, but it couldn’t be avoided. “I’m the distraction,” Tora whispered in his ear as he considered what to do.  
 Ando’s first instinct was to refuse her, because what if they killed her? He simply couldn’t bear to have another person— 
 He cut his thoughts off at the knees. Tora had proven to him time and time again that she was strong, resourceful, brave, and as smart as a porcupine’s quills. If anyone had earned his trust, it was her. He nodded.  
 Using only hand gestures, he indicated that Tora would be the first to approach the guards, while the dwarves (led by Barty) should sneak to the right under the shadow cast by the stable’s eaves, and the other men (led by Sola) should go left, creeping along the face of the wall. He and Mrz would take the center. “And no killing,” he hissed as a parting order.  
 Once the dwarves and men had moved well away, he nodded to Tora, who smiled mischievously. She seemed to be enjoying this more than anyone. On silent feet, she stole out of hiding. Ando watched as she suddenly stamped her feet down hard enough to make a loud sound. The guards, who’d been facing the doorway, spun around, swords at the ready. “Please!” Tora cried. “Help me! The Terrans killed me mama. Me papa too. I’m all alone in this cold, harsh world. I haven’t eaten in days. Me throat is like a desert.” 
 It didn’t matter that what she was saying made little sense and didn’t explain how she’d come to be within the castle bounds in the midst of an invasion. All that mattered was that the guards saw nothing but a scared, young girl, who was clearly no threat to them. Their weapons dropped. “This is no place for a girl,” one of the guards said. He started to say something else, likely to order her away, but he never got the words out, the broadside of a blade crashing into the back of his head. His eyes rolled back and he crumpled to the ground.  
 The second the other two guards turned toward their comrade to figure out what had happened to him, Ando said, “Now,” and he and the Grizari strode from hiding. At the same moment, the rest of the men fell upon the guards from the rear. Before Ando and Mrz got there, all three men were unconscious on the ground.  
 “Next time I go with dwarves,” Mrz said. “Hate missin’ all action.” 

Not with those heavy feet of yours, Ando thought. “Next time,” he promised. “Now pull the wagon back enough for us to open the door.” 
 As a group, they manhandled the wagon, skidding it across its wheels, which had been attached to heavy blocks to prevent them from rolling. Then they scrambled over its bed and the cargo inside, threw the iron bar upward, and pulled the door open.  
 Thankfully, no invaders awaited them on the other side, which was as still and silent as you would expect in the middle of the night, though they could hear the sound of battle far distant. They moved swiftly through the exit single file, and then Mrz singlehandedly dragged the wagon back into position. Ando held the bar partway up using his blade held vertically flush with one side of the doorframe. Sola heaved the door shut and then Ando slid the blade free, hearing the satisfying clunk! of the bar as it slid back into position on the other side. Hopefully the guards would awaken soon enough with nothing more than a nasty lump on each of their heads, but if not, the barred door and wagon would provide a formidable obstacle for any Terrans with a mind to break through.  
 “Let’s go,” Ando said, starting off at a run. He pretended to ignore Tora, as he knew giving her special attention would annoy her, but kept her on the edge of his vision.  
 Once they were clear of the wall, Ando dropped back slightly to let Sola, who knew these streets better than anyone else, take the lead. The Solarii weaved a path that often led down narrow, dark alleys full of inky shadows, but which continuously brought the sounds of swords clashing nearer and nearer, until the clamor felt like it was almost upon them.  
 And then it was, their group spilling from a final alley into a packed thoroughfare. Between the structures on either side, Solarii fought Terran, steel meeting steel. The invaders held a clear advantage in numbers, an advantage that was allowing them to force the defenders backwards inch by bloody inch as two Solarii seemed to fall for every one Terran. The Solariis were right to shore up their defenses at the castle gates, Ando thought. A final stand there will be necessary.

 For a brief moment, he wondered whether they’d have been better off joining the Solariis defending the gate rather than taking the fight to the streets. Just as quickly he discarded that notion because of what he saw happening behind the Terrans’ main force, where corpses littered the cobblestones, red rivers running between them.  
 Terran soldiers were knocking down doors and entering Solarii homes.  
 Even worse than that sight were the screams he could hear inside.  
 Everything else vanished as his worst nightmares of what had happened at Westport seemed to swarm before his very eyes. The doors being knocked down were his own. The screams from inside were those of his children, Celeste and Ollie. His wife, Moira, would not scream. No, she would’ve grabbed a knife and gone down fighting, protecting the lives of her children with her own.  
 In the end, it hadn’t mattered. There had been too many soldiers. Just like now.  
 The Terran Wolf was dead, and yet history was repeating itself, as though he continued to command his troops beyond the grave.  
 Ando lost himself, taking off at a sprint, ignoring the voices of those he cared about shouting after him, a single-minded purpose guiding him now, vengeance burning holes through his eyes as he focused on the back of a Terran soldier chopping away at a door with an axe. The door splintered before the onslaught, enough that the soldier was able to shove his fist through and unbolt it, the door swinging open.  
 He was about to charge through when Ando took him from behind, stabbing him through the spine, feeling a swell of satisfaction as the man’s body went limp and he slid free, unmoving. Without thinking, he dragged the body back out and shut the door. Then he moved to the left, where another door had already been breached. He pounded up the steps to the second floor, where the screams he’d heard earlier had diminished greatly in volume. 
 There was a corpse strewn across the top three steps. A man, dressed in nightclothes, his throat slit. A dull-looking kitchen knife rested on the top of the landing, mere inches from his outstretched fingertips.  
 Pulse throbbing in his own neck, Ando stepped over the body. 
 A hallway greeted him, and he glanced left first. A young girl clutching a stuffed rabbit peeked around the corner, cheeks wet. “Close your door and hide,” Ando said, hating that he had to turn away from her when all she needed was someone to comfort her, to lie to her and tell her everything would be all right, that she was safe and none could harm her. 
 To the right he went, where a door was halfway open, the muffled sounds of screams drawing him. There were three Terran soldiers inside. The first and second were watching the third, egging him on, laughing like spectators enjoying a comedy show. The third was ravaging a woman—presumably the young girl’s mother—his hand clamped over her mouth to stifle her screams.  
 The first two survived just long enough for their smiles to turn to frowns, twin arcs of blood spattering Ando’s face. Their swift deaths might’ve been construed as an act of mercy on Ando’s part, but that was not the case. He wished they could suffer, but in his haste to get to the third man he was forced to dispatch them with speed. The third was so focused on his horrific act that he didn’t even know his friends were dead.  
 Ando took his time with the third man. “Wait your turn,” the soldier protested as Ando dragged him by the back of his collar off the woman, who released a high-pitched shriek. Thankfully, she had the wherewithal to scramble away, drawing her torn nightgown around her as she fled the room. Ando hoped she would go to her daughter and shut and barricade the door.  
 He slung the rapist against the wall, at which point the man finally realized what had happened, his eyes widening at the sight of his two dead comrades lying in pools of their own blood. “You bastard,” he growled, trying to struggle.  
 Ando might as well have been a mountain. Slowly, drawing it out, he pressed his forearm into the man’s windpipe, until his breath began to come in and out in rasps, followed by gagging sounds. As the man struggled for air, Ando spoke: “I hope you burn in the Void for eternity. I hope demons pluck your eyes from your head only to return them so they can pluck them out again. I hope you suffer for every spot of darkness on your black heart.”  
 He released him and the soldier sucked in a rattling breath, stumbling forward, hands on knees. Ando hit him in the temple with his sword hilt, knocking him to the floor in the fetal position, his cheek splashing into the blood already there.  
 Ando had never felt such rage, like a living, breathing beast inside him trying to claw its way out. And the only way it could escape was if he did horrible, terrible things to this man, who deserved every bit of what he got. The man’s lower armor had already been removed and was scattered on the floor. His britches were down to his knees. Ando plunged his sword into one of the man’s knees, a form of torture that earned him a howl of excruciating pain. Slowly, oh so slowly, he withdrew the sword. The man was sobbing now, a pathetic blubbering that Ando enjoyed.  
 He lined up the soldier’s other exposed knee.  
 “Ando!” a voice cried as a form burst into the room. Ando looked up, bewildered that there was anyone on the planet that knew his name and would be in the same place at the same time. He angled his head in confusion, blinking to try to make sense of how a young girl could know his name. “My daughter is dead,” he said, shaking his head as tears pooled in his eyes and streamed down his cheeks. “And my son. My wife. My beautiful, tenderhearted wife.” 
 “Oh, Ando,” Tora said, and the compassion in her eyes amidst such violence carried out by his hands took his breath away. His fingers trembled, dropping his sword. She picked it up and stepped into the blood, even as footsteps pounded up the stairs. “This isn’t you,” she said, and then she stabbed his blade through the soldier’s neck as though she were merely planting a stake in the ground. The man’s screaming and blubbering stopped, and he soon went still.  
 “What am I?” Ando said, looking at her through a veil of tears.  
 “You are my friend,” Tora said. “Defender of those who can’t defend ’emselves. But you are no torturer. You are the kindest man I’ve ever met. Now, there are loads more people who need our help. What do you say? Should we help ’em?”  
 Ando noticed the rest of his men gathered behind her now, having finally caught up to the fleet-footed girl who must’ve given chase the moment Ando sprinted away. “I will need your help,” Ando said. “All of you.” 
 “And you’ve got it,” Sola said.  
 “Always,” Barty said.  
 “My hammer is yours,” Mrz said.  
 “See?” Tora said. “Yer not alone. Not as long as we’re around.” 


 Jarrod 
   
 Dragonrider Drake’s fate was out of his hands now. He’d applied pressure on the wound, which was far deeper than it looked, until the healers had arrived and taken over. While they tried to stop the bleeding, Mertin insisted that the dragonrider’s wrists and ankles be bound in case he regained consciousness.  
 Afterwards, Jarrod realized the soldiers who’d been gathered around him were staring at him, their expressions…different than before. One by one, they began to clap, until their applause was loud and raucous, punctuated by the occasional high-pitched whistle and shout of, “Well done, Your Majesty”.  
 Jarrod couldn’t help the pride that filled his chest. If Father could see me now…  
 Of all things, it was the thought of his father that sucked the air right out of him. Because he knew. Even if his father were still alive, even if he’d trusted Jarrod to lead their efforts in southern Teravainen, even if Jarrod had come home having conquered, his father still wouldn’t have been proud of him. He would’ve picked apart every detail of the victory, pointed out the flaws, the missteps, the things Jarrod could’ve done better, until he was left feeling woefully inadequate.  

He’s not here, but I am. And I will do this my way, starting with the matter of the civilians killed in direct disobedience to my command. 

 “Silence,” Jarrod said. The applause trailed off and then ended completely. The soldiers waited for him to speak. “Any man who injured or killed a civilian during the invasion will be brought to me to be judged for their crimes.” 
 The expressions of respect on the soldiers’ faces swiftly morphed to frowns as they murmured to each other behind their hands.  
 “Silence!” Jarrod said.  
 “Your Majesty, if I may have a word,” General Mertin said.  
 “You may not. Was my instruction not clear?” 
 “It was very clear, but with all due respect, the men have just won a great victory in your honor. The city is taken. We have not yet breached the castle, but it’s only a matter of time… They deserve to celebrate, not be judged for actions taken in the heat of battle.” 
 The last time the man challenged him publicly, Jarrod had threatened to cut out his tongue only to then show mercy and promote him. But this time was too much. He may not have struck down a civilian by his own hand, but he’d given his men free reign to do so, without fear of consequence. And, by association, I am a party to it. This is my responsibility. He gestured to two men standing nearby. “Arrest General Mertin. As of this moment and pending a trial, he is relieved of his command.” 
 “Your Majesty!” the general protested, but Jarrod had already turned away and started forward, deeper into the city that was now his.  





 Thirty-Two 
 Jarrod Gaard 
 Sunsei, Solarii 
   
 IT WAS ALL JARROD COULD DO TO KEEP HIS STOMACH FROM BETRAYING HIM. Regardless of the carnage all around him, he could not vomit in front of his soldiers. No, this moment required him to be more of his father and less of his mother, for he could show no mercy to the men who’d disobeyed his command, just as they’d shown no mercy to the women and children they’d slaughtered in the streets like cattle. 

 After the battle at the border, he could stand the sight of dead soldiers. But seeing the civilians lying there, having died without means to defend themselves against a ruthless enemy that killed for the sake of killing? It was too much.  

Are we all guilty? he wondered. Should we all be tried for our crimes?

 Even as his tumultuous thoughts tumbled through his head, he heard a commotion just ahead, shouting and cursing. He strode toward the sound, desperate for anything to distract him from the reality of the massacre he’d been the unwitting architect of. The sounds drew closer, and soon the demands being shouted by one of his soldiers took shape. “Open up in the name of the king!” Pounding on a door followed. “Lay down your weapons and your lives will be spared. Prison is better than the Void.” 
 “What is happening?” Jarrod asked a soldier standing outside the open door from which the sound seemed to originate. He was a timid-looking fellow with a nose resembling that of a bird’s beak. 
 The man stood at attention when he realized who stood before him. “A group of men, dwarves and one Grizari have been wreaking havoc on Terran soldiers, Your Majesty. They’ve killed dozens of men already. Now we’ve got them penned up inside. We’re hoping they’ll come out peacefully to avoid further loss of life, but if not, we’re fully prepared to break down the door and take them by force.” 
 Jarrod’s heart had skipped a beat after the first sentence. A group of men, dwarves and one Grizari…can it be? Has Andovier Helm really made it all the way to Sunsei? Jarrod still remembered the first time he laid eyes on the man in his father’s arena. He’d felt ill the entire time—much as he felt now—watching the warriors brutalize each other, but the way Helm had spared the lives of one of the Solarii and one of the Grizari had left him feeling a strange sense of hope, like maybe a few of the shadows had been lifted from the world. After that day, he hadn’t attended any further arena contests, but he had kept himself apprised of the results, and knew that his father had sent Helm and his odd band of prisoners south to the Infernal Pit to battle the demon infestation. Apparently they’d managed victory there as well before escaping south.  
 “Stop!” he said, more forcefully than he intended.  
 The soldier flinched. “Stop, Your Majesty?” 
 “Yes. I want to speak to them.” 
 The soldier’s lips opened as though he wanted to say something, perhaps caution him against such action, but then they closed as he seemed to realize that a direct command had been given by the king himself. Pity Mertin didn’t have as much sense, Jarrod thought. The soldier hurried inside and up the stairs. A few moments later he returned with a dozen other confused-looking soldiers, one of which stood before him and met his eyes directly. He was a large man with long auburn sideburns that came a finger’s width from connecting in the middle of his chin. “Your Majesty, I am Captain Kloos. I have been informed you wish to speak to the prisoners, correct?” 
 “Yes, but my understanding is that they are not prisoners.” 
 “Not yet, Your Majesty, but we have the situation under control.” 
 “All the shouting and pounding says otherwise.” 
 “With all due respect, Your Majesty—” 
 “My experience with that phrase is that it usually precedes something that could be construed as disrespectful and, in many cases, condescending. Are you certain you wish to proceed?” 
 The man offered a slight bow. “No, Your Majesty. May my men and I escort you upstairs?” 
 “No. Thank you. I will go alone.” 
 “I must advise against it. These men are armed and dangerous.”  
 “Which is why we must deescalate the situation as swiftly as possible. More swords will do the opposite. I will be fine.” Jarrod spoke with more confidence than he felt, but now was a time for diplomacy, not force. Plus, in his brief experience with Andovier Helm, he’d learned something very important about the man: He wouldn’t sacrifice his men if it could be avoided, something he respected about him. “I will call for you if I require assistance.” 
 The captain shook his head but didn’t argue further. Wise decision, Jarrod thought. He turned away and stepped inside. The staircase was spattered with blood. There was a bright spray on the wall, too, a crimson arc, like a rainbow that had forgotten it was supposed to have more than one color. More like the red devoured the other colors, Jarrod thought grimly as he climbed the stairs.  
 There was more blood on the wooden floorboards at the top, and he was careful not to step in it lest he slip. The doors on the far side of the landing were all open. The door on the near side was closed. He could hear voices on the other side of it. Most were deep and gruff—the voices of men—but one was higher pitched and yet as sharp as a razor’s edge. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but it was more than likely a discussion of what to do considering their predicament.  
 Jarrod took a deep breath and then rapped with his knuckles on the door.  
 “Whatever yer sellin’, we ain’t buyin’!” one of the gruff voices responded.  
 “This is King Jarrod Gaard,” he said.  
 “An’ I’m Erif Mirg!” the same voice called back.  
 “I’m serious. This is the King of Teravainen, and I ask that you open the door.” 
 “Oh, he’s askin’ now, is he? Well then in that case…” A boisterous round of muffled laughter rang out.  
 “Quiet, Barty,” another voice said. This one had the air of command, and even without seeing who it belonged to, Jarrod immediately knew it was that of Andovier Helm, a perfect match for the man he’d seen in the arena. “King Gaard,” Helm said, louder. He sounded like he was just a few inches from the other side of the door now.  
 “Andovier Helm,” Jarrod said.  
 “I am guessing the company I keep revealed my identity,” Helm said.  
 “Indeed. You have done well to make it this far.”  
 “As have you. Last I saw you, you seemed like you’d rather be as far away as possible from battle.” 
 Jarrod was surprised the high commander had noticed so much about him from just the few glances he’d taken up at the royal dais. “A lot has changed since then. You outlived my father, for example.” 
 “Your sister, too, or so I’ve heard.” 
 “Of course. The crown princess’s demise was…unexpected.” 
 “Which part? How she murdered your parents or how she took her own life during the aftermath?” 

Oh if you only knew the truth of it, Jarrod thought. “All of it,” Jarrod said. “But I’m not here to discuss that. I’m here to discuss your future.” 
 “My future? How many men do you have with you? Ten? Twenty? My future involves my head on a pike, something I would prefer to avoid.” 
 “As would I. And I have no men with me.” 
 “Now that’s the biggest pile o’ steamin’ horse dung I ever heard,” the gruff voice interjected. 
 “Barty, please,” Helm said. “It’s true I heard many feet departing via the stairs and only one set of footsteps returning, but how do I know several men didn’t remain on the landing, quietly. It would be an effective gambit.” 
 “I give you my word.” 
 “Your word?” Helm said, sounding incredulous. “Of what worth is the word of the son of the man who had my entire family murdered? Of what worth is the word of the man who allows his soldiers to slaughter women and children, to rape and murder and pillage?” 
 The words had teeth, biting into his very heart. Because they were true. Though he’d only seen evidence of the killings of innocents, he believed the part about raping and pillaging too. It left a bitter taste in his mouth. “There is nothing I can say to make any of that right, except that justice will be served. I expressly forbade my men from laying a finger on the Solarii civilians, a command many of them ignored. They will be punished accordingly.” 
 “Three days in a cell with three square meals a day, eh?” Helm said. “Sound about right? Doesn’t sound like justice to me.” 
 Jarrod lowered his voice so it wouldn’t carry to the streets below. “They will be executed,” he said.  
 “Forgive me if I don’t believe you.” 
 “I swear it on my mother’s grave.” 
 “Sorry, I didn’t know your mother. Anyway, we’ve already done some of the executing for you. We’ve got several dead Terran soldiers in here who were about to take advantage of a girl who’s no more than thirteen name days old, by my reckoning. Does that mean you’ll forgive us for killing them?”  
 “Yes.” The word rolled from his mouth without hesitation. The thought of any woman being abused like that was appalling to him, but a thirteen-year-old girl? It was horrifying. “If what you say is true—” 
 “It is.” 
 “I believe you. You shall be set free. Your men too.” 
 On the other side of the door, lowered voices seemed to be discussing something. Then Helm said, “You’re going to have to look me in the eye and promise that. In this room. By yourself.” 
 Entering a room full of men that would rather his head wasn’t connected to his body seemed like the most foolish thing in the world for anyone to do, and yet every instinct told him that Helm was a man of honor, a man who wouldn’t kill without direct cause. My father harmed him greatly, but I had no control over those actions. He knows that. “That sounds reasonable. Do you swear you won’t kill me?” 
 “So long as you don’t try to harm any of us, yes.” 
 “Of course. I’ll leave my sword outside.” Jarrod drew his weapon and laid it on the floor. “If you look under the door, you’ll see my sword and my boots only.” 
 There was a scuffing sound, more murmured voices, and then the clicking of a lock being released. The doorknob slowly began to turn. “No sudden movements,” Helm’s voice said.  
 “I will show you my hands. They are empty,” Jarrod said. The door opened a crack, and he pushed his hands forward so the single eye peering through the gap could see them. Suddenly, the door flew open, a pair of hands burst out and grabbed him by the crest of his breastplate, dragging him into the room with such force he was almost hauled off his feet. Once inside, the door was slammed shut, the lock thrown back into position, and he found dozens of eyes staring at him.  
 The largest of the eyes belonged to the broad-shouldered Grizari, who smiled. “Mm, fresh meat,” he said.  
 “Can I chop his knees?” the dwarf with the gruff voice said. “Please lemme chop his knees.” Like about half the men inside, he was only as tall as Jarrod’s belly button. His face had been shaved, making him look rather unusual.  
 “We won’t break our promise, so long as he doesn’t,” the one who had grabbed him said. It was none other than Andovier Helm himself. He looked much the same as Jarrod remembered from the arena, except that like the dwarf, his cheeks had been shaved clean, while his hair was a bit longer, reaching his shoulders. His armor looked newer than what he’d worn in the arena as well, though it was dirtied with blood and ichor. 
 “I won’t,” Jarrod said.  
 Helm released him, taking a step back. “You are either the dumbest king in the world, or so different to your father you may have come from one of the moons.” 


 Ando 
   
 King Jarrod Gaard managed a small laugh. “I sometimes felt that way growing up. But I prefer to think I inherited more from my mother than my father.” 
 Ando wasn’t sure what to make of the young king yet, except he couldn’t help but to give him credit for risking his life to have this conversation face to face, treating them like people rather than criminals or enemies. Still, he wasn’t convinced. This could easily be a trap, though it would be a risky one if it were. “And yet here we are, with your army conquering lands that are not yours to conquer, with your soldiers committing atrocities in your name.” Ando gestured to the bed in the corner, where a young girl was whimpering, her knees tucked against her chest, arms hugging them tightly. Tora, wearing an unimpressed sneer, was beside her, a hand placed on the girl’s knee comfortingly. When they’d found the girl, she was about to be violated by four soldiers who’d planned to take turns with her. Ando had killed two of them, Mrz the other two. Ando’s only regret was that it wasn’t he who killed all four of them. Although rage continued to burn inside his chest, it was more subdued now, more controlled. He owed that to Tora and his men, who’d helped to calm him, to focus him, so they could save as many souls as possible. And yet the number they’d managed to reach in time seemed so few. Too few. “Your soldiers”—he waved a hand at the corpses they’d piled against one of the walls—“murdered this girl’s parents to ensure they wouldn’t be interrupted while they had their fun. Alas, they were interrupted. By us. This was the eighth house we entered. We found much the same in the other seven. We couldn’t save them all.” 
 Ando watched the king’s expression intently, searching him for any signs that these facts mattered to him. To his surprise, a tear leaked out of each of the king’s eyes in short succession, meandering down his cheeks. He made no move to wipe them away. “I hate myself for what happened—what may still be happening.” 
 Ando saw no lie in his expression, nor heard any falsehood in his tone as he spoke those words. Either the king was an incredibly talented actor, or he was being sincere. Still, the last thing Ando expected to be doing this day was argue with the invading king about his role in the carrying out of war crimes. “You claim to have commanded your soldiers to target only enemy soldiers and spare the civilians. If that is true, then the blame lies elsewhere.” 
 King Gaard shook his head. “The king is ultimately responsible for the acts of the military. I may not have agreed with my father on many things, but that is one belief we shared. I was overconfident that I’d gained such respect that my soldiers would obey my command to the letter. That mistake cost the lives of innocents. That is a weight I am forced to bear.” 
 “If you serve justice, some of that weight will be lifted,” Ando said.  
 “Will it?” The king raised his eyebrows. “I have my doubts.” 
 “Then you will be a better king than your father. But there is still the matter of the invasion itself. If you abhor violence so much, why continue your father’s legacy of war?” 
 “They stole our darkblades and broke the Accords,” the king said simply. 
 “What? How?” Such an act was supposed to be impossible. More than that, it showed just how desperate and unpredictable the Dead King had become under Lin-Wei’s influence. Not that she’ll influence him again, he thought.  
 “That is still to be determined, but it is suspected they used magic during the heist. But we weren’t alone. Odin’s darkblades were stolen as well, not long after ours.” 
 That drew a frown to Ando’s brow. Breaking the Accords while at war with Teravainen was one thing, but what did the Solarii have to gain by committing an act of war with Odin, who they had no quarrel with? “And you know this how?” 
 “A message sent by King Normandian himself. Aeromand sent a pair of investigators to look into the matter. They’ll be in Chrysallis by now. As far as I’m concerned, however, there is nothing to investigate. All clues pointed to Solarii being the culprit. I am certain Aeromand will determine the same for the darkblades taken from Chrysallis.” 
 The king had been extremely forthright with Ando, and he felt it was time he returned the favor, especially because the information explained the presence of the dark-robed warriors bearing the swords as black as night that had appeared to protect Lin-Wei and her ring of mages. “I have seen the four stolen darkblades,” he said. One of which is in this very room, he thought.  
 “Truly? Where?” 
 “In Sunsei. In the castle. We were rescuing someone who was imprisoned when we were attacked by four warriors wielding darkblades.” 
 Jarrod clapped his hands, as though until that moment he’d been uncertain of whether his entire campaign had been justified. “I knew it. How did you escape?” 
 “That’s not important. What matters is the wielders of the darkblades got away,” he said. Except one, he didn’t say.  
 “They’ll be defending the Dead King,” the king said.  
 “That’s your problem,” Ando said. “My only responsibility is to my men and Tora. Which brings us full circle. What do you intend to do with us? Choose your words carefully as I may not be able to restrain my men, particularly the big fella.” Right on cue, Mrz slapped the head of his war hammer into his palm.  
 The king swallowed. “I am sickened by what my father did to you—all of you. If I could undo even a portion of it, I would. Unfortunately, I can only look to the future. You will be placed on the first vessel setting out for Loslandia.” 
 “Loslandia?” Ando said. The southernmost land was known to be a strange place full of strange creatures and peoples. Not to mention, none of them had ever been there—at least as far as he knew. 
 “There are queer folk in Loslandia,” Barty said.  
 “Now that’s the pot calling the kettle…,” Sola commented.  
 “Shut yer tanned face.” 
 Ando interrupted before it could escalate into fisticuffs. “And what do you expect us to do once we get there?” 
 The king shrugged. “I shall leave that decision to you.” 
 Ando didn’t understand. “Then why send us there at all?” 
 The king smiled. “To give me a head start. I don’t expect you to be so cordial with me after you’ve returned to Odin. Loslandia isn’t an exile, merely a stopping place on your journey.” 
 “I won’ do it,” Barty grumbled.  
 “Then I’m afraid I’ll have no other choice but to return you to Wolfsgaard.” 
 “Then I’m afraid I’ll ’ave no other choice but to shove me sword up yer—” 
 “Barty,” Ando warned. “We’re not exactly in a position to be making demands. Can I trust you to clean up the mess you’ve left here?” 
 “I will not sleep until the criminals in my own army have been found, tried and executed. I swear it.” 
 “And the Dead King? What will you do with him?” 
 Jarrod Gaard blinked, as if he were surprised by the question. “He’s broken the Accords. He shall be punished accordingly. As for Solarii, it is once more a part of Teravainen, where it belongs.” 
 Ando nodded. Given the circumstances, that seemed like the only answer. He hated to see a people who’d fought and died years ago for their independence lose it so quickly, but he also knew the Dead King had brought this upon himself with his rash and brutal actions, regardless of who had influenced his decisions. “Very well. We will leave for Loslandia immediately. I won’t say it has been a pleasure making your acquaintance, King Gaard, but it was less unpleasant than I expected.” 
 “I share the same sentiment,” the king said.  


 Jarrod 
   
 In the light of day, which had broken several hours earlier, the gate and surrounding walls were formidable, solid-looking and well-constructed. Though they’d never been tested, Jarrod knew going through them would require days and days of chipping away and battering, which would cost the lives of many men as the defenders atop the wall rained death down upon them.  
 Jarrod couldn’t afford to lose many men, not when he’d already had a few hundred soldiers arrested for war crimes carried out during the invasion. And he sensed it was just the beginning, which meant the number of victims also numbered in the hundreds, or perhaps even thousands, a thought that was as chilling as it was sobering.  
 Had he never brought his men here, these poor people wouldn’t have suffered and died.  

I had no choice, he reminded himself, even as he gazed up at the Solarii soldiers patrolling the wall.  

There is always a choice, came the response in his mind. The words of his mother to him and his siblings. Although he understood the wisdom behind the words, he wasn’t certain they were strictly true. Yes, he could’ve done nothing after the Accords were breached and Teravainen’s darkblades stolen. He could’ve even overlooked the assassination of his general. But then what? The Dead King and the Solarii army would’ve been empowered, growing bolder. Eventually they would’ve marched into Terran territory and slaughtered at will. Terran rather than Solarii innocents would’ve died. Would that have been any better? As king, he was charged with protecting his people, and that’s what he’d done. It was regrettable that the Solarii people had to suffer instead, but… 
 His thoughts trailed away. Regrettable? That’s the word you choose to use for the horrors that happened here at the hands of your men? He shook his head. No. He’d done what needed to be done. Some of his men—not all or even the majority, he was quickly discovering—had disobeyed his express command and they would be punished severely for that choice. But a few rotten pieces of fruit didn’t mean you needed to cut the entire tree down.  
 “Your Majesty,” a voice said, tentatively. Jarrod turned to find General Mertin standing before him, looking as timid and uncertain as a mouse. “You requested my presence?” 
 “You have been given two opportunities to offer your obedience and loyalty to the crown. Twice you have failed to do so. This is your third and final chance. Is that understood?” 
 The general nodded.  
 “I require verbal confirmation.” 
 “Yes, Your Majesty. You were right to do what you did. I do not condone what some of my men did. It was unforgivable. I should never have defended them.” 
 “Good. Then we have work to do. The men are awaiting my command. The Solarii are being patient, not wasting arrows or other projectiles as we are too close to the edge of their range. What do you suggest?” 
 General Mertin surveyed the wall, paying particular attention to the lines of men standing sentinel atop it. After several minutes, he spoke. “You heard the horn blasts. They had ample warning of our attack. They’ll have barricaded the gates with anything and everything they could get their hands on. Battering it inward will be next to impossible. Even if we managed it, clambering over all the debris will require a push by many brave soldiers. The loss of life will be heavy.” 
 Jarrod was pleased that the general’s analysis echoed his own. “Then what do you propose?” 
 “This is a classic siege scenario. No food or water can go into the castle so long as we control the rest of the city.” 
 “My understanding is that a stream runs through the castle grounds.” 
 “We’ll dam it north of the castle. It will dry up in a matter of hours. Even if the gods smile on them and provide heavy rainfall, which would be unusual for this time of year, it won’t be nearly enough to sustain all of them. Thirst will take them first, with starvation tight on its heels.” 
 Jarrod nodded, satisfied by the strategy. “I agree. It is said the Dead King doesn’t require food or water, but ruling an empty castle haunted by ghosts will draw him out eventually. Gather a group and begin to dam the stream.” 
 As soon as the words had left Jarrod’s mouth, a commotion drew their attention back to the gate. Clanking and scraping and creaking and the voices of many men resonated through the iron monster blocking their path. “They’ve deduced the same thing we have,” Jarrod said, eyes meeting Mertin’s. “They won’t wait to die inside. Prepare your soldiers for an attack!” 
 “Yes, Your Majesty.” The general about-faced and began barking orders, arranging the various companies along the main thoroughfare as well as adjacent side streets, creating a complicated web that would prevent any of the Solarii from escaping.  
 Jarrod, however, stared at the gate, which had shivered slightly. Then, with a groan, it began to open. He glanced up at the top of the wall, surprised to find all the soldiers gone. They’re going to charge out in full force, he thought, gripping the hilt of his sword. It was unlikely they’d break through enough of the lines of soldiers for him to need to fight, but he still took comfort in the solid feel of the weapon in his hand.  
 The crack between the massive iron doors grew to the width of a hand, then as broad as a soldier’s armored chest. “At the ready!” Mertin shouted. Jarrod couldn’t see the general anymore, the man tucked somewhere amongst the soldiers. The tension was palpable in the air as wind whipped between them. Beyond the gates, dozens upon dozens of forms came into view, packed shoulder to shoulder. And then— 
 Jarrod saw it. At first it was just a single white flutter, which may have been attributed to a pigeon taking wing. Except the flutter remained stationary, and was soon accompanied by another, then another. Dozens of white flutters sprang up, small white flags made of socks and scraps of clothing and rags and anything else the Solarii soldiers had been able to scrounge up. And gleaming in the sun amongst their ranks was a pile of discarded weapons and shields, as beautiful a thing as Jarrod had ever laid eyes on.  
 The remaining Solarii had surrendered without a fight.  
 Jarrod released a deep breath simultaneously with the grip on his sword.  


 Rose 
   
 Giving the command to surrender to the Terrans had been the hardest thing she’d ever had to do, and that included lying to Drake and ending her own grandfather’s existence. This was her country, her kingdom, her people—and she’d just handed it over to the very nation they’d fought so hard to be independent from over a century ago.  
 The alternative had been worse. They would’ve been under siege, rationing their food and water, watching their stores be depleted day by day, a slow and painful death. At least this way there was hope for survival. She would bide her time and hope for a future, even if they were subjected to Terran rule from leagues and leagues away in Wolfsgaard. 
 In short, Rose Ontarii had chosen life over death.  
 And, above all else, she took solace in the fact that Drake would be halfway to Dragonsmount by now, half of her heart going with him. 
 Thus, she sat on her throne, waiting. She’d had two of her men—for they were hers to command now, even if only temporarily—cross twin white flags behind her. Her grandfather’s corpse remained sprawled on the floor. She wouldn’t have it moved until after she’d met with King Jarrod Gaard, who she’d been informed was in Sunsei, having led his armies, an impressive truth that wasn’t lost on her. His father had been less hands on in his approach, always commanding from the safety of his capital city in the north.  
 Jarrod Gaard, it seemed, would be a different type of ruler, and that gave Rose hope, though she wasn’t entirely certain why.  
 After what felt like hours, he finally arrived, escorted by two of her own guards, both of whom were unarmed. In comparison, the dozen or so Terran soldiers flanking him were armed to the teeth. She inspected King Gaard as he approached. He was…unexpected. He was handsome, for one. She’d always assumed that the progeny of the Terran Wolf would be born wearing an eternal snarl. Instead, his face was calm, serene even, as he strode toward her. “Thank you,” he said to his escort before turning to Rose.  
 He bowed slightly, an unexpected show of respect. “Queen Rose Ontarii. I am sorry our meeting must be under such…unfortunate circumstances,” he said. Rose had been prepared to negotiate hard for terms of surrender that would favor her people, but his apology sounded so…genuine…that it immediately disarmed her.  
 “Yes, much is to be regretted in any war,” she said slowly, trying to feel out his intentions.  
 He glanced down at the corpse separating them. “And I’m sorry for your loss. I had heard the whispers, but I’m not one to give into gossip and rumors until I can prove them myself.” 
 “There is nothing to be sorry for. My grandfather brought this upon himself. His actions of late have been deplorable. It is no wonder the mages who kept him alive for so long chose this moment to abandon him.” 
 Jarrod met her eyes and she found kindness in his gaze. “I understand all too well what it feels like to be ashamed of the actions of one’s family members,” he said. “Mayhaps it was my father’s unnecessary war against Solarii that drove your grandfather to take such drastic actions.” 
 Was he really justifying what her grandfather had done? “You are a different sort of conqueror, King Gaard,” she said.  
 “I wish that were true. Alas, but many of my soldiers disobeyed my command and committed horrifying acts against your people. They will be tried and convicted accordingly. Restitution for their crimes will be made, though I fear no amount of coin or resources will ever balance the scales in your favor.” 
 “You’re going to give Solarii coin and resources?” 
 The king nodded once. “I may not be a great warrior myself, but I have read the Kingfall Histories. The victors in most wars tend to make one major mistake.” 
 “And what mistake is that?” 
 “After the dust has settled and the bodies have been burned or buried, they leave those they’ve defeated to flounder, overtaxing them and offering little in return. It’s like having an infected arm, left untreated. Eventually the arm will give in to the infection and require amputation, when if the proper concoction of herbs would’ve been applied, the bandages changed regularly, the arm might’ve been saved.” 
 “So Solarii is the infected arm in this comparison?” 
 Jarrod chuckled. “I have a tendency to put my foot in my mouth, but yes. But Solarii is now Teravainen’s arm—more like a foot really. You are injured but not dead, not lost. So long as you don’t get infected without proper treatment. Thus, I propose no taxes on Solarii for a full year, beginning today. Additionally, after restitution is made in an amount agreeable to all your citizens who have been unduly harmed during today’s attack, Teravainen pledges to provide resources and assistance to rebuild anything damaged. Are these terms of surrender agreeable?” 
 It took all of Rose’s self-control to restrain herself from smiling. The ‘agreeable’ terms she’d been planning to propose paled in comparison to what the king was offering. “I think we can work with that,” she said neutrally. “And in return?”  
 The king pursed his lips. Here it comes, she thought. The entire conversation had been unbelievably pleasant and fair, but she’d learned in her short life that there was always a kick in the teeth waiting just around the corner. “Your loyalty to the Terran crown,” he said. “You will continue to reign as the Queen of Solarii, but as a sister nation to Teravainen. Most matters will not require my approval, save for…let’s say matters of defense and security. Does that sound reasonable?” 
 Rose had extinguished her self-control. What he was offering was nothing short of a miracle. “Most reasonable,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 “Excellent.” He turned to go, but then almost as an afterthought, tilted his head back in her direction. “Oh, and there’s that little matter of the darkblades to attend to. The stolen darkblades will need to be returned to Wolfsgaard and Chrysallis immediately.” 
 Finally, a frown fell upon Rose’s face. “Darkblades? What darkblades?” she said.  





 Thirty-Three 
 Peony Normandian 
 Dragonsmount, Travail 
   
 ALTHOUGH SHE’D SEEN IT FROM DRAGONBACK MULTIPLE TIMES NOW, PEONY STILL FELT A THRILL AS DRAGONSMOUNT CAME INTO VIEW. Maybe it was knowing she would have to take on a legion of dragonriders to get to Dane, or maybe it was simply because this place was now her home, or it was supposed to be. 


See anything? Peony asked. She directed her question at Daneus as her brightblade had barely spoken in hours, ever since they narrowly escaped being separated by Lin-Wei and her circle of mages. Peony thought she understood why. It had been an intensely close call, and she was struggling to sort things out in her head, too. With everything else going on, maybe the blade just needed time to think. At least her tiny stab wounds had finally stopped weeping blood somewhere over the Bay of Sighs, small scabs beginning to form over the punctures. 

Hoom. Not yet. Everything is unusually still and silent considering the fair weather. Most of my fellow dragons would be itching to take to the skies on a day such as this. 

 Peony squinted to see better. Her eyes couldn’t match Daneus’s, but she could see what he meant. The skies, as far as her eyes could see, were empty. What do you make of it?

 Daneus ceased the gentle undulations of his wings, floating on the breeze. Drudge may have called a meeting of the riders and their dragons. If so, they’ll be in the dragon cave on the opposite side of the mount. 

 The thrill Peony had felt when she first spied Dragonsmount intensified. That means the cliff cells will be left undefended, she said. Could they really get that lucky? You don’t see any dragon’s perched on the cliff, right?


No. The cells are unguarded at present. But—


Then fly like the wind! This may be our only opportunity to—


Peony... 

 She ignored her dragon, because she was so close now, so close she could almost see Dane’s astonished expression as Daneus ripped the bars from his cell so he could clamber up behind her, so close she could almost feel his arms around her, his breath on the back of her neck, his lips on her skin. Faster, Daneus, what are you waiting for?


Even if a meeting were called, Drudge would not leave the cells unguarded. 

 The dragon was just being pessimistic, as usual. So he’s grown overconfident, she said. We will make him regret his mistake. 


Peony…


Just hurry, Daneus, why are you going so slow?


Because I can’t feel him, the dragon said, and she finally froze, her entire focus on his words and not on the long rocky cliffs shaped like a dragon.  

You’ve been away from him for too long, she said. Maybe it will take a while longer for the bond to be restored now that you’re back in range. Even as she said it, she knew her words were a lame attempt to cling to the hope that had driven her ever onward for the last month.  

I’m not saying he’s not alive, Daneus said. Peony was acutely aware of the dragon’s specific wording, how he was careful to avoid the word ‘dead’.  

Then what are you saying?


I’m saying Dane isn’t here. 


I don’t understand. Where else would he be?


He was convicted of treason and sentenced to death, Daneus said. Such a punishment against one of their own wouldn’t be carried out personally. 


Meaning? Peony was on the verge of screaming, the dragon’s slow, methodical manner of imparting knowledge eating away at her already paper-thin nerves. 

Executions, as rare as they are, are carried out in the Stormlands. Dane would be chained to a stake and left to die in the next storm. 

 Finally, the dragon’s words offered the hope she’d been yearning for. But the skies are clear, she said, her excitement growing. Which means he could still be alive. 


It’s possible, Daneus said, though he sounded uncertain. We will make for the Stormlands.


Please hurry.



   
 Even after her short time in Travail, Peony had grown accustomed to the speed with which the storms arrived from the west. And yet the storm that was now blowing in had still managed to take her by surprise, dark clouds appearing as if by dark magic, jagged bolts of crimson lightning spouting from their maws.  
 The lovely day they’d first encountered upon their return to Travail was swiftly becoming yet another victim of the harshest environ in all Kingfall.  

Daneus! Peony warned as a massive wave rose and then crested, breaking apart in white, frothy chunks.  

I see it, Daneus said, angling upward and over the wave before descending toward the ocean’s angry surface once more. The salt sprayed across her skin, stinging her stab wounds. Just ahead were the series of islands known as the Stormlands, barren, uninhabitable hunks of rock slowly being chiseled away by the endless march of storms from the west.  

Hurry! she said, though she didn’t have to. Daneus had made haste the entire journey west from Dragonsmount, a short flight compared to the one they’d just completed from Sunsei. As the storm clouds had built their wall of darkness, a false night had fallen, obliterating the true light of day, the only light provided by the icicles of lightning falling from the sky. For a while, the flashes of light had seemed distant, but now each red streak seemed to strike no more than a stone’s throw away.  
 They reached the first of the stone islands, which also happened to be the largest, a craggy platform of black rock that served as little more than a place for the waves to crash, covering its surface with churning, bubbling froth that eventually sank back into the ocean, giving the island the appearance of rising and falling. As the latest wave retreated, Peony scanned the island’s shadowy surface, which was suddenly illuminated by a lightning strike that hit the stone mere feet away from them, so close she could smell the burning scent the blast left in the air in its wake. 

Do you sense him? she asked. Do you sense anything?


No, not yet, Daneus said.  
 Peony gritted her teeth and gripped his neck spike harder, the rain lashing her face with such force it might’ve been a spray of pebbles glancing off her skin. They passed over the island. 

Empty, she said.  

Don’t lose hope yet, Daneus said. There are many others to try.

 The dragon was right, just ahead was another rocky outcropping, smaller than the first but still large enough for several hundred men to cling to if they had a death wish. Just as they passed over its surface, a wave of such magnitude crashed upon it, forcing Daneus upward once more. If he’s down there…, Peony said, leaving the thought unfinished for fear of willing it into existence.  

He’s not, Daneus said. This one is empty, too.

 Peony soon saw the dragon was right as lightning struck, further away this time, in the ocean between the Stormlands and the main body of Travail. The flash lit up the stone, which had been revealed once more as the wave tumbled from its flanks. There was nothing but rock.  

Onward, Daneus said. Those were the two largest islands. The remainder will be quickly searched, especially because the storm grows weaker already. 

 It was true. The lashing rain that had been pelting her only several moments ago had lessened, still a heavy downpour but without the sharpness. As they skimmed over the top of two more islands in short succession, the downpour abated until it was not much more than a light mist, almost pleasant as it settled on her skin.  
 A ray of sunlight split the clouds as they began to part. The sunlight landed on the last several islands in the chain, giving them the appearance of a long, golden tail. She scoured them swiftly, her heart in her throat as she searched for any sign of life, any sign that someone was here, or had been here, or might be coming here. Anything.  

The last island! Daneus said, and her breath caught between her lungs and her mouth as her eyes zeroed in on the smallest island in the chain, a chunk of rock barely large enough for a single man to perch upon. No man occupied its surface now, but there was something that didn’t belong: a single metal spike rising from the stone, like the shaft of a flag that had long ago been torn from its mount. Dangling from the spike was a chain, a few dozen links visible as they trailed down the side of the island and into the water.  
 The rest of the chain was invisible, drowned beneath the ocean’s surface.  
 Before Daneus could voice his protest, Peony leapt from his back, plunging into the water, which hit her like an icy punch. In hindsight, she might’ve been wise to assume brightform, but seeing that chain hanging from the stone had unlocked the portion of her heart she’d given to Dane on their Bonding Day, and that part of her heart didn’t necessarily listen to reason. It yearned only to see him again, to feel his touch, to melt into him as day faded into night, as the sun shone, and the storms raged, and their enemies circled like vultures. 
 She even forgot she was supposed to be afraid of the water, of drowning. 
 All of the lost moments propelled her forward now, her feet kicking as she swam toward the spot she’d last seen the gleam of metal links, chased by Daneus’s voice in her head—Peony!—locating the cold iron, trailing into the water and vanishing beneath a rocky overhang, diving deeper, following the chain, praying he hadn’t been below for too long, that there was still time, that she could find him and drag him back up and force him to breathe, to open his eyes, to come back to her and then— 
 She reached the end of the chain, which had been severed, the last few links mangled beyond recognition. Oh, Dane, she thought, her heart sinking. What happened to you?

 When she emerged from the water, she found Daneus hovering over her, his expression full of questions. She shook her head and his eyes closed. The chain was broken, she said. If he was ever here, he’s not now. 

 Daneus didn’t respond, simply scooped her up carefully in his claws, and took to the air once more. For a long time, they didn’t speak, chasing the storm as it ravaged Travail. Finally, when they were well on their way toward Dragonsmount, Daneus said, I don’t feel anything.


Neither do I, Peony admitted. Nothing except emptiness.


What does that mean?


I don’t know. If he…died…we would feel something else, right? Pain, loss. It would be unbearable. Especially for you. Your bond to him was complete. 


There is no one answer for grief, Daneus said. And we are both foolish optimists at heart. 


You, an optimist? Peony said. If you’re an optimist than I’m half-dragon. 


I’ll check you for wing buds later. Seriously though, I know you think I come across as always expecting the worst, but that’s only to guard my heart. In my mind I always believe the best will happen.


And how has that turned out for you?


How has it turned out for you?

 Peony sighed. Miserably so far, but my optimistic self continues to believe everything will turn around at some point. 


Good. Mine too. Then we know what we need to do next. 


Do we?


Yes. Confirm Dane was sent to the Stormlands. If he was, we’ll need to begin searching for him.


Where? At the bottom of the ocean?


If that’s what it takes. We’ll search everywhere until we find him. 

 Peony knew it was madness. Luckily, she was feeling more than a little bit crazy. Count me in.



   
 Her last experience at Dragonsmount had not been pleasant, and yet she still found herself longing to return there, to curl up next to a fire with Dane as the wind howled and rain fell in sheets. As a girl, she’d longed for adventure. Now that she’d had it, she was ready for a simpler life. Funny how people always want the opposite to what they currently have, she mused.  

Hoom. Dragons don’t understand that mentality. We need little more than a lush forest for hunting and a warm place to take a nap. 


ALL I REQUIRE TO BE SATISFIED ARE HEARTS TO STAB AND THROATS TO SLIT, her blade said. They were the first words the weapon had spoken in days and days.  

Seriously? Peony asked.  
 NO, IT WAS A JAPE. HA.  

Welcome back. We’ve missed your sharp wit. 

 WAS THAT A JOKE, TOO!? BECAUSE I’M A SWORD AND THEREFORE SHARP? 

It was a joke but you ruined it. 


HOW?


By overexplaining it.

 HOW DOES EXPLAINING A JOKE RUIN IT? 

Never mind that. If it comes to a fight, will you be ready?

 I’M A SWORD. FIGHTING IS MY PURPOSE. 
 Logically, that made sense, but it was no ordinary blade. It had a mind, and thoughts, and opinions, and knowledge. Instead of pointing all that out, which might require a lengthy discussion they didn’t have time for, she said, Excellent. But what I meant was, are you okay?

 OKAY? 

Yes. What happened in Sunsei was…

 NOTHING HAPPENED. NOT REALLY. 

I almost lost you. I wasn’t strong enough. If Daneus hadn’t shown up when he did…


But I did, Daneus said.  

But that doesn’t mean we can’t be affected by it. I remember it so clearly. I remember you were shouting for me to hold on, and I was shouting back, and you were slipping away, and—


STOP!
her blade shouted now. Then, softer: PLEASE, STOP.


I’m sorry, I was just trying to process everything. 

 I CAN’T. NOT RIGHT NOW. IF I LOST YOU, I WOULD NOT BE OKAY, PEONY. YOU ARE MY WIELDER, AND WITHOUT YOU I’D BE EMPTY, LOST AGAIN, LIKE I WAS IN THE GREAT BONE PILE ALL THOSE YEARS. SO IF YOU WANT ME TO FIGHT, WE NEED TO NOT TALK ABOUT WHAT HAPPENED IN SUNSEI. NOT NOW. MAYBE NOT EVER.  

Okay, Peony said. She’d sensed the pain in her blade’s voice, and the very last thing she wanted to do was cause more pain to something that felt like a part of her, another limb perhaps.  
 OKAY? 

Yes. Of course. If you ever want to talk, I’m here. But now, Dragonsmount is upon us. 

 The majestic stone dragon watched their approach as they crossed the barren plains between the ocean and the cliffs. Her highest highs and lowest lows had taken place atop the stone dragon’s head. Her escape from Lei and Star when she first arrived, which was the first time she assumed brightform and realized the power her brightblade afforded her. Her bonding to Dane and, by association, Daneus. Lei’s funeral, a time of sadness and anger that led to her first and only real fight with Dane. Consequently, it was also the place they’d reconciled, which had restarted their beautiful love affair only to have it cut off at the knees by his power-hungry uncle. “If I see that bastard…,” she growled.  

I’ll eat him and his dragon, too. The scales will be crunchy, but you’ll help me pick them from my teeth, won’t you?

 Peony appreciated the dragon’s ability to soften her thoughts with his humor. Of course. Picking your teeth is what I’m here for. 

 In any case, it felt like the right thing when Daneus landed atop Dragonsmount, tucking his wings along his back. In that moment, the world felt like it was back in balance for the first time since Dane was arrested. And yet, even a balanced world could be completely wrong.  

Where is everyone? Peony asked.  
 Daneus tilted his head. He seemed to be listening for any signs of life. There’s a dragon. Maybe two. Their movements are limited. I think they’ve been imprisoned, like I was. 


Where? The dragon cave?


Yes. Though I cannot discern their identities.

 Peony considered this information. She didn’t know where the other dragonriders had gone, but anyone that had been imprisoned by Drudge was a potential ally to her. Plus they may have information on Dane. Let’s go find out, she said.  
 Daneus didn’t need further urging, alighting from his perch, wings unfurling as he swooped down the landward side of the mount, the twisting, curving path and dozens of cave mouths flashing past. The dark maw of the dragon cave awaited them at the base of the mountain.  

WAIT HERE. I’LL GO IN FIRST, her blade said.  

Another jape? Peony said.  
 WELL I DON’T EXACTLY HAVE LEGS, DO I? 

We’ll go together, sword blazing. Brightform!

 Like a barrel of magepowder had been lit, light burst from Peony’s form as the brilliant, shining sword materialized in her hand. Hoom, Daneus said, twisting his head around to shy away from the light. A little more warning next time. I’ll be seeing spots for days.


Sorry. I get carried away sometimes. 


You think? You act as though you’ve never wielded an ancient, magical sword forged by the gods before. 


Er, I haven’t?


Really? I thought everyone had…, Daneus said, pretending to sound confused. 

Very funny. Can we focus on the massive, dark cave that might be harboring two hungry dragons intent on eating us? 


How quickly you forget. It is I who will do the eating.


AND I’M LIKELY TO GIVE THE DRAGON INDIGESTION AND THEN I’LL COME OUT WHEN HE DEFECATES, her blade added helpfully.  

Looks like you’re the only one on the dragon menu, Daneus mused.  
 Peony groaned inwardly. I’m beginning to regret my ability to talk to either of you.


Come on, admit it, you love us, Daneus said.  

Fine. I love you both. But that doesn’t mean I won’t be driven to murder you before this is all over. The day is still young. Now come on, let’s go. 

 She dismounted. While the dragon was as graceful as a soaring eagle when flying, his ability to travel overland was limited to a jerking, awkward crawl using his forepaws, hindlegs and the tiny claws on his wing joints, and she wasn’t exactly keen to add a bunch of bruises to her backside by riding him as one rode a horse. Instead, she led the way, using her brightblade to chase away the shadows.  
 The moment she stepped inside, the brightness of her blade illuminated the inside of the cave. The four figures—two dragon size, and two human size—reacted immediately, shielding their eyes and scrambling back against the far wall, to which, she noticed, they were chained. One of the figures grunted and cursed. “Sorry,” she said. Can you dim your glow at all? she asked her blade.  
 DIM? I DON’T KNOW. MY PREVIOUS BEARER NEVER ASKED ME THAT. HE ALWAYS LIKED THE BRIGHTNESS. MADE HIM FEEL POWERFUL, I THINK.  
 Her blade had never spoken so openly about the person who’d wielded it centuries ago, and Peony longed to pepper the sword with questions. She restrained herself, however, as this was not the time or the place for a history lesson. Can you try?


OF COURSE. She heard a straining sound in her mind, like someone trying to push a large stone off a cliff. And then: IS THAT BETTER?

 Peony looked around her. The light was every bit as bright as before. Er, yes. Much better. Thank you. Actually, maybe I’d better put you away for a few moments. Clearly they are no threat. 


AS YOU WISH. As quickly as it had appeared, the sword vanished, casting them into darkness penetrated only slightly by the indirect light filtering in from outside the cave. Peony blinked several times, letting her eyes adjust to the dark.  
 “It’s Peony,” she said. 
 “Aye, we figured that much out when you came in with a bloody sword as bright as the bloody sun,” a familiar voice said.  
 “Star?” 
 “No, I’m Glynn-rutting-Kerr,” Star said. “Who else would I be?” 
 “Why are you chained in the dragon cave?” 
 Star, whose tiger-striped body was beginning to come into focus as Peony’s eyes grew more accustomed to the darkness, released a scoffing laugh. “Because I’m the fool who, despite my better instincts, stood up for your bondmate at his trial. My father didn’t appreciate that too much.” 
 “And I’m the other fool,” said another familiar voice, which came from a solid boulder of a man chained beside Star. Peony quickly identified him as Brute. One of the dragons made a sort of barking, chuffing sound. “I don’t need any commentary from you, Brutus.”  
 “Tell me everything,” Peony said.  
 “Sure. Just as soon as you get us out of these chains,” Star said.  


   
 The chains had been forged with magic, but Peony’s brightblade was able to discern that, unlike those used by Drudge when he’d imprisoned Daneus, were unwarded, which meant she was able to slice through them without consequence. Brute thanked her, while Star offered a slight nod, which was about the best she was going to get from her.  
 As soon as they emerged outside into the light, Star noticed her injuries. “Get in a fight with a feral cat?” she asked.  
 “Something like that,” Peony muttered in response. “We need to talk.” 
 “Up there,” Star said, pointing toward the cliff’s precipice. 
 They made their way to the top of Dragonsmount, where the dragons settled down on the cliffside while Star recounted all that had transpired while Peony had been “off gallivanting around Kingfall” with her “bondmate’s dragon.” Or at least that was how the dragonrider described it. Peony already knew the part where Star and Brute had surprised everyone by supporting Dane, as well as the bit where Drake had hammered the final nail in his brother’s coffin. What she didn’t know was what came next. 
 “My father stabbed Dane in the shoulder, a deep wound,” Star said now. Her voice was monotone as she spoke, without the slightest bit of emotion. Brute gazed into the distance, and Peony couldn’t tell whether he was listening or lost somewhere in the depths of his own mind. “Then Dane was flown to the smallest island of the Stormlands to be chained until the next storm arrived. That was two days ago.” 
 Peony could barely breathe. They’d rushed all the way from Sunsei and into the heart of a storm they thought might be about to annihilate Dane, but by the time they’d arrived it had been days too late? That meant after Dane’s sentencing his uncle hadn’t wasted a second before carrying out his execution. “We went to the Stormlands,” Peony said.  
 Star winced. “You found his body. I’m…sorry. I mean it. I know we’ve had our differences, but I—I always loved Dane. Now, I love—loved—him like a brother, but before it was something more.” 
 “I know,” Peony said. “He told me. I think he loved you too. Before me.” She was struggling to keep her voice from shaking. “But there’s something you should know.” 
 “What?” 
 “We didn’t find his body. The chain was broken.” 
 “I don’t understand,” Star said. “He had no weapon, no means of breaking through iron. He was badly wounded.” 
 Peony could scarcely breathe. Her chest ached as though someone were stepping on it. “We thought maybe it was a monster of the sea,” she managed to say.  
 Star shook her head. “The largest sea creatures tend to steer clear of the Stormlands. Most of them need to breathe air from time to time and they don’t seem to enjoy that tumultuous part of the ocean. It’s possible, but not likely.” 
 “Do you have a better explanation?” 
 She shook her head. “Even if, godswilling, he found a way to break his chains, he would’ve been swallowed by the storm. His body would be leagues away by now. None could’ve survived for long with the wound my-my father, that my father…” Star seemed to be struggling to catch her own breath. Her eyes met Peony’s, a broken, piercing stare that she thought was as close to a pair of windows into the woman as she’d ever witnessed. “He couldn’t have survived it, could he?” 

Have you met Dane? Daneus, who’d been listening from afar the entire time, said. He’s a stubborn cur. If nothing else, he would fight to the end. For you, Peony. 


And for you, she replied. He would fight for us, just as we fought for him. She wasn’t ready to speak such hopeful words aloud but sharing them with the dragon gave her a small measure of comfort. To Star, she said, “Probably not. Now tell me the rest. What happened after Dane was sent to be executed?” 
 Brute finally turned toward her. “You’re moving on already, eh?” he said. “Your pampered Odinian tears aren’t good enough for him, are they?” 
 Peony knew the man who’d been Dane’s best friend since they were children was grieving. For his own bondmate, Lei. For Dane. He was hurting, and anything he said, no matter how harsh, was an attempt to protect himself. “I want you to listen to me carefully, because I’m only going to say this once,” Peony said. “I will never move on from Dane. And if he is—” She cut off, fighting back the emotion that swelled like a wave in the Stormlands. “—dead, my tears will fall like rain for him, and they will never stop falling. Never, do you hear me? But for now, I choose hope. I choose to carry on as he would want me to do. I will fight for Travail as he always did. Regardless of what Drudge says, I am the Dragonmistress. Now tell me where Drudge and the other dragonriders went.” 
 Brute held her gaze for a few long moments before looking away. Then he stood and walked back down the path. Star, who’d composed herself once more, said, “I’ll tell you, but first there’s something you need to see.” 


   
 The sound Daneus made when he saw the dragon’s corpse was like nothing Peony had ever heard before, the mournful cry of a tortured soul.  
 As she stood before it, watching wisps of smoke continue to curl from the charred remains, she tried to make sense of the senseless, a sick feeling building a castle made of bile and disgust in her gut at the sight of what had once been a magnificent creature slowly turning to ash. Even more grotesque was the fact that the dragon’s neck had been severed near the base of its enormous skull, its head resting fully intact several feet from its body. Unlike the rest of it, the head had not been burned. The color of its scales was familiar to her, but they seemed to have faded to a coppery hue she didn’t quite recognize. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why would your father kill one of the dragons?”  
 “Not one of the dragons,” Star said, each word laced with disgust. “His
own dragon. He killed his own dragon. This is Drudgea.” 
 Peony stared harder at the head. The dragon’s eyes were closed, as was her mouth. The color had faded, yes, but now she could see the scales as they once were, a brilliant crimson that rivaled the most beautiful sunset. “Why would he do that?” 
 “Because he’s lost his damn mind,” Brute said. After walking away from them atop Dragonsmount, the barrel-chested man had rejoined them as they crossed the plains to this spot, and now he stood beside his own dragon, his hand resting tenderly on Brutus’s snout.  
 In the background, Daneus’s mournful cry continued, though it was softer now, the dragon’s equivalent of a prolonged whimper.  
 Star explained in more detail. “After Dane was delivered to the Stormlands, my father gathered the dragonriders together, in this spot. He told us he’d been granted a vision by the gods. That they wanted us to travel an ancient path, one traveled a millennia ago by our forebears before such knowledge was lost during what he referred to as the Blindness. He called it the Path of Storms and said we would each be required to walk the path when the time was right, but that, as Dragonmaster, he would be the first.” 
 Peony was growing more and more confused. Blindness? Path of Storms? Murdering his own dragon? Brute’s assessment seemed dead on—Drudge had gone mad. “You saw him do this?” 
 She nodded. We both did. All the dragonriders were forced to watch his so-called ‘Transformation’.”  
 “Transformation?” 
 A shadow fell across Star’s face, though no clouds were currently passing by the sun, which was hot and bright in the wake of the storm. “It was…horrendous,” she said. Peony hadn’t known Star for long, but every interaction had proven the woman’s mettle. She was as tough an individual as Peony had ever met, so to see her so disturbed by what she’d witnessed told half the tale. “Drudgea lay right where you see her. Prostrate on the ground, like she was a willing sacrifice. Drudge claimed this was what she wanted, that the ritual would ‘set her free’ and ‘bond them for eternity’, but I could tell something wasn’t right. She was acting slow, almost like she’d drunk several barrels of ale.” 
 Peony noticed that this time Star hadn’t referred to Dane’s uncle as her ‘father’, instead using his name. “You think she was poisoned?” she asked. 
 “Maybe, but it didn’t feel that way. Whatever was done to her, it made her unable to fight back. She spread out her neck like a dead turkey on the chopping block.” Star looked away, wrinkling her nose and cringing. When she looked back, Peony was surprised to find tears in the hardnosed woman’s eyes. Peony couldn’t imagine what it must’ve been like to watch one’s father perform such an atrocity, especially since her father was as kindhearted a man as she’d ever met. “He cut off his own dragon’s head with his own sword,” Star said between clenched teeth. Her tears didn’t fall, as though content to form pools in her eyes. “Drudgea didn’t even struggle, just lay there as he sawed his way through, her blood coating his sword, his arm, his entire body. Until he was soaked in her. Then he began to chant strange words. They weren’t common tongue, something else, something foreign. The words…they made me want to scream. I did, eventually. I’ll admit it, I lost my mind watching him. I wanted to kill him, to destroy him the way he’d destroyed the magnificent creature he’d bonded with decades ago, the magnificent creature he’d never been worthy of.”  
 “The other dragonriders subdued you,” Peony guessed. “And you—” She looked toward Brute, who met her eyes. “—tried to help her.” 
 “Sitting by and doing nothing has never been my strong suit,” Brute grunted.  
 “So that’s when they imprisoned you both?” 
 “Only after Drudge’s hideous ritual was complete,” Star said. “As Drudgea drew her last breath, Drudge stood atop her body as it burst into flame. No one had brought a torch, and anyway, a dragon’s body isn’t flammable. By design it must be impervious to fire, but this fire was unnatural, consuming her body even as it swept around Drudge without so much as singeing his eyebrows. And when he stepped from the flames, he was changed, transformed, just like he said he would be.” 
 “Transformed how?” Peony asked. Her entire life she’d seen the beauty of magic, but her experiences in Solarii had opened a window to the dark side of spellcraft. And what had been described so far was clearly the work of magic as black as pitch.  
 “His skin was covered in red scales. Like Drudgea’s had once been. New appendages had sprouted from his back, leathery wings. And when he spoke, fire roiled from his mouth.” 

Like a dragon, Peony thought. By the gods, what has he done?

 Daneus had finally ceased his wailing. He’s corrupted us all, he said, a hollowness in his words.  
 Peony couldn’t argue with that, but a bigger question seemed to loom over everything. “Star, where did your father and the dragonriders go?” 
 The tiger-striped woman breathed slowly through her nose before answering. “He’s not my father—not anymore. But Drudge and the dragonriders flew to Chrysallis,” she said.  





 Thirty-Four 
 Quill 
 Chrysallis, Odin 
   
 THE FIRST DRAGON REACHED THE CITY JUST AS QUILL AND RONDO REACHED THE PALACE GROUNDS. They knew this because of the thunder-like roar that sounded in the distance. It did not sound friendly. Not at all. 

 “Why would Travail attack Odin?” Quill asked. He was forced to shout to be heard above the screams from the fleeing people, which had arisen in the wake of the dragon’s roar, any semblance of order crumbling under their terror. “Just because of a broken marriage alliance? Seems rather drastic.” 
 “That’s what you’re worried about right now?” Rondo said, looking at him in disbelief. “Can we discuss the matter after we’ve gotten somewhere safe? I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling rather warm in my robes already, I’d rather not be heated further by dragonfire.” 
 His friend had a point, but then again… “Where do you propose we go? Do you think a palace made of glass will stop a dragon? How about ten dragons. Void, for all we know there are a hundred dragons headed this way. We’ll be buried under a hundred feet of shattered glass.” 
 There was a boom like thunder in the distance, the very ground beneath their feet shaking. It was followed by more screams and several furious roars. “First, Travail doesn’t have a hundred dragons. And second, you’re forgetting about the palace’s defenses. Now come on!” This time, Rondo grabbed Quill’s arm and dragged him toward the castle gates, which, like everything else around the palace grounds, were constructed of crystal. The gates were shut and a mob of Odinian citizens had gathered against them, shouting and pounding on the glass. Visible on the other side were several dozen castle guards who looked uncertain as to what they should do.  
 “We’ll never get through this way,” Quill said.  
 “We have to try,” Rondo said. “We can use magic. Maybe we can find a way through the wards…” 
 Quill admired his friend’s optimism, but he knew they were no match for the army of ivory mages who protected the king from unwanted guests. They could plead their case to the guards through the glass, but it was unlikely they’d be heard above the clamor, and if the guards opened the gates for them the rest of the mob would probably be able to push through behind them. No, there needed to be another way to get inside. “This way!” Quill said, taking his turn to grab Rondo’s arm and pull him in the opposite direction, back the way they’d come.  
 “But—” Rondo started to say, but whatever he was going to say vanished as an earsplitting roar deafened them from above as a gold-colored dragon swooped down toward the street. Fire shot from the beast’s maw, painting the castle’s glass walls and gate, the mob fleeing in terror. As Quill and Rondo threw themselves to the ground, Quill twisted his head to look back and saw no fewer than eight people running about covered in flames. One by one, their legs failed them, and they fell like candles burned to piles of wax.  
 “By the gods, by the gods, by the gods…,” Rondo murmured, his eyes wide, as he’d witnessed the same thing Quill had.  
 “The gods have nothing to do with any of this,” Quill said. He tracked the dragon with his eyes, the creature angling skyward once more before wheeling about. “It’s coming in for another pass!” 
 Frantically, they scrambled to their feet and stumbled down the street that led back toward Normandian Hall. The way was clear as all the scholars had apparently evacuated the structure.  
 And then it wasn’t, the dragon having skirted the lower portion of the adjacent buildings and then curled around the corner. They froze, gawking at the giant maw of the beast as it opened, flames roiled along its glistening teeth.  
 “Hurry! Get inside, you fools!” a voice called.  
 Quill turned toward the voice, shocked to find a door open in the wall’s surface where before there had been nothing but smooth glass, frosted so passersby couldn’t see inside to the castle grounds. And standing in the doorway was none other than Prince Osric Normandian.  
 Evidently Rondo was as surprised as Quill, because neither of them moved despite the danger they were in, their feet seeming to have grown roots tethering them to the ground. “Idiots!” the prince said, taking two steps forward and grabbing Rondo by his collar and Quill by his sleeve, yanking them both inside.  
 Just before the door slammed behind them and the wall sealed itself as though there had never been a doorway in the first place, Quill caught a glimpse of a jet of flames ripping past, followed shortly thereafter by the golden dragon’s long, sinewy body. Another roar shook the ground as they clung to each other. “You’re welcome,” Prince Osric said, watching as the dragon took to the sky once more. This time, however, he was pursued by several long crystal spears that shot from the wall’s ramparts. The beast seemed to recognize the danger it was in, cutting sharply from side to side as the glass splinters whizzed past harmlessly.  
 “Thank you, Your Highness,” Quill said breathlessly, finally gaining enough composure to remember his manners. He didn’t even care that he had referred to the prince using an honorific he wasn’t required, as a mage, to use.  
 The prince flashed a grin that seemed incredibly out of place considering the danger they were in. “I couldn’t exactly allow ambassadors of Aeromand to get fried on my front porch, now could I?”  
 “We are in your debt. But where do we go from here? And what about all those people outside the castle gates?” 
 “I cannot allow them inside. The chaos alone will risk us all. They will be safer spreading themselves throughout the city. Any dragons that approach the palace will be—” 
 Just then, the golden dragon returned, soaring high above even the highest towers in the palace, looking much like a shark trolling the waters of the ocean, except in reverse—the sky was its ocean. Suddenly the creature dove straight down, directly for the core of the palace. “The palace is no longer safe,” Quill said. “We need to move.” 
 “Patience,” Osric said calmly, eyes tracking the beast. “Wait for it…” 
 As they all watched what, to Quill at least, was beginning to feel like a complete disaster about to happen, the spear-like spire atop one of the twin towers broke free and shot skyward. Like before, the dragon tried to maneuver sharply to one side to avoid a collision, but unlike the thin projectiles it had faced previously, this spire was thick and long and would’ve served as a satisfactory weapon for the gods themselves if they ever deigned to set foot in Kingfall again. Thus, the spire slammed into the dragon’s shoulder before the beast could escape, punching all the way through scales and muscle and tissue before exiting out the other side, crystalline tip dark with dragon’s blood.  
 The dragon released a shriek that would’ve rivaled that of a horde of demons being unleashed from the Void. And then the dragon fell, twisting awkwardly in the air as it tried to right itself. Quill could just make out a form astride the dragon’s back—a Travailian dragonrider.  
 Like a wounded bird, the dragon tried to flap its wings to remain airborne to no effect, the spear weakening the beast while simultaneously unbalancing it. “Is it going to…,” Rondo said, but trailed away, his mouth remaining open. With a crash that sounded like a thousand glasses being shattered in unison, the dragon tore through the spireless tower, shredding its crystalline structure as easily as a butcher’s blade through soft cheese.  
 The moment hung in the air, as though time had slowed, the dragon’s awkward form flailing as tiny crystal droplets floated around it like frozen rain, catching rays of sunlight on their many facets. Time seemed to speed up again, the tinkling of glass reminding Quill of chimes as the dragon disappeared amongst the wreckage, which then—to Quill’s absolute amazement—began to reverse course, the crystal fragments rising upward, coalescing, taking shape, reforming that which had been destroyed in the collision, until the tower was whole and perfect and beautiful as it rose to pierce the sky.  
 Except for one thing—the spire.  
 There was another roar, but this one was filled with agony, the sickening howl of a wounded beast being finished off, the primal and desperate howl of a soul forced to face its own mortality. The spire came into view once more, rocketing skyward but then stopping, turning, and settling back into place. “Amazing,” Rondo breathed.  
 “See?” Osric said. “Nothing to worry about, so long as you stick with me. Chrysallis may look pretty and shiny on the outside, but in reality it’s a fortress, an impenetrable structure defended by—” 
 He was cut off by another raucous crash, the threesome turning to find the snout of another dragon—a purplish hue this time—bursting through the crystalline gates, shards of glass dusting its scales. Several guards were flattened in the process, while the others retreated, gripping swords as their heads bobbed around looking at each other. “Osric,” Quill said. “Will the gate…” 
 Osric was staring hard at the scene, as though trying to will the gate to defend itself, to cast the invader out and then repair itself as the tower had done. Instead, it remained crumpled inward, while it was the dragon that pulled itself to its feet, rearing back and then releasing a roar that set another three guards aflame while chasing the rest of the guards back toward the palace.  
 “I don’t understand,” Osric said absently, a confused frown having settled on his typically confident features. “That’s not supposed to happen. Where are the mages?” 
 “We should go find out,” Quill said, touching his shoulder. When the prince turned to meet his eyes, he looked younger, innocent, as though the experience had shaved entire years off his life. “Come. Show us where the royal mages control the palace.” 
 “Er, fellas,” Rondo said. “Can we head inside sooner rather than later?” 
 Quill looked at his friend, whose eyes were trained in the direction of the shattered gates. Quill followed his stare to where the dragon was crunching something—one of the guards, he realized with a jolt—with its teeth. The creature spat out the guard in several pieces, its gaze landing on them.  
 “Go!” Quill said, shoving Osric to snap him out of his stupor. Thankfully, the prince got the message and together the trio tore across the area between where they’d entered the wall through the hidden door and the palace entrance. Behind them, the dragon roared and then they heard a whump as the dragon, presumably, took to the air. Quill resisted the urge to look back as it would only slow him down, legs churning beneath him, muscles already aching as they charged for a grand archway leading inside the main glass structure.  
 The dragon scythed past, landing between the glass pillars, which cracked as its wings beat against them. The overhanging roof shook as it strained to thwart the pull of gravity.  
 “This way!” Osric shouted, changing course and leading them directly for the wall adjacent to the entrance. “Through here!” 
 “Through where!” Quill shouted back, searching the smooth glass surface for any signs of another hidden door.  
 “Here!” Osric yelled, and then ran face first smack into the wall, head cracking viciously against the glass surface. Stunned, his body stiffened and then the prince tumbled backward.  
 Right into Quill’s arms.  
 With a grunt, he caught the prince, Osric’s momentum knocking him down. Beside them, Rondo skidded to a stop and peered down at them. “Are you—” 
 “I’m fine,” Quill said, “but the prince hit his head quite hard. I think he thought the wall would open for him, but something isn’t right. The royal mages aren’t controlling things the way they’re supposed to. Osric? Prince Osric? Are you injured?” 
 “Pretty dragon,” the prince said, head flopped to the side. “Hello, pretty dragon!” 
 “Oh gods,” Rondo said. “He got his marbles knocked out.” 
 “No time to worry about that,” Quill said, watching as the dragon slashed through one of the columns with its talons. The glass crumbled in fist-sized chunks. A large portion of the roof broke free as well, and might’ve crushed the dragon beneath its weight, but the creature merely stepped back and watched it crash to the ground where it’d stood a moment earlier. Cradling the prince’s head and neck to avoid his brains getting any more rattled around than they already had been, he helped Osric to his feet and then started for the corner of the main structure, hoping to put at least one obstacle between them and the beast.  
 When he glanced back, he discovered Rondo hadn’t moved. In fact, the mage acolyte had set both feet, planted Gertrude between them, and was now facing the dragon, who’d noticed two of his three quarries were making their escape. “Rondo!” Quill shouted. “Come on! This is no time to—” 
 “Go!” Rondo said. “I’ll catch up. But first, a distraction.” As Quill looked on, Rondo’s shabby staff began to shoot off pink sparks in every direction. “Damn staff,” he muttered. As he fought Gertie, which seemed to be trying to tear itself from his grasp, the dragon crawled toward him, a hungry gleam in his dark eyes. The expression was mirrored by its rider, a female whose skin was painted the same purplish hue as her dragon.  
 “Rondo, give it up!” Quill shouted. His friend’s arms were jerked to one side and then to the other as he clung to the staff, which, at present, seemed more like a wild animal than a magical tool capable of enhancing spells.  
 Rondo didn’t seem to be listening, determined to gain control over Gertie and complete whatever spell he’d planned to use as a ‘distraction’ for the dragon, which had cut the distance to its prey in half. “Dammit,” Quill muttered, propping Osric against the wall because he continued to be rather wobbly on his feet, and then turning to race back toward Rondo, who was mere moments away from meeting a rather untimely demise as an afternoon snack for a bloodthirsty dragon whose scales strangely seemed to complement the mage acolyte’s robes.  
 Before Quill could reach Rondo, however, a poof of magenta smoke burst from his staff, which stopped bucking. The smoke shot toward the dragon, which ground to a halt to sniff the air. At first nothing happened, but then a rather large pink flower sprouted from the dragon’s head, covering its eyes. More flowers bloomed, popping up all over its body, until it was covered from head to tail. “It worked!” Rondo shouted gleefully, a huge smile creasing his lips as he turned and started jogging toward Quill.  
 He hadn’t gotten far when the dragon unleashed a furious roar, fire bursting from its maw, incinerating a hundred or so of the flowers, the creature shaking out its limbs, petals and stamens and stems sluicing off its scales. With a squeak, Rondo quickened his pace, reaching Quill a half a second later. Together, they each draped one of Osric’s arms over their shoulders (the prince muttered something about wanting to smell all the pink flowers) and hurried off, curving around the corner and making for an arched side door halfway along the next wall.  
 Behind them, they heard the dragon resuming its chase, and soon more glass shattered as the beast clipped the corner without care for the path of destruction it left in its wake.  
 They reached the door, and Quill flung it open before shoving Osric inside, Rondo a step behind. Once they were all inside, he slammed the door shut, knowing full well the barrier was the equivalent of wet parchment to the massive creature that pursued them. “Faster!” he said, wishing the prince would regain the strength in his legs, even if he continued to be without full use of his mental acuity, which left much to be desired as he pointed at the artwork on the walls, babbling about the tendencies of fifth century mage artists toward ‘horses and waterlilies’ both of which the prince apparently despised.  
 The sounds of the dragon’s pursuit faded away behind them, and, just as Quill was beginning to hope the creature had given up, there was a crash behind them as the entire wall shattered into a million shards. They turned together, staring at the dragon, which stared right back. It filled the entire corridor, so large that as it charged toward them it was hindered by the walls and ceiling, which it was forced to destroy with each powerful step, glass tumbling from the sides and top like bejeweled hail, skittering around its clawed feet.  

Punch-punch! Punch-punch! Each of the dragon’s steps forward destroyed more glass, including several of the horse-and-waterlily inspired pieces of artwork Osric had lamented as they’d passed by. “Where will we find the mages?” Quill demanded, grabbing the prince roughly by the collar.  
 Osric laughed as though being manhandled was the most amusing thing that had happened to him in years. “You are mages, silly,” he said, giggling.  

Gods grant me patience so I don’t murder this handsome, infuriating man, Quill thought, even as he said, “The other mages! The royal mages responsible for defending Chrysallis!” 
 The prince raised an eyebrow. “Why didn’t you say so? Go down. Just go down.” He said it as though it were the most obvious thing in the world, which, to him, it probably was.  
 It also wasn’t a very specific answer, but Quill had run out of time to question him further. Instead, with Rondo’s help they half-carried, half-dragged the prince further down the hall, until they reached a crossroads. To the left the hall seemed to lead back toward the grand entrance, while to the right the corridor ended at a staircase that, much to Quill’s frustration, led up rather than down.  
 While he considered what to do, the prince muttered, “Sometimes to go down you have to go up.” In any other situation, such a phrase would’ve sounded like utter nonsense, but given they were under attack by dragons and in a palace made of mage-formed crystal, Quill had no choice but to accept it as the nugget of wisdom he hoped it was. Thus, they turned hard to the right as more crystal shattered behind them.  
 Ahead, the staircase started wide at its base and then narrowed before forking to the left and right. Just as they reached the first step, they heard another roar, then another. Neither of these roars, however, came from behind, the sounds originating from somewhere above them. The rest of the dragons have realized the palace’s defenses are failing, he thought. We need to hurry before it’s too late.  
 Thankfully, Osric’s wisdom shined through as they mounted the first portion of the steps to find that while one of the two forks led to another staircase that continued to climb upward, the other, rightward fork descended into the bowels of the palace. Quill used Gloria to maintain his balance as they hurried down the steps on a breakneck pace, reaching the bottom mere seconds after they began their descent, stumbling forward down another long corridor.  
 Glass broke behind them, telling them all they needed to know about the pursuing dragon’s position. Or perhaps it was one of the other dragons smashing through the roof. It didn’t matter. All that mattered now was getting to the mages. 
 At the end of the corridor was another set of steps leading down. “Just go downnnn!” Osric sang, his voice surprisingly pleasing to the ears, even in his present condition. “Down, down, down, and down some moreee! One step, two steps, three steps, fourrrr!” 
 “I’m beginning to like the prince,” Rondo commented as they reached the next landing, which was one of several that led deep into the ground. Magelights cast a bright swathe of white light all the way to the bottom.  
 More crashing from above told them the dragon had reached the same long staircase, which was a tiny shaft compared to its size. Shards of glass flung from the top flew past them, tinkling down the steps. A piece pierced Quill’s right ear, while he felt the impact of others hitting his robe, which was thick enough to prevent them from stabbing into his skin.  
 Rondo cried, “Ahhh!” as they rushed down the last flight, hitting the landing with such force they all lost their footing and were thrown forward into a tangle of arms and legs, lying prone on a field of glass rubble. Quill risked a look back, immediately wishing he hadn’t. The dragon was barreling toward them, shoving its way down the steps by destroying the walls, the ceiling, and the steps themselves with each reckless stomp.  
 “Keep moving!” Quill shouted, helping Rondo to his feet and then working with him to drag Osric up next. Just ahead: a glass wall. A dead end. It was clearly too thick to break through; whatever was on the other side was twisted and distorted by the broad sheet of glass. “Osric!” he said, grabbing the prince’s chin and forcing his gaze to land on the wall. “How do we get through?” 
 “Through?” the prince said, frowning as if the word was one of the world’s great mysteries. “You cannot go through. One of the mages inside has to open it for you.” 
 “No, no, no,” Quill said. The mages inside—assuming there were any inside—were clearly struggling to control anything in the palace, so what chance did they have of opening the door? He began to pound on the glass wall, a dull thud, thud, thud that was drowned out by the shattering of glass by the dragon smashing his way down the stairs.  
 “Step aside!” Rondo said, once more brandishing Gertrude.  
 “No!” Quill said. The last thing they needed was another pile of flowers or a twist of vines blocking the way forward. His friend was, however, right. The only way through would be by magic, and if the mages inside were struggling to control the crystal palace then it was likely any wards placed on the wall had been cancelled. Quill was no ivory mage, and thus didn’t possess the natural ability to alter or transform raw materials, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t use core magic that all mages in Aeromand learned. The only problem was that if he destroyed the wall to get to the other side, they would have nothing to slow the dragon’s pursuit.  
 Another crash from above reminded him that if they didn’t get through the wall it wouldn’t matter, for the dragon would end the three of them right then and there. Trying to ignore the sound of the dragon, he stepped back, planted Gloria and his feet, and uncorked two of the vials of magenum the prince had given him that very morning, which suddenly seemed like ages ago. Conviction, he thought. Speak with conviction. “Elementus destroyus,” he said, a spell he’d learned while in training but never used in real life. Thus, he was fully unprepared for the bolt of green light that shot from his staff, so powerful it thrust him backwards, nearly crashing into Rondo and Osric. Instead, he narrowly missed them, landing hard on his backside and sliding to a stop against the first step amidst a shower of glass.  
 A massive hole in the wall stared back at him. 
 He didn’t pause to celebrate, however, glass crunching underfoot as he clambered up and charged for the hole, following Rondo and Osric, who’d both already climbed through.  
 Any elation he felt at the perfection that had been his spell vanished the moment he took stock of the situation inside the room, every crystalline surface smeared and splattered with blood, fresh enough that it was still oozing from the walls and dripping from the large table set in the center of the domed space.  
 The ivory-robed mages were dead.  
 All of them.  


   
 Quill and Rondo stared at each other with wide eyes, while Osric stuck a finger into a puddle of blood and then began smearing it on his own face.  
 “What the void are you doing?” Quill said.  
 “A disguise,” Osric said simply.  
 Quill shook his head in disgust. The prince’s cryptic comments had helped get them this far, but he wasn’t going to be the one to save them now. The knock on the head had clearly rendered him several cards short of a full deck. The sound of shattering glass grew closer as the dragon approached the bottom of the staircase.  
 Quill quickly inspected the space, mentally counting the bodies. One, two, three, four… There was a body face down on the floor, another propped against the wall, hands still gripping the staff balanced across the dead mage’s lap. Three more lay side by side near the far wall. Five six, seven, eight, nine… Several bodies were slumped at various angles across a broad table holding what appeared to be a glass model of the very palace they found themselves in.  
 Something clicked in Quill’s head as he realized this was how the royal mages controlled the palace. From here, they could open doors, restructure the walls, windows, ceilings…anything they wanted. And, of course, from here they could defend the palace, which they’d done up until they were murdered.  
 But by whom? And where was the killer now?  
 He remembered the information Osric had imparted as he’d guided them through the palace. There were supposed to be twelve ivory mages, and yet there were only nine bodies, leaving three unaccounted for.  
 A groan snapped him from his reverie. Was it just his imagination or had the mage with the staff propped across her lap moved? There it was again, the slightest twitch of her hands. Her lips opened and another groan scraped free.  
 He ran, kneeling beside her. “Mage, please, we must hurry. We need your help. A dragon is—” 
 Another smashing sound just outside the room seemed to draw the mage from the barely conscious haze he’d found her in. The front of her robe was painted scarlet, the blood having soaked all the way through. Whatever her injury, it was severe, so severe that it was a small miracle she was still alive. He couldn’t help her now—they’d all be dead in a matter of moments anyway—but maybe she could help them. “This is going to hurt,” he said. “I’m sorry.” And then he scooped her up into his arms, lifting her into the air.  
 Her cry of pain cut him to the quick, but he didn’t stop, not until he’d laid her on the table, near the portion of the model palace that mirrored the part of the real palace they currently occupied. She lay panting, forehead beaded with sweat, agony lacing her expression.  
 Her eyes, however, had settled directly on Quill. No, wait, he thought. She’s looking past me.

 He turned to find Osric still painting his face with blood, while Rondo was backing away from the hole in the wall. Staring through the hole was one of the dragon’s eyes, steam curling from its nostrils. It roared, the sound originating from so close that Quill could feel the heat of its rank breath from halfway across the room.  
 He turned back to the mage. “If there’s anything you can do, now is the time.” 
 She managed a nod, turned her head toward the model, and then slid her staff toward a portion of glass with a large hole in it. She murmured something under her breath and the tiny glass pane sealed itself, the hole repaired in an instant.  
 The sound of the roaring dragon lessened somewhat. Quill turned, mouth dropping open when he saw that the very real hole in the very real wall had been sealed as though he’d never cast his own spell in the first place. “Incredible,” he murmured.  
 Not that a wall made of glass, no matter how thick, could stop a dragon, a fact that was proven when a talon burst through in a spray of crystalline shrapnel.  
 Quill turned back to the mage to find her eyes closed. “Hey!” he said, shaking her shoulder slightly. “Wake up!” 
 She murmured something unintelligible, her tongue rolling over her dry lips before going still once more. Rondo said, “Quill, hurry!” There was another spray of glass as the dragon’s second taloned forepaw burst through. 
 “Please!” Quill said more loudly. “The prince’s life is at stake.”  
 The mage’s eyes fluttered open. “Prince Osric?” 
 Quill nodded. “He’s here, with us.” 
 “The prince can’t die. He is Odin’s future…” 
 “Then save us. Please.” 
 She licked her lips again, and then said, “I…will…try. But first, there’s something…you must…know.” 
 “Tell me,” Quill said gently. “Quickly now.” Seeing the woman like this, suffering, was heartbreaking, and he grasped her hand in his, squeezing slightly so she knew she wasn’t alone.  
 “We were murdered by…our own.” 
 Quill’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean? Other mages did this?” 
 “Yes. Ivory mages. Those who’d recently…arrived from Aeromand to serve.” 
 Quill was about to ask her why they would do that, but he was interrupted. “Quill…,” Rondo said again, and this time when Quill looked the entire dragon’s head smashed through the wall, his jaws snapping at Osric, who was barely out of reach, still painting himself with blood.  
 The prince turned and looked at the dragon as though he were a simple passerby who’d elbowed him in the ribs, and said, “Rude,” and then continued with his grisly painting. There was a cracking sound from the wall as the dragon forced his way through the growing hole. 
 Three things happened in short succession: 
 First, Quill pushed off from the table, leaving the wounded mage behind, charging for the befuddled prince.  
 Second, the dragon broke free, entire chunks of glass crumbling before its might, mouth opening to receive its prize. 
 Third, Quill crashed into Osric, knocking him to safety just as a massive glass shard shot from the floor on an angle, piercing the dragon through the throat and then vanishing into the hole from which the creature had emerged.  
 Quill stared at the beast, which was now slumped to the floor, half its body in the room and the other half on the other side of the wall. Osric, face half-painted with blood, looked up at him. “We have got to stop meeting like this,” he said, and then snorted as though it were the funniest thing he’d ever heard.  
 “Quill…,” Rondo said. Quill was beginning to tire of hearing his friend use that tone of voice when he spoke his name, which basically meant something horrible was about to happen.  
 He rolled off the prince, scrambled to his feet, and turned to see what the mage acolyte was looking at. The purple-painted dragonrider was crawling through the hole, murder in her eyes. A dozen attack spells cascaded through Quill’s mind, but he quickly discarded each of them as being too dangerous considering he’d never used them before. He’d be more likely to kill one of them as the rider.  

Think, think, think… The rider had reached the end of the shaft, spilling out onto the floor. She fought to her feet, a sort of madness contorting her features as she locked eyes on Quill. “I hope you die painfully,” she growled, and then toppled over, blood pooling beneath her.  
 Quill released a heavy sigh. The spike that had been conjured by the ivory mage to kill the dragon must’ve also penetrated far enough to pierce the rider as well. Speaking of whom, he turned sharply back toward the table with the model of the crystal city.  
 The mage, their savior, was dead.  
 That’s when the world began to shake, a series of roars and crashes resounding, seemingly from all directions at once.  
 “Wha-a-a-t’s happ-p-p-ening?” Rondo said, teeth chattering as he spoke.  
 “The walls are coming down!” Quill said. He located the prince. Even Osric had stopped his odd behavior to gaze up at the ceiling, which had developed cracks that seemed to be multiplying by the second, each break forming branches like a rapidly growing tree.  
 Quill’s eyes darted around the room. Other than the blood-smeared hole in the wall that was currently occupied by the corpse of a dragon, he didn’t see any other exit. Presumably, one of the ivory mages could’ve made a new exit through one of the walls, but they were all dead now. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. They were at the very bottom of a very large pile of glass that was about to come crashing down on their heads.  
 “To the prince!” Quill said, crossing the short distance back to where Osric continued to stare intently at the cracking ceiling, as though trying to decipher a complicated code. Rondo met him just as he arrived, and the trio stood near each other as the first chunk of glass fell from above, hitting the floor nearby and exploding into a thousand tiny shards. Rondo stared at Quill. “We can do this,” Quill said. “We have to do this. Agreed?” 
 “I—I can’t,” Rondo said. “I’ll only mess things up. You’re better off doing it alone. Gertie has a mind of her own.” 
 Quill placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “A wise mage once told me, ‘The staff doesn’t make the mage’,” he said. “You’ve proven that time and time again. Since we left Aeromand, you’ve saved us on more than one occasion.” 
 “I don’t think throwing heavy history tomes counts…” His friend flinched as a skull-sized chunk of glass landed so close the resulting spray of shrapnel pelted the base of his robe.  
 “Listen, you used magic. We both did. We acted with conviction, and we’re alive today because of it. Rondo, you are no mage acolyte.”  
 Rondo’s head hung. “I know. I’m not worthy of wearing this robe, striped or otherwise.” 
 “That’s not what I meant. I meant, in my book you are a full mage, rank one, whether approved by the Archmage Council or not. It’s time you started acting like one. I can’t do this alone.” 
 Rondo’s expression softened. “Thank you. For choosing me for this assignment, for believing in me, for everything.” 
 Osric cut in, pretending to wipe a tear from his eye. “I’m moved, truly, but we’re about to be crushed by tons of mage-formed glass, can we save the heart to heart moment until after we’ve escaped to safety?” 
 Quill stared at the prince, who seemed to have reacquired his wits rather recently. Then he reached forward with the speed of a striking snake and grabbed Osric by the collar, jerking him back just as more glass fell from the ceiling. The prince stared at him with wide eyes. “I suppose I should apologize. If not for your swift actions, I might’ve had a serious head injury.” He reached up and touched his cheek, frowning. “What is this sticky stuff?”  
 “I’ll explain later,” Quill said. “If you want to survive, you’ll let us work in silence.” When the prince clamped his mouth shut, Quill returned his attention to Rondo. “Repeat the words I speak with all the conviction you can muster, and don’t stop repeating them until I say so. Understood?” Rondo nodded gravely. “And uncap all your remaining vials of magenum.” 
 Together, they used their thumbs to pop the corks from the vials of glowing liquid, the stoppers bouncing away across the floor. Doesn’t matter, Quill thought. We won’t be needing those again anytime soon. Next Quill grasped Gloria with both hands and set his feet, each of his movements mimicked by Rondo. They stood shoulder to shoulder, breathing deeply, and then Quill began to chant: 

“Sonora ahn coronara.


Mal fahn protectus.


Orum brahn novarro.”

 He hesitated only a moment before speaking the final three words in the spell, those which were crucial to its success, for they were the name of the spell’s primary beneficiary.  

“Prince Osric Normandian.”

 Even as he spoke the prince’s name, he knew he had failed. There was no surge of power, no connection to the vials of magenum, which should’ve reacted to the spell and awoken to enhance its strength. Where is my conviction? he wondered. Do I not care whether the prince lives or dies? A heavy piece of stone glanced off his shoulder and he cried out, nearly dropping his staff.  
 He realized Rondo had begun the same chant, mirroring his words as he’d been instructed to do. He reached the final three words and spoke the prince’s name with what sounded like conviction, at least to Quill’s ears. But again, there was nothing. Like his own, his friend’s spell had failed.  
 Dozens of chunks of glass were tearing themselves loose now, tumbling from the walls, the ceiling. The floor beneath them was beginning to crack. One of the long table’s legs snapped in half, the weight of the model of Chrysallis causing the rest of the structure to collapse, the poor ivory mage’s body rolling to the floor and flopping onto her side.  
 More rapidly this time, Quill repeated the words, speaking each clearly and with what he believed to be conviction, because he did want the prince to live. For his own sake. For Odin’s sake. Maybe for all Kingfall’s sake, too. This time, Rondo spoke the words of the spell simultaneously, their voices joining together as one. As they spoke the prince’s name—Prince Osric Normandian—Quill forced his entire being, his entire soul, into the words.  
 Nothing.  
 Quill and Rondo stared at each other, horrified, the ground shaking beneath their very feet.  
 “Was something supposed to happen?” Osric said, arms outstretched to maintain his balance. “Because I really need to get out of here and find my parents.” 
 The truth hit Quill harder than a hunk of glass the size of a boulder. The prince’s parents. 


Oh gods. No. It cannot be.

 And yet, it was the only explanation as to why their spell had failed so miserably. He glanced at the prince and then leaned over to Rondo to whisper in his ear. Rondo’s eyes widened, his lips parting slightly, but then he nodded in agreement. Once more, they began the chant, their words melting together until they spoke with the same voice, the same tone, the same timbre.  
 The same conviction, one that could only be achieved by two people connected by more than blood, more than life, the tether of two beings who’d been through void and back and emerged unscathed, still fighting.  

“Sonora ahn coronara.


Mal fahn protectus.


Orum brahn novarro.”

 Once more, Quill hesitated, hoping against hope that the subtle change to the final three words—Osric’s name—would make all the difference, and yet praying that it wouldn’t at the same time, because if it did, then that meant… 
 He couldn’t think it. Not yet. His eyes met Rondo’s and he nodded. They completed the spell: 

“King Osric Normandian.”

 Strength surged through Gloria and into Quill’s arms, chest, legs. Green mist poured from the vials of magenum, even as magenta mist did the same from Rondo’s vials tethered to Gertie. The smoke twisted and curled, as though tasting the air, and then coalesced together, forming an infinite arch that moved in all directions at once, curving back around and returning to its starting position only to continue its rotation again and again.  
 A perfectly formed viridian and magenta sphere surrounded them with the prince—no, the king, Quill reminded himself—at its center. Glass chunks glanced off its surface. Each impact caused a pulse of green and pink light, but the sphere of protection held. It was an advanced spell, similar to the one he’d used to protect Rondo back in the forest, but amplified by about a thousand, which he hoped would make it last longer and be able to withstand an assault by the heavier objects he knew it would face in the very near future.  
 Even as he concentrated on his firm grip on Gloria, he noticed Osric was staring at him. “You called me ‘king’,” he said. “Why?” 
 This was not how Quill wanted to have this conversation, for he knew nothing of this man’s relationship with his parents, knew nothing of how Osric would react to learning of their deaths. Void, how could Quill even explain that he knew they were dead only because his spell had failed to work when he’d used ‘prince’ rather than ‘king’? “I must concentrate,” he said, words which were true even if he’d only spoken them to avoid the question at hand.  
 He was aware that Osric continued to stare at him, but he ignored him, maintaining his focus on the solidarity of the sphere, which was pulsing faster as more rubble fell from above. It was piling up around them now, too, and given its crystalline nature would’ve been beautiful if not for the destruction it represented.  
 Rondo’s teeth began to chatter. “Can’t…hold…on…much…longer,” he said, wincing as several larger chunks of glass slammed into the sphere’s surface, causing blazing bursts of light.  
 “You must,” Quill said between clamped teeth. “I can’t do this without you.” 
 There was a horrendous cracking sound and Quill looked up to find a huge seam having opened in the ceiling, two slabs of crystal pulling free of each other. 
 They fell.  
 “Brace yourself!” Quill shouted.  
 The twin slabs hit with the force of a meteor strike, explosions of green and pink flashing before their very eyes as they were thrown to the floor from the impact. “Don’t release your staff!” Quill said, even as he saw Rondo’s fingers instinctively uncurling from the shaft as though to move to cover his head. His friend’s eyes met his, he firmed up his chin, and his fingers reasserted their grip on Gertie.  
 Above them, the slabs of glass had formed an upside down ‘V’, broken in the center and then angling to the floor on either side, propped up on the sphere, which had formed a spiderweb of spindly cracks along the whole of its upper hemisphere.  
 The situation was far from over.  
 With a monumental shudder, it felt as though everything in the world was crashing down upon their heads at the same time. Any magelights still intact on the walls winked out in an instant, casting them into a darkness battled only by the viridian and magenta sphere encircling them. Then, that light also vanished, the sphere transforming into mist that wet their clothes and skin. As they held their collective breaths protected only by the rubble that had tented above them, the world shook and rumbled and crashed and shattered, until finally, mercifully, everything went still.  
 A dragon roared its victory, followed by an entire chorus of the beasts’ cries.  
 “Is it over?” Rondo asked, a question so full of innocence and the wonder of one who never expected to be alive to speak it.  
 “I think so,” Quill said, searching the darkness for his friend’s face but seeing nothing but a curtain of spilled ink. And then, the subtlest of lights, glowing from a vial of magenum that must’ve broken free of one of their staffs before they could use it for their spell. Quill held it up, locating both his companions.  
 “Over?” Osric said. His hands were shaking, though he didn’t seem to notice. Shock, Quill thought. He’s in shock. Should I be in shock? Why aren’t I shaking, too? On the contrary, he felt remarkably calm in the wake of the spell they’d just crafted to save all three of their lives. Exhausted, but calm. Osric was the opposite of calm, his voice rising with each word. “We are trapped beneath tons of glass rubble. It would take an army of ivory mages to locate us and dig us out. And I hope I don’t need to remind you that all the ivory mages are dead.”  
 Rondo said, “Yeah, you’re welcome,” but Quill was thinking about Osric’s parents and what their deaths would mean to him. 
 This was the version of the man that Quill sensed he put forward whenever he wanted to hide from something. He came across as spiteful and arrogant and frustrating, and yet so vulnerable. So broken.  
 Quill knew this might be the only time he’d be able to say what needed to be said. “I’m sorry, Osric.” 
 “Sorry? Sorry? That’s what you have to say to me?” His hands were shaking even more now. He finally noticed, threading them together and pressing them to his abdomen to try to quell them. Instead, they just continuing trembling, thumping against his stomach. 
 “Yes,” Quill said. “I didn’t know your father well—we only met the one time—and I didn’t know your mother at all, but I know they fought for their people. I know they ruled with kindness rather than fear. That tells me a lot about their character.” 
 “I know what you’re trying to do,” Osric said. “But they’re not dead. If we ever get out of what’s left of this godsdamned palace, I’ll prove it to you.” 
 Quill wouldn’t patronize him by trying to reason with him or explain how their spell wouldn’t have worked by calling him ‘king’ if it weren’t true. Because he knew Osric was only speaking the words he had to speak to protect his heart. “Of course,” Quill said. 
 “Speaking of getting out of here,” Rondo said. “What can we do?” 
 “We’re out of magenum except for this last vial, and if we try to move any of the rubble, we’re more likely to destabilize it and cause it to collapse on our heads. For now, there’s only one thing we can do.” 
 “And what’s that?” Osric demanded.  
 “We must wait to be rescued,” Quill said.  
 Rondo groaned. 





 Thirty-Five 
 Peony 
 Chrysallis, Odin 
   

PLEASE LET IT BE JUST A THREAT, PEONY THOUGHT AS THEY SOARED OVER THE BAY OF SIGHS.

 She was deluding herself, she knew, but she needed something positive right now, something hopeful. An attack on what had once been her home by the very group she was supposed to now be a part of would be nothing short of devastating.  
 She flew astride Daneus, flanked by Brute on the back of his monstrous brown dragon, Brutus, on one side and Star gripping her dragon tigress, Starrus, on the other. Which, under other circumstances, might’ve been ironic considering she’d had the same company in the exact same positions when she’d arrived at Dragonsmount for the first time. Of course, then she’d been gripped in the talons of Lei’s dragon, Leia, rather than riding on her own. Still, she felt there was an odd sort of symmetry to the two events.  

Peony, Daneus said, coaxing her back to the present.  
 She peered into the distance, where the barest of outlines of Odin’s meandering western coast had appeared. She knew why Daneus had spoken, the dragon’s keen eyes seeing beyond the shores to what lay beyond. Just tell me, she said, when Daneus hesitated. I hate being coddled.


The city is…there are few structures still standing.

 Peony’s mind went white, even as she closed her eyes, breathing through her nose. Thousands would have died in the attack. And those who survived would’ve lost their homes, their friends and loved ones. Her parents would have a long road ahead to rebuild, to reassure the survivors that they would be protected from future attacks. It would take determination and strength and— 

Peony.

 She opened her eyes to find Daneus’s head curled around so he could look at her with one bright, golden eye. What? she said. What else could there possibly be to tell? 

The palace is one of the structures that has fallen. 

 Peony laughed lightly. No, she said. That’s impossible. My father has an army of mages. I’ve seen demonstrations of the palace defenses. They are formidable. All the dragons in the world would fail to break through them. And even if they did, the mages could simply reform the walls the second after they were destroyed. You are mistaken, perhaps a trick of the light or—


Peony, I’m sorry. The palace is a pile of rubble. My eyes are not easily fooled. 


I said you’re mistaken. You think I don’t know the place I grew up? I’m not in denial, I’m simply being realistic. I hate to say it, but after a few dragons were shot down by the palace’s defenses the rest would be smart enough to steer well clear. We can only hope that Drudge, or whatever he is now, was the first to be killed. Then maybe the rest could be reasoned with and we could—

 She cut off midsentence because as they’d progressed forward so had the area that could be reached by her own vision. The coastline had given way to the outskirts of the city, which indeed had been destroyed. A lump formed in her throat as more and more ruined buildings came into view, the streets almost invisible beneath the rubble. And then— 
 Her gaze reached the palace.  
 More like where the palace used to stand, for now there were no glass walls surrounding it, no crystal spires piercing the sky, as proud as they were beautiful, no palace gardens or domed atriums or covered walkways surrounding statuesque fountains and groves of lush orange trees.  
 Where once the most beautiful place in the world had stood was now only a pile of shattered glass.  
 Any attempts by her mind at disbelief or denial were swept away as every cell in her body focused on three things—people to be exact: Father, Mother, Osric.  

Take me down, Peony commanded.  
 “Starrus spotted dragons to the south!” Star shouted. “They’re traveling over the land. And one of those flying is in the form of a man. It has to be my father.” 
 Peony naturally placed this new information next to what she could see with her own eyes. Her home, destroyed. Her family, possibly killed. “We go after them,” she said.  

Peony, no, Daneus said.  

This is not up for debate.  

Oh no? So this is a dictatorship now? You will rule us both with an iron fist?


I can’t let Drudge get away with this. I must end him.


And we will, Daneus said. But not now. Not like this. We are vastly outnumbered. All you’ll do is get the lot of us killed and then who will be able to stop him?


THE DRAGON IS RIGHT, her sword said.  
 Peony didn’t want to act rationally, she just wanted to act, to make the one responsible for so much destruction hurt. And yet she knew her dragon and blade were right, except for one problem: “Any chance they’ll pursue us?” she asked Star.  
 The dragonrider shook her head. “Starrus has the keenest eyes of all the dragons and she was barely able to make them out. They’ve moved out of view now. Brute, did Brutus catch a glimpse of them?” 
 The large dragonrider shook his head. Daneus? Peony asked.  

No. Only Starrus saw them, which means they probably didn’t see us, especially if they’ve moved further away. We are safe.


Safe, Peony thought. It was true. They were safe, while her family hadn’t been safe at all, despite an army of ivory mages to protect them. And she needed to find out why.  

Please, she said. Take me down.  
 Daneus angled toward the ruined city in the distance, followed closely by Brutus and Starrus. 


   
 As they soared over the city, voices rose out of the rubble. Cries of pain, of anguish. Cries of fear, too. Those were the hardest to take, because it meant the people feared them, feared her, that they believed the dragons had returned to finish them off. She wanted to comfort them, to help them, to show them that dragons and their riders could be kind and caring and good. The opposite of all the things that Drudge and his followers had shown them as they’d rained dragonfire and destruction upon the city.  
 But she didn’t—couldn’t—stop. Not when she didn’t know what had happened to her family. Whether they were dead, grievously injured, or unscathed, she needed to know their fate. Not knowing was worse than even the worst possibilities her mind could fathom. They would become like Dane, an empty space in her mind, the space between thoughts. A mystery without resolution. And she couldn’t have that again, not now.  
 Thus, they soared onward toward the mountain of glass rubble, shards of shattered crystals protruding from the mess on odd angles, like the spikes on a dragon’s tail. There was evidence of dragonfire, many of the prismatic surfaces and edges seared and blackened. Amidst the shattered crystal were bodies. From what she could tell, most were castle guards, wearing their uniforms bearing the gold and burgundy colors and the soaring eagle sigil of Odin, a symbol of pride amongst her people laid low. She also spotted the corpses of servants. A foot wearing simple shoes poking out from the destruction there. A face reflected in crystalline prisms here.  
 All dead.  
 Peony didn’t even know where to look for her parents. She tried to think about where they would be, where they would go. If there was time, they might’ve fled the castle through the secret passages that had been dug centuries ago as a method of escape in the event of a siege. But how could they have anticipated their defenses being so woefully ineffective? No, she thought. They wouldn’t have fled so quickly, not if they still believed there was a chance they could hold off the dragons.


Veer slightly to the right, Peony said to Daneus. Her instincts drove her actions now. Ever since she was a little girl, her parents had bickered, her mother complaining about how her father was too cautious in his dealings, that he needed to be bolder, stronger. Her father, on the other hand, chided her mother for being too reckless and swift to anger. They were fire and ice or water and stone. And yet, despite all the arguing and complaining, she’d experienced thousands of tiny moments where they showed how much they loved each other, regardless of their differences. A new piece of artwork commissioned by her father that he knew his wife would adore. Peony remembered how her mother had stared at the crystalline figures dancing across the frame for hours on end, the edges of her lips curling upward ever so slightly. Her mother having an entire bookshelf added to the king’s personal library when he was holding court for three days straight. He could barely keep his eyes open, but he’d excitedly grabbed an armful of books and carried them over to his favorite chair, turning pages until his eyelids became as heavy as anchors and he fell asleep surrounded by the things he loved. It wasn’t just grand gestures like these that told Peony her parents loved each other. No, it was smaller, simpler things too. A gentle touch of a shoulder, a tender arm around a waist—not for show but filled with genuine adoration, whether in public or private. The way their eyes had always met across a room filled with lords and ladies, like they were the only two people in the room and everything else had faded into the background. Peony almost chuckled at the thought. It was a wonder they didn’t bump into their guests in their haste to reach each other’s side. 
 Her entire life she’d wanted a love like theirs, and the moment she’d found one, it had been stripped away from her. And now, her parents… 

We will find them, Daneus said.  

You were eavesdropping on my private thoughts? Peony said, unable to hold back the hint of anger infused in the question.  

Peony, Daneus said. There was a tenderness in the way he spoke, even within the folds of her mind. I cannot ‘eavesdrop’ on your thoughts, for your thoughts are mine, and mine yours—if you want them to be. Our bond is deeper than the ocean, broader than the Spine, as strong as Calabrian steel. You are not alone—will never be alone again.

 She knew the dragon’s words were meant to give her comfort, and she appreciated them, she truly did, and yet it was a promise that was not in his power to keep. Dane might’ve said the same thing, she said. And look what happened. There is too much evil in this world. We cannot know what will happen tomorrow. Void, we cannot even know what will happen today. 


Dane loved you.


Dane loves me. He’s not dead until I see his lifeless face, until I feel the cold of his fingers, the stillness of the heart in his chest. Understood?


I will not argue. 


But you also will not offer any hope, will you?


I—I cannot. He is lost to me, too.

 Peony sighed, gaze passing over the field of rubble, looking for anything familiar she could use to identify the portion of the palace that was beneath them. Stop! she suddenly commanded, and Daneus pumped his wings in reverse, the other two dragons following his lead. They hovered over what she knew was once the wing containing the royal residences. For there it was, poking from the glass: the corner of a painting she’d memorized as a small girl, a painting that had drawn her gaze a hundred times a day, the painting that she looked upon the moment she awoke and the second before she drifted to sleep. The painting that had changed her life forever.  

THE GREAT BONE PILE, her blade said. MY HOME FOR MANY YEARS. CENTURIES. 

 Osric’s room had been beside hers, followed by her parents.  

Why would they flee to their bedroom? Daneus asked. Wouldn’t there be safer places?

 Peony’s throat felt as dry as a desert, but she didn’t reach for her waterskin. To worry about her own thirst felt…wrong, somehow. When she replied, speaking aloud for no reason other than it reminded her she was still alive, her throat was raspy and tight. “If the palace defenses were breached, nowhere would be safe. They would’ve sought the comfort of a familiar place, a place that was theirs and theirs alone. If they didn’t escape before Chrysallis was destroyed, they’ll be here. Take me down. Careful when you land, the rubble may shift underfoot.” 

Hoom, Daneus acknowledged, and then began to descend slowly toward the mess of ruined crystal. When Starrus and Brutus moved to follow, Peony shouted, “No! Just me!” and the dragons reversed course before settling back into their hover.  
 There was a heavy crunch as Daneus set down, glass shattering into even more pieces under his formidable weight. As she’d warned, the rubble beneath him shifted as he pressed his full weight upon it, but he simply pumped his wings expertly to maintain his balance. She slid from her perch, simultaneously summoning her blade and assuming brightform, which allowed her to land nimbly upon a large chunk of crystal she recognized as her parents’ bedroom door. It was remarkably whole and didn’t so much as crack as she landed. The door was reminiscent of how the palace had always felt growing up—solid, immovable, impenetrable. She’d once read a saying in a book: Those who live in glass houses should not throw stones. At the time, she’d laughed. If she threw a stone in her glass house, the walls were likely to catch it and throw it back.  

Not now, she thought. Now…nothing about this place felt like home. The landscape she now clambered over, careful not to pierce any part of her body on the jagged, razor-sharp edges, could’ve been an entirely new world she’d just discovered, alien and dangerous and beautiful and deadly and empty of life save for her and her dragon.  

Don’t be here, she thought, the words like a prayer sent to the gods. A plea with the universe to spare her more pain than she’d already endured. Don’t be here. Please.

 She picked her way into what was once her parents’ bedroom—now a ruin. Through the shattered crystal slabs—the crumbled walls and ceiling—she could see familiar images that were now distorted through the broken glass. A chest in which her father had kept certain scrolls that held meaning to him. Once he’d shared a few of them with her, including a letter from his brother, the last words they ever shared before her uncle had died when she was but a little girl innocent to the harshness of the world she’d been born into. Just where it should be, beside the chest, was her mother’s wardrobe, now a tangle of splintered wood and demure dresses that were the epitome of everything the queen had stood for as she’d taught Peony to be ‘ladylike’ as she blossomed into a woman. Sorry, Mother, it didn’t stick, she thought as she caught a glimpse of her brightblade, gripped by a hand dyed blue. I am no lady—will never be. But you weren’t either, were you? Not in your heart of hearts. You were always a warrior, like I am now. Your battlefield was one of power struggles and politics, but you fought all the same. You fought for your husband. You fought for your children. You fought for me. I am sorry I didn’t do the same for you. “I am so sor—” She couldn’t get the words out the way she’d wanted to, a sob stifling her voice as she noticed the bed occupying the center portion of the room several steps from the shattered wardrobe. But it wasn’t the bed that had caught her words in her throat. It was the distorted images she saw lying on it, shoulder to shoulder, hands clasped between them. What words had they spoken to each other at the end? She could almost hear them comforting each other when they were each in need of comfort themselves. 
 She could cut her way through to them, let her tears fall upon their faces, but she hesitated. She didn’t want to disturb their slumber—not yet. Not when they hadn’t feared death, choosing instead to stare it in the eye as it came for them, not with knife or sword or arrow, but with the sky itself falling upon their heads. She was able to take a small measure of her own comfort from the fact that they’d died together, though it reminded her that Dane, her Dane, might’ve died all alone, cold and bruised and wounded, chained to a miserable rock in a forlorn place where even monsters of the sea refused to venture. Rivers streamed down her cheeks, but she dashed them away with the back of her hand.  

YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE STRONG ALL THE TIME, her blade said, the light along its surface flaring even brighter as it spoke in her mind.  

I cannot crumble like the walls of the palace, she replied. Anyway, you’re a sword. What do you know of loss?

 I KNOW OF LIFE, AND THE TAKING OF IT. I KNOW IT’S NOT SOMETHING TO BE DONE LIGHTLY. THIS—ALL OF THIS—WAS DONE WITHOUT THOUGHT. BRUTAL. SENSELESS. FOR WHAT PURPOSE? 

Why does there have to be a purpose? People kill because they can. You saw what Drudge did to his own dragon. He’s deranged, sick. He must be stopped. I will stop him! I will kill him!

 Peony realized her jaw was aching as she bit down hard on her own teeth. Her hand ached, too, gripping her sword like a vice clamped on a piece of metal being worked by a blacksmith. She bit down harder and squeezed her hand tighter, relishing the pain, wanting more of it because it was the only thing distracting her from the ache in her chest. She wanted to feel something other than the emptiness of loss. She wanted someone else to feel pain, which surely would erase some of her own, wouldn’t it? 

THAT’S NOT THE WAY IT WORKS, her blade said. TRUST ME. I HAVE SEEN MANY THINGS.


Yes, but you haven’t felt them. You haven’t felt this. You don’t know.


 Daneus said, Peony, your brother.

 She froze. From the moment she’d laid eyes on the destruction of Chrysallis, her single-minded focus had been to locate her parents, which she had now accomplished. Osric, on the other hand, had remained on the edges of her mind. He had rarely been kind to her, but he was still her kin. And once… Memories of his strong hands pulling her from the depths resurfaced. Could he have survived the carnage when her parents had not? If so, that would make him the king now. But where could he be? 

I heard his voice, Daneus said.  

What? How? Where?


It was distant, but my ears are keen. I am certain it was him. 


Take me there, Peony said, feeling a burst of life inside herself as she clung to the cliff’s edge of hope. If Osric was alive, then all was not lost. He’d been groomed from the day he was born to lead Odin. He would know what to do. 

There are other voices, too, Daneus said. Ones I don’t recognize. They’re all shouting. 


I don’t care if you hear the howls of demons, I demand that you take me to them immediately! She knew she wasn’t being fair to the dragon, but anything that slowed her down felt like her enemy.  

I will, Daneus said. I swear it.  
 She clambered back onto him and he swept into the air, once more flanked by Brute and Star, who’d watched everything in silence, heads bowed reverently. Daneus soared toward the eastern portion of the castle, and though Peony knew every inch of the structure and grounds like they were her own limbs, it took her a second to realize where her brother might’ve gone.  

The mages, she thought excitedly. Of course Osric had gone to where the mages worked their magic to control the palace. As soon as the defenses started failing, Osric would’ve set off to investigate. Maybe they’d gotten trapped inside by the falling wreckage and yet somehow survived. Perhaps the palace mages had managed to protect him! That would certainly explain why Daneus heard other voices along with that of her brother. Which would mean he wasn’t alone, that he wasn’t the only survivor! Still locked in her vice grip, the brightblade pulsed as though sharing her excitement.  

We are close, Daneus said, and a split-second later Peony could hear the shouts. They were muffled and distant but seemed to be coming from directly beneath them.  

I need your help clearing the debris, Peony said. But we’ll need to do so cautiously. We don’t want whatever is protecting them to collapse on their heads. 

 The dragon released a low rumble that she understood to be a sound of agreement and then landed gingerly, wings continuing to undulate to prevent his full weight from crushing the piles of glass. The voices are coming from that direction, Daneus said, gesturing with his snout.  

Good. If you clear the debris toward the side, I’ll use the brightblade to cut a shaft straight down. 

 She passed the message on to the other dragonriders, who in turn passed it to their dragons. Then they got to work.  


 Quill 
   
 They’d shouted themselves hoarse for what felt like hours on end without anything to show for it. If anyone was alive and uninjured enough to rescue them, they either couldn’t hear them or were unable to make a dent in the layers of shattered crystal.  
 One positive was that none of them were experiencing shortness of breath, which meant the air wasn’t running out. There must be gaps and threadlike tunnels through the rubble that allowed fresh air to reach them. Still, without water they wouldn’t last more than a couple of days.  
 The truth of their fates was wearing on all of them, but none more than Osric, who’d begun pacing back and forth, occasionally shouting at the top of his lungs. Rondo sat cross-legged, offering his own voice from time to time while covering his ears against Osric’s ragged screams. Quill also shouted now and again, but he was beginning to believe it was fruitless. None but a dragon could get to them now, and the dragons were what had caused the mess in the first place.  
 That’s when he swore he heard a sound, like the crunch of a brittle autumn leaf trampled underfoot. Osric fired off another shout, but Quill shushed him as he cupped his ear, listening intently.  
 “What is it?” Osric said, also listening.  
 Another crunching sound brought their gazes together. “Tell me you heard that,” Quill said.  
 Osric nodded. “Someone is up there.” 
 Rondo, whose eyes had grown as large as dinner plates, said, “What if it’s one of those dragons? What if they’re picking through the rubble to finish off any survivors?” 
 “No,” Quill said. “The sound was too gentle to be those dragons. If they wanted to end us, they would be tearing the place apart. The world would be shaking like it was before. Plus, we heard their roars as they grew more distant. Come on, let’s shout, together now.” He started the cry and the others joined in, raising their voices so loudly that Quill thought it might’ve reached the ears of the gods themselves.  
 Satisfied, he slumped down to wait.  


   
 The sounds had grown closer and closer, until there was no doubt that someone was trying to get to them, smashing through the rubble and then clearing it away. The strange thing was that first there would be a delicate slashing sound, like a blade cleaving through an object, followed by a louder, more raucous rumbling and crashing. The two sounds were so different it soon became apparent they were caused by two completely different individuals.  
 Twice more they’d shouted at the top of their lungs to help orientate their rescuers to their position. They’d received a shout in response, and though they were unable to make out the nature of the message, Quill was certain it had been that of a woman. “Once more,” Quill said now. “Together.” They shouted, “We’re down here!” at the top of their lungs, their voices fading into the silence. And then: 
 “Osric! I’m coming!”  
 Both Rondo’s and Quill’s eyes shot to Osric, who tilted his head to the side. “I think that was my sister. I think that was Peony.”  
 Quill had read the letter from Dragonmaster Dane to King Normandian, so he knew Peony had fled Travail on her bondmate’s dragon, which would certainly explain the differing sounds they were hearing from above them. But was she truly a friend, or just another foe? From what he’d seen, none of the dragons or riders had done anything to protect the city from the rest of their kind. Her message, however, didn’t seem to be that of an enemy. “We should let her know exactly where we’re going to position ourselves to ensure she doesn’t bring the roof down on us,” Quill said.  
 “You do it,” Osric said. “I want nothing to do with her.” 
 Quill frowned slightly but didn’t dwell on his words—this wasn’t the time nor place to discuss whatever sibling drama he’d inadvertently stepped into the middle of. First they needed to get themselves out, and then they could deal with whatever came next. “Peony!” he shouted. “This is Mage Quill. I am with Osric and my traveling companion, Mage Acolyte Rondo.” 
 “I can hear you clearly, Mage Quill!” Peony called back. “I am close, but I’m afraid of upsetting the pocket you’ve managed to carve out in the rubble. Any information you can give me would be helpful. I am coming straight down at present while my dragon and two others clear the debris behind me.” 

Two others? Quill mouthed to Rondo, who suddenly looked like he wanted to be anywhere else other than where they were. Meaning…two other dragons? Well, they couldn’t exactly choose their rescuers, and he doubted the dragons would be assisting her just to procure a snack. Unless they had a taste for young mages. He tried not to think about that. “Er, yes, of course!” He went on to explain the structure of the crystals above them in sufficient detail for her to get an idea of how to best prevent it from caving in as she cut through. 
 There was silence for several minutes. Quill tried to catch Osric’s gaze, but he was looking down at his feet and seemed to be lost in his own thoughts. Rondo said, “It’s taking too long. Something is wrong.” 
 Just as he spoke, Peony’s voice returned. “Okay, we think we have a solution! We don’t want to upset the large slabs overhead, so we’re going to angle away from you and then come in from the side. Listen for the sounds and then move to the opposite side. Understood!?” 
 “Yes!” Quill said.  
 Over the next few minutes, crystal dust fell from above as the sounds of cutting and breaking and clearing resumed, until the direction of their rescuer’s approach clarified. As instructed, Quill and Rondo moved to the far corner, dragging Osric with them. He snatched his arm away from Quill’s grip, snapping, “I’m not a child nor invalid.”  

Oh gods, this isn’t exactly going to be a happy family reunion, Quill thought, even as a bright point of light penetrated the pillar on the far side, forcing him to shield his eyes with his hand.  
 Thus, he wasn’t able to see the line of light moving horizontally across and then vertically down on either side, carving a sort of door in the slab. A door which then shuddered as it was ripped out backwards by a powerful set of talons as Daneus stretched into the long shaft to pluck it out.  
 The light dimmed, and when Quill peered around his hand, he saw a tall, willowy form step through the gap. “Osric,” Peony said.  


 Peony 
   
 “Thanks,” Osric muttered. He shouldered past her and through the gap she’d carved with her brightblade.  
 “You’re welcome,” she said, feeling utterly foolish to have expected her brother to throw his arms around her in the warm embrace of two loving siblings who’d been separated for a few months and forced to endure horrible tragedies. “Be careful, the terrain is precar—” She stopped when she realized he’d already begun climbing out. She sighed. He’s alive, she thought. Be thankful for that. You cannot force him to love you.

 “Er, sorry about him,” the voice that had been doing the communicating with her said. Two mages stood before her, one wearing a robe she could tell was a shade of green, but which looked almost black in the low lighting. The other mage wore a pinkish robe and a rather astonished expression.  

HE WEARS A DARKBLADE, her own blade blurted out. LIKE THE ONES THAT FOUGHT AGAINST US AT SUNSEI.


What? I don’t see any weapon but his staff.

 IT’S BENEATH HIS ROBES. ASK HIM ABOUT IT. 
 “I’m guessing you’ve never seen a dragonrider,” she said. I’ll ask him, but not just yet. If he does wield a darkblade, I’ll need to tread carefully.

 “I am Mage Quill,” the spokesman said. “And we’ve recently seen two dragonriders, both of whom wanted to murder us, but those weren’t the first. Actually, I think the first dragonrider we saw was you.” 
 Peony frowned, confused. “Where?” 
 The mage told her a brief story about how they’d seen her and Daneus crash into the Isle of Mages’ ward shield just as they were about to depart the island. Peony remembered the fear that had fluttered through her as they’d tumbled toward the ocean. It felt like a lifetime ago considering all that had transpired since. “And now you’re here,” he finished.  
 “Now I’m here,” Peony said. “Speaking of which, we should climb out before the entire structure collapses. It’s a miracle it hasn’t done so already.” 
 DON’T TURN YOUR BACK ON HIM. 

I don’t think he’s dangerous. I’m certain he has a good reason for possessing one of the darkblades. 

 SO ASK HIM. 

I will. At the right time. Be patient. 

 Her sword fell silent and the mages readily agreed, following her up the shaft her godblade had cut through the rubble. The way grew lighter as they gained ground, rays of sunlight penetrating the layers of glass. “You wield a godblade,” the mage who’d introduced himself as Quill said.  
 “And you have eyes,” Peony said. She didn’t intend to be short with the mage who’d clearly saved her brother’s life, but her mind was all over the place at present because of the iciness of Osric’s treatment of her and the revelation that the mage had a darkblade in his possession. She didn’t need her brother to throw himself upon her feet in gratitude, but the empty ‘thank you’ he’d offered her had been worse than what he’d likely have given a complete stranger, leaving a hard pit in her stomach that seemed to be growing by the second. “I’m sorry,” she said, feeling bad. “Yes, I have a godblade. Without it, I might not be alive today.” 
 ASK ABOUT HIS BLADE. HE ASKED YOU ABOUT YOURS. 
 It was a good point, and the mage had more than opened the door to discuss the weapons each of them wielded. “My brightblade informs me that you have a darkblade concealed beneath your robes.” She stopped climbing to look back at the mage to gauge his reaction.  
 “Your brightblade communicates with you?” The question came not from Quill, but from the other mage, the one who’d been introduced as Rondo.  
 “Not audibly but yes, in my mind, like Daneus.” 
 “Amazing,” Rondo said, sounding genuinely intrigued.  
 “Must be getting crowded in there,” Quill said.  
 “I didn’t know mages were allowed to have a sense of humor,” she said. “But yes, very crowded.” 

You know you love us, Daneus chimed in. 
 WITHOUT US YOU’D BE BORED TO TEARS. 

Guilty on both counts, she said. And then, to Quill: “You haven’t answered my question.” 
 “You haven’t asked a question.” 
 She thought back to how she’d worded things. He’s right, Daneus said just before she reached the same conclusion. She’d made a statement rather than asked a question. “Why do you have a darkblade? I’m guessing the Archmage Council doesn’t loan theirs out regularly.” 
 “No, they do not,” Quill said, a puzzled look crossing his expression. Something had changed in his voice, which had taken on a distantness, like he was still speaking to her, but from a thousand miles away rather than within poking distance. “We’re in Chrysallis on official mage business. Darkblades were stolen from Wolfsgaard and then here. We’ve been investigating for a few weeks.” 
 Peony’s mind churned over the new facts as she simultaneously recalled the Dead King’s warriors wielding four darkblades, which coincided neatly with the four that were stolen. But then how could this mage have one in his possession too? Could one of the warriors really have traveled all the way to Chrysallis while she stopped in Travail to search for Dane? “So you managed to recover one of the stolen darkblades?” she asked.  
 “Yes. From a mage gone rogue. He tried to ambush us as we crossed over the border from Teravainen to Odin. Why do you ask?” 
 “Curiosity, I guess,” she said nonchalantly. She turned away from him, looking upward. She refocused on climbing from the shaft, reaching the precipice and pulling herself free before reaching back to assist the mages, who were breathing heavily and struggling in their thick robes while trying to maintain their grips on their unwieldy staffs.  
 Once they were all safe, except for the fact that the ground beneath them might collapse at any moment, she took stock of the situation. Osric stood off to one side and seemed to be locked in a staring competition with Daneus, though his eyes occasionally flicked to the other two dragons and their riders, who sat stone-faced atop their winged steeds. “Osric,” she said.  
 Her brother continued staring at her dragon as he responded. “Look, I appreciate you pulling me out of there, but it changes nothing between us, especially not now. Your people attacked us. Look around you. Chrysallis is destroyed.” 
 “There was a coup,” Peony said. “Dane’s uncle usurped his position as Dragonmaster with lies and deception. He imprisoned Dane and I was forced to flee Dragonsmount to seek assistance. By the time I returned I was too late. Dane was…gone, and his uncle had flown for Chrysallis with his dragonriders.” 
 Osric finally turned to face her. “I. Don’t. Care. Have you looked in the mirror lately, Sister? Even if you weren’t a part of this attack, even if your so-called bondmate wasn’t, it doesn’t change the fact that you look like you’re one of them. You can’t stay here. You look like a savage, Peony.” 
 “Watch your words, boy,” Star said, finally breaking her silence. “Or you’ll be forced to choke on them.” 
 “Star, I’ll handle this,” Peony said, glaring at the woman. Star met her eyes for a long moment and then looked away, shaking her head. “Osric, I understand that you’re hurting right now, but that’s exactly why we need to come together. The future of Odin depends on us, on you. A strong alliance with Travail will be crucial to that future.”  
 “Are you mad?” Osric’s tone and the expression on his face more than his words themselves cut her to the bone. He was looking at her with nothing short of disgust. It was a look she’d received from him often as a child when he mocked her for her many imperfections. Except now it was worse, full of something darker, harder, malicious.  
 In the past, a look like that would’ve brought all her insecurities back to the surface. But she wasn’t that scared, unconfident little girl anymore. She was a rutting dragon-riding, godblade wielding warrior of Travail, the rightful Dragonmistress. She met his disgusted look with nothing but calm certainty. “I vow to restore order to Travail,” she said.  
 “And I don’t care if you vow to bring me the moons,” Osric said. “I don’t even understand why you are telling me this. If you have politics to discuss, it should be with Father. Gods knows he’ll have enough to deal with in trying to rebuild the city, arrange memorials for the hundreds—if not thousands—of dead, open up lines of communication with Solarii and Avadon to request their assistance and warn them of the dragon threat…” 
 Peony breathed through her nose. It was a good sign that her brother was already making a mental list of the numerous things that would need to be done. He was acting as a king would act, except he didn’t know he was a king. She knew she needed to tell him, but how? How could she break his heart in two when she couldn’t feel her own heart beating in her chest? To her surprise, Quill leaned close to her and whispered, “I tried to tell him, but he doesn’t want to hear it.” 
 Her eyes shot to meet his. “You know?” she hissed back. “How?” 
 The mage crinkled his face. “It’s hard to explain. But yes, I know your parents are…I know Osric is king now.” 
 Peony could understand how her brother wouldn’t want to believe the truth if he hadn’t yet seen it with his own eyes. The only way to get through to him would be to take him there. “Osric, there’s something you need to see. Daneus can carry you—” 
 “I’ll walk,” he said.  
 “It’s too danger—” 
 “I said I’ll walk.” 
 It was obvious to Peony there was no debating with him right now. “Fine. Follow us.” She turned toward the mages. “Would you like to come?” 
 Quill shook his head. “I have great respect for your father, but no. We have other business to attend to. We need to return to Aeromand, as swiftly as possible.” 
 “We passed the ships in the harbor as we arrived. They were intact. Drudge’s target was always the city—the palace in particular. I can have one of the other dragonriders escort you to the pier?” 
 Quill grimaced and glanced at his companion, whose face had suddenly turned green. “Thank you, but we’ll also go on foot. Rondo doesn’t do well with heights. Or dragons. He’s not particularly fond of ships either, but we don’t have any other options. King Osric!” The mage raised his voice to be heard by her brother. 
 “Prince Osric,” Osric corrected. “Say what you need to say and then take your leave.”  
 “Thank you for your assistance while we were in Chrysallis. And for saving our lives when we were trapped without the castle walls.” 
 Peony watched Osric’s face as it softened upon hearing the mage’s words. “My father charged me with keeping you safe while in Odin. I was merely doing my duty. And, lest you forget, you returned the favor as the entire palace collapsed on our heads.” 
 “It was an honor,” Quill said. “I’m sorry about…everything. I wish you and your kingdom a better future as you rebuild.” He offered a small bow before turning and beginning to pick his way across the uneven terrain, but Peony’s voice stopped him. 
 “There’s something you need to know about the stolen darkblades,” she said.  
 “I’m listening.” 
 “I have seen four darkblades with my own eyes, gripped by the Dead King’s warriors in Sunsei. We defeated them, barely, but they slipped away before we could stop them. They vanished into thin air. I think they were mages.” 
 The mage tried to maintain his unflappable façade, but she could tell her words had shocked him because it meant a fifth darkblade had been stolen, whether one of the four she’d seen or the very blade he now hid beneath his robe. “Thank you for telling me. That is most…helpful.” 
 “Does it change your plans?” 
 He shook his head. “No. I need to report back to Aeromand and determine further actions to take.”  
 “Will the mages involve themselves in this conflict?” 
 Quill offered a sad look. “Unfortunately not. Having gone through the horrors of the attack, I am not without compassion for the Odinian plight. However, as I believe you are aware, Aeromand’s role in Kingfall is not that of peacekeeper.”  
 “Would your answer change if there was a rumor about a man who’d used dark magic to slay a dragon and transform himself into an unnatural creature with leathery wings and scaled skin?” she asked.  
 The mage’s sad expression morphed into a frown. “When you say rumor…” 
 “Star and Brute witnessed the transformation ceremony,” Peony said flatly. She gestured to the other two dragonriders still astride their dragons.  
 “Yes, that might change things,” Quill said, eyes roaming over them. “A proper investigation would need to be carried out by Aeromand, of course, but—” 
 “So you’ll petition the Archmage Council then?” 
 “Yes, I suppose I will.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 “I can’t make any promises, mind you. Aeromand is still very focused on recovering the remaining stolen darkblades.” 
 “I understand.” The mage nodded and then departed with his companion in tow. Peony turned back toward Osric, who she could tell had been listening to the entire exchange though he’d pretended not to. “Osric…” 
 “Let’s go. It’s time to show me what you need to show me.” 


   
 While Peony watched, Osric stood for a long time in silence, just staring at the distorted image of their parents through the sheet of crystal that had crushed them, hands still clasped. Tears burned her eyes, as much because of the way her brother’s shoulders had slumped more and more as he’d stood there.  
 Finally, he turned, his jaw set, lips pursed. His eyes were dry as they bore into her. “You want Travail to renew its alliance with Odin?” 
 “More than anything.” 
 “Then find those who did this to us. Return with their heads. If you fail, do not return for you will be dead to me, Sister.” 
 “I will, I swear it.”  
 “You can leave now.” 
 “Not until—” 
 “LEAVE!” 
 The sudden rage-filled outburst was so unexpected it made her flinch. And yet she wouldn’t—couldn’t—obey his command, rightful king or no. “No,” she said calmly. “Not until after Mother and Father’s funeral.” 
 “I could have you thrown out.” 
 “Even if that was true, which it isn’t, you wouldn’t.” 
 Osric turned away, eyes landing on their parents once more. “Do as you will,” he said with a callous wave of his hand. “It matters not to me. But the dragons must remain well away from the city, or what’s left of it.” This time Peony heard the emotion swell in her brother’s voice, but she dared not go to comfort him for fear of upsetting him further.  
 She also wouldn’t leave his side right now, not for a second. They might not be friends, but they were kin—the only kin either of them had at this very moment.  





 Thirty-Six 
 Andovier Helm 
 The Bay of Sighs 
   
 “LOOKS LIKE WE’LL BE SPENDING TIME ON A SHIP AFTER ALL,” SOLA SAID. From the ship’s prow, the Solarii soldier watched the ivory stones of Sunsei fade into the shadows as the sun set over the watery horizon. 

 “Are you certain you wish to leave your country, your home?” Ando asked. Before departing, they’d received permission to stop briefly at Sola’s parents’ public house so he could say goodbye to them. It had been an emotional scene that even the most hardened soldiers, Ando included, found difficult not to be moved by. The stern, generous woman who also happened to be Sola’s mother had sent them on their way with a large sack of pastries that they’d had to keep well away from Mrz lest it fail to survive even a quarter of the way to Loslandia. 
 “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life,” Sola said after a moment’s contemplation. “I love my parents, but my brother’s ghost is everywhere there. I’ve made peace with his death, but that doesn’t mean I want to relive it on a daily basis.” 
 Ando understood more than he could explain. “Well, I’m glad to have you with us.” 
 “As a soldier?” 
 “While your prowess in battle will no doubt prove valuable again, no. I’m glad to have you here as a friend.” 
 Sola nodded with pursed lips just as the rest of the men and dwarves arrived on the upper deck of the ship, having gone to explore the cabins that had been provided out of Jarrod Gaard’s own coin, a final generous act by the Terran King that Ando was still trying to make sense of. “Aye,” Mrz said, having apparently overheard the last portion of the conversation with his keen Grizari ears. “Friendship built on spillin’ blood and crushin’ skulls together. Best kind of friendship!” He pushed his way between Ando and Sola, offering them a hearty slap on the back that, were they any less broad-shouldered men, might’ve sent them overboard for a swim. 
 “Who wants a pastry?” Barty asked, clutching the sack that was almost as large as him between two hands as he wobbled his way up the last step.  
 A chorus of Ayes greeted him and soon everyone was chewing happily on various sugary delights that seemed to melt on their tongues even as the sun melted into the ocean. Ando still wasn’t headed home, and yet it felt as though home was all around him. There was no replacing what he had lost, not ever, and yet he felt his heart being healed by these valiant, loyal men. Not fully, but even a partially healed heart was better than one shattered into cold, black fragments.  
 Long after the sun had vanished and its generous sprays of reds and purples had faded into black and his men and dwarves had stumbled on tired legs to their cabins to sleep, Ando stood on the deck, staring at the ocean of stars. He swore three burned more brightly than any others, brilliant specks of light that wobbled every so often, as if offering a wave of greeting.  

No, he thought. It’s a wave of farewell.

 “They’re beautiful,” a voice said.  
 “Yes, they are,” Ando said, turning to smile at Tora as she approached. “Couldn’t sleep?” 
 “Too much excitement today, I s’pose,” she said. He noticed she was still wearing his sheath with the darkblade hidden beneath a cloth tied tautly over the hilt. “You?” 
 “I never sleep well after a battle,” he said, his gaze working its way back up to the star-speckled firmament.  
 “I understand why,” Tora said. “I can’t get the images o’ those people outta me damn head. Why were the Terran soldiers so cruel?” 
 “I wish I had an answer for you, but the cruelty of humans has long been a mystery to me, too. There is so much goodness in people, so much rightness, and yet the savagery I’ve seen men display under the banner of victory sometimes leaves me wishing I were born of another race.” 
 “Like a dwarf?” Tora said, a lightness in her tone sapping some of the heaviness from their conversation.  
 “Well, maybe not a dwarf. Then you’d be taller than me.” 
 “We can’t have that,” she said. “A Grizari then?” 
 “Er, not sure I’d like being hungry all the time.” 
 “Hmm, perhaps an elf. Yer ears are already kind o’ pointy.” 
 “They are not!” 
 “Then ye’ve never looked in a mirror…” 
 As their banter trailed behind the ship, swirled about by the wind before being tossed on the waves, Ando didn’t notice as the three bright stars shot across the heavens and vanished.  
 He never saw those stars again. 





 Thirty-Seven 
 Peony Normandian 
 Chrysallis, Odin 
   
 PEONY HAD NEVER BEEN SO NAÏVE TO THINK THAT HER PARENTS WOULD NEVER DIE.

 And yet the reality of their passing was nothing like it should’ve been. The streets should be filled to brimming with Odinians gathered to solemnly pay their respects. The funeral parade should travel for miles upon miles, twisting throughout the city, so every eye has the opportunity to gaze upon the king’s and queen’s twin caskets before they’re entombed in the crystalline mausoleum preordained as their final resting place. 


Not this.

 There were no Odinians gathered. Those who’d survived the dragon attack were mourning their own dead loved ones, trying to rebuild the hundreds of devastated structures, their entire lives on hold until a semblance of normalcy could be restored. The crystalline mausoleum, like everything else in the palace, had been destroyed. There were no living ivory mages in Chrysallis to repair the damage. Soldiers picked through the shards searching for bodies and scavenging anything of value that could be saved.  
 And Peony and Osric stood side by side in front of the twin caskets, mourning alone, a mountain of broken glass the only backdrop. After they were finished, the caskets would be buried in a royal family plot north of the city. It wasn’t what her father had wanted, but at least they would be laid to rest amongst their own kin, something Peony could take a small measure of solace from.  
 “Do you want to say anything?” Peony asked her brother. After he’d been forced to accept the truth about their parents’ death, Osric hadn’t said more than a few empty words to her. Daneus had departed the city limits along with Starrus and Brutus. Star and Brute had gone with the dragons, too, and would wait until Peony was ready to leave.  
 “No,” Osric said. “They’re dead. Nothing we say is for them.” 
 “Maybe you’re right,” Peony said. “But that doesn’t mean we should remain silent.” 
 “Then be my guest. No one is stopping you.” 
 Peony hated the coldness in his voice. She took no offense, for she knew he was grieving, but that didn’t mean she didn’t feel the sharpness of his bladed words. Daneus? she said, hoping the dragon wasn’t napping.  

Hoom. I am here, Peony. Always. And I know what you would ask of me, but I cannot form the words for you. All I can offer you is this advice: Speak the truth. 

 She nodded, tears already filling her eyes. “Father, you taught me about wine,” she started, managing a small laugh because she knew her father would’ve appreciated her starting with that. “More than I wanted to know, truth be told. But more than that, you taught me that ruling doesn’t have to be an act of power, but of goodness. You only ever wanted the best for your people. You loathed risking the life of even a single soldier in battle, even though you knew it was necessary to keep the rest of us safe. You taught me that beauty is a thing that cannot be discerned from the surface of the water, but which can only be fully appreciated by diving to the very depths of the sea. More than any of that, though, you showed me how to love, and for that I am most grateful.” She bit down hard on the last word as her emotions overflowed, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I’m going to miss you so much, Da, more than the words of the most accomplished poet could ever hope to describe.” 
 She paused to just breathe, blinking the tears from her eyes. Osric had grown completely still beside her, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if she touched him and found he’d turned to stone.  
 Another deep, shuddering breath. Then another. She started again: “Mother, you taught me how to be a lady. I’m sorry I took all of your careful, heartfelt advice and chucked it in the fire by marrying a dragonrider and dyeing half my body blue.” She smiled as more tears wet her cheeks again just as they were beginning to dry. “I wish I’d known you better, that it hadn’t taken me until our last day together to realize how full of wisdom and love you were. I wish we had more time, Ma, that I could tell you everything, like I once had when I was just a little thing balancing on your knee. If I can manage half the strength you showed every day of your life, I will consider myself a great success.” 
 She closed her eyes. Opened them. “I love you, Father, Mother, with the whole of my being, and I will strive every day to make you proud. Go with the gods and rest in peace.” 
 Peony half-turned because she didn’t care about Osric’s barely bridled anger or what he thought about a woman with dyed skin—she only cared that he was her brother and he was suffering. They both were. She opened her arms to embrace him, to weep for their lost parents together.  
 There was no one for her arms to embrace, however, for Osric had already turned away, receding into the distance.  
 Peony wept, but not alone, for she felt Daneus weeping too.  
 She would never weep alone again.  





 Thirty-Eight 
 Quill 
 Aeromand, Isle of Mages 
   
 CHRYSALLIS WAS IN RUINS. QUILL HAD THOUGHT HE’D RECOVERED ONE OF THE STOLEN DARKBLADES only to learn Peony Normandian had seen four being used by the Dead King’s warriors in Sunsei. The natural first thought was that another darkblade must’ve been stolen, from Avadon perhaps, or even Travail. Void, maybe when the dragonriders of Travail realized one of their darkblades had been thieved, they’d jumped to the conclusion it had been Odin, choosing to go on the attack rather than asking questions first. If they believed the Accords had been shattered, it would explain the ferocity of their attack. 

 And yet Quill knew that theory, as sound as it was, was wrong. The moment Peony had told him about the four darkblades in Sunsei—wielded by mage warriors, no less—it was as though all of the information they’d gathered during their investigation had lined up in nice even rows, like dominos prepared for a chain reaction. And Quill knew where they would end, which domino would be the last to fall.  
 For once, Quill didn’t want to be right. He and Rondo had discussed things from every angle during the return trip home, hoping to discover some key fact they’d overlooked, that would change their conclusions. And they had failed, because the truth had been staring them dead in the face from the very beginning, back when the most important assignment in years was initially given to a brand new mage rank one and his mage acolyte sidekick.  
 They were never supposed to succeed, not really. They were supposed to reach an obvious conclusion and return to Aeromand heroes. The Archmage Council would claim victory and urge the rest of the Kingfall nations to go on the offensive against Solarii, who would be stripped of their independence and chastised for their blatant and unrepentant breach of the Accords.  
 The darkblades would still be missing, of course, but that would remain a mystery.  
 Except that wasn’t what had happened. Quill, either by great wisdom or sheer stubbornness, had refused to end the investigation early, and then had, against all odds, managed to retrieve one of the darkblades. But not one that had been stolen.  
 Quill took a deep breath, steeling his ragged nerves. Beside him, Rondo fidgeted as they rode the magical transporter to the top—or was it considered the bottom?—of the upside down pyramid known as the Eye that was home to the most powerful and influential mages in the known world—rank seven, all of them.  
 And at their head as Council Speaker, Cernon.  
 “I have to pee,” Rondo said.  
 Quill groaned. “This is what you wanted, right? A chance to plead your case in front of the Council? What we have discovered will forever be known as one of the greatest scandals in Aeromand history. They cannot deny you magehood after this.” 
 Rondo managed a smile and a nod, Quill’s words seeming to give him strength. “Do you think I’ll get a new staff? Though I will miss Gertie. We’ve been through a lot together.” He patted his damaged staff tenderly. 
 Quill chuckled. “I think they’ll give you your choice of staff and a full supply of magenum to boot.” 
 Rondo licked his lips eagerly. “And you? Do you think you’ll be promoted to rank two?” 
 “I don’t know, but if I do it would be the quickest promotion since the Isle was founded. Honestly, I don’t care either way. I just want this to be over and get back to normal life. I would love a simple assignment where I can practice my spellcraft without fear of death at every turn.” 
 “Admit it, you loved the adventure.” 
 “Fine. Fighting alongside you had its moments, but I’d rather not stare down the maw of a dragon again anytime soon.” 
 “That makes two of us.” 
 The doors opened and the pair shared a glance and another deep breath before stepping out. Like the first time Quill had entered this hallowed space, the Council was already seated in a crescent shape, all eyes trained on them as they moved forward to the spot designated for those summoned. Some of the mages were stone-faced, giving nothing away with their expressions, while others bore amused smiles, probably because of the odd appearance of the pair standing before them. 
 Cernon, as was his right as Council Speaker, spoke first. “Mage Quill and Mage Acolyte Rondo, welcome. We have been eagerly awaiting your return, though we expected it weeks ago. When news of the dragon attack on Chrysallis reached us, we feared the worst.” 
 “It was…harrowing,” Quill said flatly, purposely downplaying the situation. Cernon was Speaker for a reason—he had a silver tongue. The last thing Quill wanted was for him to control the way this conversation went, especially because of the conclusions he needed to voice. “King and Queen Normandian are dead. Prince—I mean, King—Osric survived while in our company.” 
 “You mean you saved his life,” Cernon said.  
 “We did together,” Quill said, casting his eyes around the whole of the semicircle, meeting each of the other Archmages’ eyes in turn. “We would’ve all died if not for Rondo’s assistance.” 
 “Yes, I’m sure,” Cernon said, using a tone that said the opposite to his words. “We are duly impressed by both of you. You have surpassed even our very high expectations.” 

Yes, I’m sure we did, Quill thought, echoing Cernon’s own words. Considering you probably expected us to fail miserably. “Thank you. We are honored.” 
 “Now, we should attend to the real business at hand—the stolen darkblades. We understand from the message you sent ahead via the ship’s carrier pigeon that you have a reliable source that informed you that all four stolen darkblades were seen being wielded by warriors acting on the Dead King’s command in Sunsei. Is this true?” 
 The message had been Rondo’s idea, and Quill had readily agreed. They were in a unique position to control the flow of information and providing this crucial fact ahead of their arrival would give them the advantage of surprise when they revealed all that they’d left unsaid in the note. “Yes. Our source is none other than Peony Normandian. She arrived shortly after Chrysallis was destroyed. She assisted us in escaping the rubble and then we spoke at length. There is no further doubt: The Dead King commands warriors wielding the darkblades.” 
 Cernon clucked his tongue, as though the news disappointed him greatly. “I never expected any of Kingfall’s leaders to breach the Accords, but to have one who has long employed our mages for his very survival do so boldly and without fear of reprisal? It troubles me greatly.” 

Oh, I bet it does, Quill thought. He said nothing, waiting patiently for the archmage to continue. Or at least that was the way he appeared on the outside, calm and collected, when inside his stomach, a swarm of butterflies seemed to be practicing a synchronized, aerial dance.  
 “I believe Peony may have departed Sunsei too swiftly. Thus, you have not yet been informed of the Dead King’s demise?” 
 Quill barely managed to maintain his composure, ignoring the sharp glance Rondo sent in his direction. “No, we were unaware the Dead King was dead…again. Does that mean his necromancers…” 
 “Are dead? No. They managed to escape just before the Terrans took the city, thank the gods. They owed him no loyalty, for they were merely paid for their services. Their loyalty was always to Aeromand, and thus, to us they have returned.” 
 Quill almost laughed at the man’s audacity. His arrogance. He was all but dangling his own treachery in Quill’s face now. Does he suspect that I know? No, he can’t. I’ve given no indication as to what I’ve learned. “Yes, thank the gods,” Quill said. “The Dead King chose his path. Does that mean the darkblades were recovered? My understanding is that they were being wielded by mages.” He asked the question as innocently as he could, when he already knew the answer.  
 “Unfortunately not. The rogue mages apparently escaped during the confusion.” 
 “That’s a shame. It would’ve been nice to return the darkblades to Wolfsgaard and Chrysallis personally. Chrysallis in particular needs some good news right now.” 
 “Mm, yes. Well, I will notify you the second they are recovered. Now, we should discuss your reward.” 
 “Reward?” Quill said, as though the thought of a reward had never even crossed his mind.  
 “Typically the reward for a successful assignment is the satisfaction of serving Kingfall and Aeromand, but we feel this is a unique situation considering the magnitude of your mission.” 
 “I need no reward,” Quill said quickly. “All I ask is that Mage Acolyte Rondo be granted full magehood, rank 1. He has earned it three times over since the moment we departed the floating island.”  
 “How very selfless of you,” Cernon said. He managed to make the compliment sound like anything but. “And Rondo will receive magehood. But we would be remiss if we didn’t also promote you to rank 2.” 
 Quill pretended surprised excitement. “So soon? It’s unprecedented!”  
 “As is a mage of your rank succeeding so completely in an assignment of such importance. Like Rondo, you have earned your reward. Do you accept?” 
 “Of course,” Quill said, acting flustered and dazed by the sheer generosity that was being showered upon him. You cannot afford the price of my silence, he thought. “Only, there’s one more item we need to discuss.” 
 “Oh? And what’s that?” 
 “The little matter of this trinket we recovered during our journey from Wolfsgaard to Chrysallis.” He reached inside his robe and slid the darkblade from its sheath, the dark metal seeming to absorb some of the brightness from the magelights as he held it.  
 There were no gasps, no rounded lips of shock and awe. On average, the reaction to his big reveal was rather mundane, which caused Quill’s own lips to press into a line. Something wasn’t right. Everything about the situation he’d believed he was in control of suddenly felt utterly wrong.

 Cernon tented his hands calmly before himself. “I suppose I don’t need to ask you where you obtained that blade,” he said, and then the blade was gone from his grasp, reappearing on the podium in front of Cernon. 

Oh no, Quill thought. What have I done? During their journey home, Quill and Rondo had lined up the facts as follows: 1) the appearance of a fifth darkblade that could only be the darkblade that was supposedly kept under lock and ward by the Council; 2) the sheer number of mages that kept showing up to thwart them during their assignment, suggesting a highly coordinated plot; 3) the vitriolic words spewed by the mage who’d tried to kill them in the forest, those of a man who despised anyone not born with the natural ability to perform magic; 4) Cernon’s own mention of a highly controversial mage named Megrifir; 5) an easy scapegoat in the Dead King, the only king who depended solely on Aeromand for his very life, a life which could then be twisted for another purpose, rendering him nothing more than a puppet ruler forced to bend to the will of another, more powerful force; and 6) the dragon attack carried out on a defenseless Chrysallis after nine ivory mages were murdered by three newcomers sent by Aeromand. Add to that the disturbing news of dark magic being used by the usurper of the dragon throne, and Quill knew he’d been blind for too long.  
 Even when he’d realized that the level of corruption went all the way to the top of the Archmage Council, not once had he suspected all of them were in on it, for how could that be possible? No, of course it wasn’t. Cernon had fooled his fellow archmages using his silver tongue, even as he’d pushed his darker plots forward in the hidden places of the world, using the mage minions he’d likely been grooming for years like the pawns that they were.  
 Except, now the other archmages were wearing expressions not so dissimilar to their Speaker. Cold, harsh, like the many eyes of a spider just before it devoured its prey.  
 And they, the prey, had walked right into the spiderweb, not even knowing it was there. “I’m sorry,” Quill said to Rondo. 
 Rondo shook his head. “You have nothing to be sorry for. You gave me an opportunity when everyone else had discarded me. None of this is your fault.” 
 Quill turned back toward Cernon, for there were still things he’d been unable to figure out, things he needed to know, even if they didn’t change anything. “Why didn’t you steal the lightblades, too?” he asked.  
 Cernon stared at him. “I suppose there’s no reason not to tell you. We tried. Ultimately, the mages sent to carry out the theft were unable to do so.” 

That’s odd, Quill thought. The same wards protected both type of swords in their respective kingdoms. He cast the mystery aside as other questions shoved their way to the front. “And the abducted children? What was their purpose?” 
 The archmage Speaker waved the question away like it was the least of the crimes he’d committed. “A necessity. The Kingfall Histories tell us that the darkblades have been most unkind to their wielders—most of them dying in mysterious ways—except when they are children.” 
 “You plan to give darkblades to children?”  
 “Only if necessary. I’m a pragmatist, not a tyrant.” 
 Quill’s opinion on that matter differed considerably, but he still had one final question. “Are you training mages away from Aeromand?” 
 “Of course. There are too many mages here that wouldn’t understand the importance of what we’re trying to achieve, too many who would condemn our acts as ‘evil’ or ‘treacherous’.” Quill was tempted to say, If the glove fits…, but managed to keep his mouth shut.  
 Cernon chuckled. “I must say, I really am impressed that you figured it out. Even King Gaard was convinced the Solarii were behind everything. Void, he invaded Sunsei because of it! Not even I expected him to go that far. Non-mages are like sheep, I suppose. They rely on us for far more than they realize, as we herd them hither and thither, while the whole time they think they’re in control of their pathetic destinies. The sooner you realize that the better. Controlling the Dead King was simple considering he was already being kept alive by our obsidian mages. And planting the seed in Drudge proved as easy as granting him a “vision” in the form of a dream as he slept. Once he was given the words he needed to speak and a small measure of support from Aeromand, his own lust for power did the rest. We even gave the ivory mages that had served Chrysallis for so long the opportunity to join our cause. When they refused, those loyal to Aeromand had no choice but to kill them. You see, the world is changing rapidly. We’ve supported greedy non-mages in their wars for too long. We have infiltrated every kingdom. The darkblades are just the start. The godblades are waking up, and they are ours to claim. We failed to extract Peony’s, but it’s a minor setback. There will be other opportunities. And once we have them all, none will be able to stop us from ruling Kingfall, as we were always meant to. We’ll keep some non-magic folk around to do our bidding, but the rest won’t be necessary. It’s not too late to join us, you know. We could use mages with your intelligence and capabilities. No one would fault you for choosing your own kind over the rest of them.”  
 Quill considered the offer. Not because he believed in any of the maniacal rubbish the archmage was spouting, but because pretending could very well save their lives. Yes, he thought. It is the only way. He smiled as real a smile as he could muster under the circumstances. “I’m honored you would choose us to be among your elite, the chosen ones to lead Aeromand to where we always should’ve been. I cannot speak for Rondo, but I am your servant to command.” 
 He met Rondo’s eyes, and he could see the confusion there, but then it was gone in an instant, his friend figuring out the ploy as Quill knew his dagger-sharp brain would. “Yes, me too,” he said. “What would you have us do?” 
 Cernon looked left and then right, at his fellow archmages, before his gaze returned to them. Then, all at once, the archmages began to laugh. “You are acting more like non-magic folk than the mages you claim to be,” he said. “Lying, deception…these things are easily detected by viridian mages of rank 7, of which there are four on this very Council. You would join us only to try to secretly undermine us and cast a spotlight on what we are trying to achieve.” 
 “No,” Quill said. “We would try to help—” 
 “STOP LYING!” Cernon shouted, and his voice was louder than should’ve been possible, seeming to penetrate more than just his ears, resonating in his very mind, which made him flinch. Rondo had done the same, cowering as the archmage stood to his full height, arms outstretched. In one hand he gripped his staff, and Quill instinctively raised Gloria, using his opposite hand to pluck the corks from two of his vials of magenum in quick succession, ready for a fight.  
 And then his staff was gone. Not dragged from his grip—just gone. Vanished in a poof of mist. Next he felt his arms being pulled behind his back. He fought the magic at work, but it was fruitless. He felt something clasp into place, holding them there. “Quill?” Rondo said, and when their eyes met, Quill knew his own fear was reflected in his friend’s eyes.  
 “For making false claims against a member of the Archmage Council, you are hereby sentenced to life in Lockspell, to be carried out immediately.”  
 Quill closed his eyes. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t actually given voice to any of his claims, nor that they were true, nor that the Speaker of the Archmage Council was corrupt, along with his fellow archmages. Nothing mattered. Not the hours he and Rondo had spent to get to this point, to realize the dreams they’d dreamed since the moment they were told they had a natural penchant for spellcraft.  
 He opened his eyes. He had lost the battle, but the war was far from over, all because he’d refused to pin all his hopes on convincing the Archmage Council of their leader’s treachery. “Before I go to Lockspell, you should probably know that the message I sent to Aeromand from the ship wasn’t the only one.” 
 Cernon’s eyes narrowed for the first time since they’d stepped from the transport and into his domain. “Meaning?” 
 “I sent four other birds, one to each of the major kingdoms of Kingfall. They would’ve received them already. By now they all know exactly what you did.”  





 Thirty-Nine 
 Dragonmaster Dane 
 The Stormlands, Travail 
 Several days earlier 
   
 THE WAVES WERE HIS ONLY ALLIES NOW, SLOSHING AGAINST THE SIDES OF THE TINY ROCK TO WHICH HE’D BEEN CHAINED.

 His severed connection to Daneus felt like a broken bone that had never healed, aching in the electricity that sizzled through the air periodically, warning of an impending storm that would likely be the last Dane experienced in his life. 
 And Peony…gods how he yearned for more time with her. Another hour, another day, another year if he was being greedy. An entire lifetime if he had it his way. Even that, he suspected, wouldn’t be enough time to learn everything there was to know about her heart, her soul, which was full of layers, each hiding another layer more precious and beautiful than the last.  
 Finally, the storm that had been threatening materialized in the west, the clouds full of dark anger now, the wind beginning to whip the waves into a frenzy. Fear arrived, and Dane pulled fruitlessly at the chain, smashing it against the stone in the hope that a link would crack. If he could get loose, the swim to the rocky coastline wasn’t more than a couple miles.  
 Harsh reality stayed his hand, which continued to grip the chain, though he no longer dashed it against the rock. The storm was coming too quickly. Even if he managed to free himself, he would be drowned. He took a deep breath and stood up to his full height. If this were to be his last day, he would go as the man he’d wanted to be for Peony, for his people—strong, capable, fearless.  
 A powerful gust of wind rocked him, threatening to toss him from his perch, but he dropped to a crouch to maintain his balance, clutching the stone with his bare feet and hands. 
 The shoulder that had been pierced by Drudge’s blade ached.  
 The sea grew more tempestuous, fingers rising from the water and curling into fists. Again and again they hammered him, until he was tasting seawater with every breath and barely able to see through the deluge that now poured from the angry clouds.  
 And yet still he clung stubbornly to the stone.  
 The sea was not to be denied its prize. The next wave was a mountain, drawing Dane’s lips open in awe at the exquisitely dreadful rawness of the ocean’s power when allied with a storm such as this. And as the wave crashed upon him, there was nothing he could do but be swept from the rock in a chaotic swirl of churning whitewater trying to tear his foot from the chain so it could suck him below.  
 As it turned out, the sea was denied its prize, at least temporarily, as both the chain and his leg held, his body snapping back and throwing him into the backside of the rock. His hip hit hard, as did his elbow and knee, but he’d managed to protect his head with his arms. Bruised and breathless, he reached up to locate the iron spike that had been driven deep into the stone. His fingers closed around it and he pulled. The metal tore at his skin as he strained against his own body weight and the ocean’s pull. His damaged shoulder screamed in agony. His feet scrabbled on the rough stone beneath him, trying to find purchase. Finally they did and he shoved with all his might until he flopped back onto his tiny perch, gasping. His fingers bled freely, as did his feet. His body ached in a dozen places.  
 Above him, a dragon-shaped cloud approached, breathing crimson strikes of lightning capable of splitting a cow in half. “Mother!” he cried, his voice swept away by the gusting wind and sheeting rainfall. “Father! I am yours to protect or destroy as you see fit! Take me if it is the will of the gods! Take me if my death will bring peace to a land embroiled in war!” His voice softened slightly, barely above a whisper. “But please. Please. Spare Daneus from madness. Spare Peony from emptiness. Let them live for a hundred years! Let them LIVE!” 
 On that final word, the lightning, which had been striking intermittently and randomly to this point, began to strike in a single spot—the small stone island to which Dane was chained. Bolt after bolt cleaved the sky in two, spiking into Dane’s chest, causing him to cry out again and again, his body going as rigid as a board as he was struck. His teeth chattered together. His fingers clenched into gnarled branches reminiscent of the claws of a beast.  
 As the pain grew hotter and more intense, he lost count of how many times he’d been struck—eleven? twelve? twenty?—knowing only that it was more than a body should be able to sustain, to survive.  
 His body began to fail him. His lungs seemed to shut down, and he began to gasp in between lightning strikes, his teeth clacking violently together such that he was forced to tuck his tongue well back into his mouth to avoid biting it clean off. His heartbeat, which had been pounding before, began to fade, its thuds erratic and uneven in his chest. The pain was so immense he was forced to his knees, clinging to the iron spike to avoid tumbling into the hungry sea, which was waiting impatiently to receive him. Spots danced before his vision, which had grown even darker than the storm clouds overhead.  
 Finally, mercifully, death came on dark wings that cast a shadow over him. Wind buffeted him harder, a blast of air that he knew was his parents’ way of saying, Be calm, don’t fight it. This is but part of the cycle of life.
Join us. Claim your place in the storms.

 With that message came relief from the pain, which ebbed away, even as he felt his body being lifted. No, he thought. Not my body. My body is chained to a rock, lifeless. But now…my soul flies. He was being taken to the clouds, he knew, to join the dragonriders of old in their endless march of storms.  
 Darkness fell upon him, and he waited for his vision to be restored, in one form or another.  
 It wasn’t. 
 All he saw was darkness.  
 And then: 
 There was nothing.  





 Epilogue: The Brightness of Fyre; The Darkness of Ash 
 Loslandia 
   
 FYRE DANCER DRAGGED HERSELF FROM THE SEA, WATER SLUICING OFF THE PLANES AND JOINTS OF HER BODY, which was toned and strong after weeks of treading water day and night with the weight of the enormous sword strapped to her back. Her arms—a few shades browner from hours upon hours spent in the sun—were especially strong from training with the blade held over her head, and now she drew the weapon, marveling at how light it felt when before it might’ve been an anchor trying to pull her into the depths. Knee deep in the water, she slashed the weapon back and forth several times, in awe of its shadow-bright beauty as it cut the air to ribbons in alternating lines of darkness and light, its jeweled hilt sparkling in the sun. 


How am I alive? she wondered, sheathing the weapon once more. She’d had no food or water as she drifted, no sleep either, and yet here she was, feeling as healthy and energetic as though she’d slept for half a day and then arisen to eat a four-course breakfast.  

YOU ARE TIED TO MY LIFE FORCE NOW, the blade said. 

Does that mean I cannot die?


NOT EXACTLY. AS LONG AS YOU ARE THE CARRIER, YOU CANNOT DIE BY NATURAL MEANS. STARVATION, THIRST, SICKNESS…THESE WORDS HAVE NO MEANING TO YOU NOW. BUT YOU CAN BE KILLED BY ANOTHER, IF YOU DO NOT WIELD ME WITH TRUTH AND PURITY.

 Fyre took comfort in her blade’s words, even if she knew death was in the words it had left unsaid. And when I am no longer needed as the Carrier, I will surely die. 

 She fought off the thought because it wasn’t helpful at present. She needed to get her bearings. The silver line she’d seen from the sea was a narrow, rocky beach. The thousands of stones had been smoothed and rounded by the constant churn of the ocean. The landward side of the beach ended at a short, steep embankment. Just beyond was a forest, the trees so close together they appeared to be pushing and shoving each other to dip their roots in the water. She picked her way along the stones, which wobbled beneath her as they shifted into the nooks and crannies beside their brothers and sisters. This is Loslandia, correct? she asked, once she was fully out of the water. 

YES. THE SOUTHEASTERN COAST. THE FOREST IS KNOWN AS MOTHSWOOD. THE LARGEST FOREST IN THE WORLD, SPANNING A DISTANCE EVEN GREATER THAN ECHOESWOOD, IN CALABRIA.

 It
felt strange that the names of these places held no meaning to her. For her entire life, she had known nothing but Firestone. No one on the volcanic island ever spoke of the world beyond the sea. No one seemed to care what happened past the end of their nose. She understood why. There had never been any chance of them leaving. They had small boats, but only for fishing. None were suitable for a long ocean voyage. A thrill slashed through her at the realization that, for the first time, she was in a different place, somewhere new. And it is here that I will be trained? she asked. 

YES. 


Where? When?


HERE. NOW.


What? Fyre asked, but she needn’t have, for the answer was in the forest, which began to move. It wasn’t the gentle rustling of leaves and branches under the force of a breeze, nor the cracking of twigs under the trod of a small creature moving through the undergrowth. No, this was the violent ripping of trees from the earth by their roots, the snapping of their thick trunks as though they were the width of a human finger.  
 She froze, staring at the path made by whatever was ploughing its way through the forest without care for what it damaged or destroyed in the process.  
 And the path was heading right for her.  

YOU ARE READY, her blade said. FOR LIKE ME, YOU ARE THE BRIGHTNESS OF FIRE; THE DARKNESS OF ASH.


Yes, she agreed, setting her jaw in determination.  
 Just as a roar ripped itself free from the forest, she drew the Pureblade.  

Di Puronompara had returned to Kingfall. 
 And unlike the Pureblade’s last appearance, this time it would spill blood. Starting now.  







 POSTLUDES 
   
 Prudence      Coranayus 
 Drake 
   
 The following are three FREE short stories that form an integral part of The Kingfall Histories, highlighting the origins of some of the most pivotal characters in the story. They will give you, the reader, a greater understanding of the history of the world, thus preparing you to read the third book in the series, Magefall. 





 Postlude 1: Prudence 
 Godstown- 416 A.W. 
   
 NINE-YEAR-OLD PRUDENCE WONDERED WHERE HER FATHER WENT AT NIGHT.

 Unlike her five sisters, it seemed, Prudy was a light sleeper. All it took was the creak of a floorboard or the click of a lock in a doorframe, and her eyes would flash open, blinking to adjust to the darkness. Usually, when Prudy heard a noise at night and awoke, it turned out to be the wind rattling the windowpanes or the sound of the house settling. Every so often it would be one of her sisters, Dara most likely, creeping from bed for a quick trip to the loo.  
 Unfortunately, sleeping in the same room with three sets of bunkbeds and five sisters didn’t make for the most restful sleep for someone like Prudy.  
 Her father, on the other hand, was the deepest of sleepers, the sound of his snores occasionally rising to such a timbre they resonated through the door to her parents’ bedroom. ‘Like the sound of an entire hive of sick bees,’ her mother would often comment, much to her daughters’ amusement. Prudence had never awoken in the deep, inky pool of night to find her father awake and out of bed.  
 Until three months ago. 
 He’d been careful to pad his footfalls by donning his woolen slippers, but the turn of the doorhandle had been enough to stir Prudy from rest’s embrace. She’d squinted in the gloom, watching as he slipped the front door open, slid through the narrowest crack his body would allow, and then closed the door, returning the night to silence. She’d assumed he was going to pee—the people of Godstown did not use chamber pots, which were unclean and would destroy the purity of their homes. Thus, she’d counted to one hundred in her head, which was more than enough time to walk to the outhouse, do his business, and make his way back. When she reached one hundred without his return, she counted again. Still, the door remained stubbornly closed, her eyes burning into its face to the point where she wondered whether a hole would form.  
 She stopped counting after that, though she was unable to sleep, waiting for the steadfast man who’d been her family’s rock since she could remember to return. She waited so long that the edges of the curtained window began to glow as the sun crept over the horizon, shooting sparks of light past the edge of the bridge.  
 Only then did she hear the door open. She jammed her eyes shut just as she saw her father’s head duck inside. The door clicked closed quietly. There was silence for several moments and she was tempted to ease her eyelids open to confirm her father had padded silently back to bed. For some reason, she hesitated, sensing he hadn’t moved from his position just inside the door. Just as her patience began to wear thin, she heard the muffled sound of him crossing the room and entering his own bedroom.  
 Almost immediately, voices arose. Clearly, her parents were attempting to keep their voices down, but the way they were hissing at each other made the nature of the discussion obvious: an argument.  
 Prudy’s parents never argued.  
 She’d found herself leaning toward the door, trying to catch some of the words being flung back and forth in whisper-sheathed tones. She leaned so far, in fact, that she suddenly lost her grip on the bed, gravity claiming yet another victim of clumsiness. The thud of her body hitting the floor seemed to shake the entire structure, though Prudy knew that was only in her own mind. Regardless, the sound was loud enough to draw all but Sara, her eldest sister and the deepest sleeper of the six siblings, from their slumber.  
 Four sets of eyes landed on her. Mara said, “Prudy, are you all right?” 
 Dara said, “I have to pee,” and scuttled from bed toward the door.  
 Cara said, “How can you be so graceful during training and so clumsy the rest of the time?” There was the typical bitterness born of envy in her middle sister’s tone. 
 Lara shouted, “Mother! Father! Prudy fell out of bed!” which immediately woke Sara, who glared at Prudy lying on the floor. Her eldest sister’s eyes were bleary eyes and seemed capable of hating the entire world in that moment.  
 Prudy said nothing, her cheeks flushing just as her parents swept through the door, gazes dancing around the room until they landed on her, which only made her face burn hotter. “Prudence?” her father said, a question somewhere in the way he spoke her name. 
 “I—I fell out,” she said rather sheepishly. “Sorry.” 
 Her father’s entire demeanor changed in an instant as he went to her, kneeling beside her, concern in his expression. “Are you all right, my dear?” he asked.  
 “A little sore,” she said. 
 He searched her eyes, and she felt as though he were seeing deep into her soul, where her memories of watching him sneak out and then back in had been painted by her mind’s vivid brush strokes. “I know you’re a confident warrior,” he said, a sparkle in his eyes now, “but even you cannot expect to win against the ground itself.” 
 That had seemed to break the tension as a few of the girls giggled. From there, the usual flurry of morning activity in their household had ensued, and yet Prudy had found her father’s eyes continuing to return to hers, searching for an answer to some unasked question.  
 That had been the first time she’d caught him sneaking out, but not the last.  
 Twice more that first month she’d awoken in the dark to find him on his way out. And in both instances he’d returned just as the sun was winking the first of its bright eyes over Godstown. 
 From there his nightly activities had grown even more frequent, until she found herself jolted awake almost every other night. Her father’s latest evening jaunt—just last night, in fact—had come with a new twist. As she’d watched him ease open the door he’d suddenly and unexpectedly turned back toward her, his eyes locking on her. She’d stopped breathing, her eyes barely open, just the narrowest sliver to allow her to watch him leave. In the darkness, there was no chance he’d be able to tell she was awake. Right? And yet he’d raised a single finger to his lips and made a soft shushing sound. Then he’d turned away once more and departed.  

Did I dream it? she’d wondered, the question returning to her mind again and again as she’d gone through her daily routines. Whether she dreamed it or not shouldn’t matter, she knew, not as much as the problems her father’s insomnia was beginning to cause in her life. For one, the weariness from lack of sleep was impacting her training. Like now, for example.  
 She moved half a hair too slow, Cara’s staff slipping through her defenses and cracking her hard in the ribs. As Prudy doubled over, groaning, Cara released a cry of victory.  
 Prudy coughed, trying to get her breath, which had been knocked clean out of her by the blow. Cara had never lacked strength, but Prudy had exceeded her speed and natural talent when she was only seven. Since the first time Prudy had knocked Cara on her backside during training, her middle sister had worn a perpetual frown anytime she stared in her youngest sister’s direction. Cara’s obvious envy had only encouraged Prudy to work even harder to defeat her on a regular basis, which had further strained their already heated rivalry.  
 “I was distracted,” Prudy muttered as her sister continued to whoop and holler. She hated the fact that she was making excuses, something they’d been taught never to do if they were to one day become Gods’ Warriors.  
 “By the grace of my staff?” Cara asked, still gloating. She twirled her staff in a way that might’ve been impressive to someone who hadn’t seen such a maneuver before, but which, to Prudy, was slow and clumsy.  
 “Yes. Exactly,” Prudy said, wondering whether her sister would catch the heavy sarcasm in her tone. Probably not, she thought. Cara was too busy celebrating her rare defeat of the sister she’d recently begun calling ‘the golden child’ as another form of jealous mockery. “I need a break.” Prudy wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her shirtsleeve and then flipped her staff end over end toward the barrel near the wall. The staff landed end down in the direct center, rattling around as it nestled back into the barrel with the other unused training staffs.  
 The moment passed as the rest of the women training to be part of the Godstown army continued doing battle, the sounds of their staffs clacking together as familiar to Prudy’s ears as that of her breath whistling through her nostrils. She departed the training yard, somewhat surprised that Sara hadn’t tried to stop her. After all, they had another two hours left of training, and her eldest sister loved bossing her siblings around. Prudy knew her mother would catch wind of her early departure, and then there’d be void to pay, but she was willing to endure a verbal thrashing rather than risking another blow from any of her sisters while she was distracted.  
 Outside the walled-in area, she stopped to catch her breath, watching as the white-garbed people of Godstown moved about quietly as they completed their daily chores. She knew they were watching her out of the corners of their eyes, but politely pretended not to.  
 Prudy felt like she’d been watched by everyone her entire life. Not because she looked any different than anyone else, or wore anything different, or acted any differently. No, the cause of her discomfort had always felt deeper, hidden, something that had been born into the core of her, where no one could see it, only sense it.  
 Which seemed to make her a curiosity to the rest of the villagers. She longed to shout, “Aye, look at me! I’m here! I’m here!” but she knew that would only renew their determination to look without looking. Plus, such an emotional outburst would only cause trouble for her. Those who acted rashly generally ended up in the Reckoning to be punished. Temperance, stability, godliness, hard work—these were the tenets that people respected on the Godsbridge.  
 She sighed, wishing she’d been assigned to collect oysters from amongst the rocks. At least that would give her the few moments of solace and peace she needed right now. Instead, she felt like a mote of dust being blown by the wind as she started off down the street without any particular destination in mind.  
 It was only after she made several other aimless turns that she realized where she’d been subconsciously going the entire time: the community farm.  
 Cultivating a farm in the middle of a bridge was no small feat, which made the achievement one of pride for Godstown’s citizens, even if they were unable to show it. Pride, after all, was a sin in the same vein of ambition, though not nearly as grievous. The plants were grown in long troughs filled with soil brought in from Odin. ‘Sinner’s soil’, as they called it, was no less fertile, even if it had been dug from a land known for evils such as war, gluttony and, in some of the bigger cities, debauchery.  
 As Prudy walked between the rows of plants, she immediately spotted her father, who was one of a half-dozen or so workers permanently assigned to care for the small farm. As usual, his white clothes were smudged with dirt and soaked with sweat as he bent over a small plant, using scissors to snip away a few dead leaves that were brown and curling around the edges. She paused to watch him, marveling at the care he took in his work, treating each plant like an individual work of art. It reminded her of the care she took in her own training, perfecting each of the nine standard positions and then learning to string them together until the number of combinations was limitless.  
 In that moment, she forgot all about what she’d seen her father doing at night, because he was a man who cared deeply about living things, whether plant, person or animal. He was a man who’d comforted her when she found herself crying at only six years old because of the mess of bruises her sisters had given her during her first training session. He’d told her that one day she would be the greatest warrior in all Godstown and she’d believed him so completely that she’d thrown herself into her training with a vigor and energy that no one could ever hope to match.  
 As he turned and met her eyes, the moment passed, and she could picture him lifting his finger to his lips to request her silence. He cocked his head to the side, sweat beading on his forehead before beginning the meandering journey down his nose and cheeks. There were spots of dirt on his face, too, from when he’d used his dirty gloves to scratch an itch or wipe away the sweat.  

Please don’t let it be another woman, Prudy thought, pressing her lips together because she hated to even think it. She only recalled two other Godstown citizens who’d strayed from their marriage partners. Their punishments had been severe and final. Father wouldn’t do that to Mother, she thought. He wouldn’t do that to us. Then what?

 “Prudence,” her father said, tucking the scissors into a belt fitted with numerous loops used to hold various small gardening tools. Larger tools were kept in several sheds placed at the far corner of the farm. “What a nice surprise. Did you finish training early today?” 
 She couldn’t lie to him. “No. I…left.” 
 If he was surprised, his face didn’t show it. “To come see me?” he asked.  
 “No. Yes. I don’t know. I just started walking and now here I am.” 
 He nodded as though that made perfect sense, while she thought her own explanation sounded more confusing than an entire flock of wingless birds flying south for the winter. “Do you want to talk about where I’ve been going at night?” 
 Her heart thudded in her chest. Her mouth was dry. She couldn’t seem to use her tongue to form words, so she simply nodded.  
 “It’s probably best if I show you.” 
 She frowned. Show her? Did he mean…

 “We go tonight. I’m guessing I won’t need to awaken you.” 
 She shook her head.  
 “Good. Tonight then. You should probably head back to training.” 
 He was right. She turned away but then paused. “Father?” 
 “Yes, Prudence?” He’d never called her Prudy like the others, seeming to realize how much she hated the nickname despite not having ever told anyone.  
 “How long have you known I’ve been watching you at night?” 
 He smiled. “From the first time, of course. The day you fell out of bed.” He winked and then turned back to his plants.  
 She frowned, watching him as he resumed his snipping and pruning, but then eventually left. She didn’t go back to the training yard. As expected, her sisters ratted her out and her mother gave her quite the tongue lashing, but Prudy barely heard anything she said, her mind focused on one thing and one thing alone: 

Tonight.



   
 Prudy’s eyes flashed open. Not to wake up, for she’d never fallen asleep in the first place, but to watch for her father to emerge from his bedroom. She’d heard the moment he’d drawn his blankets from off himself and slipped from bed. She was about to do the same when she heard a voice, that of her mother, hissed in the dark. Her father’s reply came a moment later, just as low and indiscernible.  
 She stared at the door, waiting. The door didn’t open. The voices stopped. All was still. All was silent.  
 She lay awake for a long time, listening for her father’s snores to announce he’d gone back to sleep, assuming he’d ever slept in the first place.  
 She didn’t hear them, and exhaustion finally pulled her under into a restless sleep. 


   
 The next day her father pulled her aside after her mother had left the house with her sisters trailing behind her. “Your mother has forbidden me from leaving at night,” he said.  
 “Why?”  
 “Because she doesn’t understand. Because she doesn’t see what I see under the bridge.” 
 “I don’t understand either, Father. What do you see?” 
 Her father leaned down and cupped her face in his hands. Prudy didn’t really like when people touched her, and yet he was so gentle his fingers might’ve been those of the wind. “I see the faces of the gods, Prudence. And they are…beautiful.” 


   
 Prudy thought about her father’s words all that day, but for some reason she wasn’t distracted. In fact, his words had the opposite effect, focusing her attention to a fine point, much to the dismay of her sisters and the other Gods’ Warriors trainees. After she’d devastated her twentieth opponent in five seconds flat, the trainer suggested she take a walk and fill the water jugs for them.  
 Exiting the training yard, she needed to turn left to where the closest catchment was located. Instead, she left the cart laden with empty water jugs and headed right. When she reached the farm, workers moved along the rows of plants, pulling weeds and harvesting ripe fruits and vegetables. Her father wasn’t amongst them.  
 She frowned at the scene for several long seconds before turning away. Her plan was to go back to the training yard to retrieve the cart and fill the jugs, but once again her feet betrayed her. She did retrieve the cart and the jugs, pushing them along the streets, but not toward the catchment. Instead, before she knew it, she was standing in front of the high, stone wall that marked one side of the massive bridge spanning the width of the Sacred Sea. It was entirely unremarkable, a sight she’d seen more times than she could count, and she wondered why she’d been drawn to this place.  

Because of Father’s words, she thought.  
 A sound caught her keen ears, not from behind in the town, but from above. She looked up, expecting to find a bird having landed on a roof. There was nothing. She listened intently.  
 Nothing. She was about to turn away when the sound arose again. A murmur. Someone was talking. To the right was a staircase leading up onto the wall that rimmed the entire edge of the bridge. To the left was another staircase, closer than the one on the right. She went left, leaving her cart behind, her strong, young legs carrying her up the stone steps quickly, one hand trailing along the wall for balance as the wind, no longer broken by the structures, whipped her clothes into a frenzy.  
 With three steps to go, her head rose high enough to see onto the wall.  
 She froze.  
 Though his back was to her, there was no mistaking the form of the man who, along with her mother, had raised her. Her father was peering over the edge of the bridge, murmuring under his breath. She couldn’t make out his words, but they sounded strange, emerging from his lips in a steady stream as though there were no beginning and no end, never pausing in between, one word flowing into the next with reckless abandon.  
 And she knew.  

She knew.

 This was where he came at night. With his nightly outings now forbidden by his wife, he’d been forced to shirk his duties, which was a serious sin under Godstown law, in order to return here during the day. But why? What could possibly be of interest over the side of the bridge, which overlooked nothing but water, water and more water?  
 “Father?” she said, speaking so softly her voice was grabbed by the wind and carried away. Her father didn’t hear her, didn’t turn. “Father,” she said again, louder this time.  
 He stiffened, his lips finally snapping shut, cutting off his nonsensical murmuring. He turned slowly until their eyes met. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said.  
 “You said you would show me,” she said.  
 “That was a mistake. I’m sorry. You need to leave.” 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 “I know. Perhaps one day I can explain things. But not here. Not now. Do you trust me?” 
 He was her father. He’d never done anything to betray her trust, not ever. “Yes, of course.” 
 “Then you need to—” 
 Whatever he was going to say was interrupted by the sound of footfalls on the streets below. Prudy whirled around, nearly losing her balance but managing to clamp one hand down on the corner of the stonework to prevent herself from falling. What she saw sent a pulse of fear coursing through her. Two lines of white-clothed people known as the elders. The men, who were called the Fathers of Righteous Justice, wore robes whilst the women, the Mothers of Mercy, wore modest dresses that stretched to their ankles and covered their shoulders.  
 They were the leaders of Godstown and usually held council in a broad structure near the northwestern corner of town. The structure overlooked the Reckoning, so the leaders could bear witness to the justice and order they meted out with heavy hands. It was rare to see them marching in lockstep around the city, and it never meant something good was about to happen.  
 Prudy’s eyes immediately fell on her mother, Mother Jayne as she was known amongst her peers, who craned her neck to look upward. She stopped when she spotted her daughter clinging to the wall at the top of the steps. Thankfully, she was last in line as she was the most junior of the Mothers, so there was no one behind to crash into her.  
 Prudy turned back toward her father, whose face was ashen. He didn’t look scared; rather, his expression was one of complete sadness. “Father?” she said.  
 As he stared at her with that sad, forlorn expression, the Fathers and Mothers had apparently split up down below. Now, the Fathers emerged atop the wall having taken the other staircase, while the Mothers pushed past her until her father was surrounded by a sea of white. Her mother was the last to reach the top, her arms encircling Prudy as she whispered in her ear, “Let’s get you home, shall we?” 
 Numb and confused, Prudy let her mother lead her by the hand back to street level. They passed the cart with the empty jugs, passed the dozens of townsfolk who pretended not to look at them, passed the training yard where her fellow warriors in training peered through the doorway, trying to get a glimpse of her. They walked all the way to their house, where her mother gave her a drink of water and tucked her into bed with the sun still high in the sky.  
 For once, she had no trouble sleeping.  


   
 She awoke to darkness. “Father?” she said, trying to remember where she was or how she got there. A rustling of bedclothes dragged her attention to the bunkbed across the room. One of her sisters, Lara, turned over in her sleep, a sigh escaping her lips. 
 Prudy closed her eyes, remembering. What had happened atop the bridge wall? Her father had been looking over the edge muttering to himself. She’d called out to him and he’d turned and then—what? The Fathers and Mothers had come. But why? He’d shirked his duties, but something told her that wasn’t why they’d surrounded him. Was looking out at the sea a crime? If so, she was guilty along with everyone else who lived in Godstown.  
 She chuckled to herself, because whatever had transpired earlier was clearly a matter that would be cleared up with a few words. Right now, her parents were tucked in their bed, hearts beating, breaths mixing. Of course they were. Of course.  
 She also remembered feeling exhausted, as though all the sleepless nights had finally caught up to her. An insane, mad idea sprang into her head and her eyes flashed open. She threw back the bedclothes and flung her legs over the side of her bed, pushing to her feet. She had no fear of waking her sisters—they slept like corpses. Taking a deep breath, she made for the door.  
 And stopped, releasing a soft, “Oh,” as a shape appeared through the gloom.  
 She took a step back, breath hitching as she tried to make sense of the monster that blocked the path to the door. “Go back to bed, Prudy,” her mother said.  
 She breathed again, chiding herself for being so foolish. What she’d perceived as a monster was only her mother sitting in a chair set in front of the door. “Why are you sleeping in a chair?” she asked.  
 “To watch over you,” her mother replied simply. “And I’m not sleeping. But you should. You’ve been through quite an ordeal.” 
 Prudy’s mind whirred over her mother’s words. An ‘ordeal’? That wasn’t a word she would’ve used to describe the day’s events. “I’m not tired. And I need to pee.” 
 “Then I’ll accompany you.” Her mother stood.  
 Prudy really did need to go, but her mother hadn’t taken her to the loo for a couple years now. “I don’t understand. Why are you acting like this?” 
 It was her mother’s turn to sigh deeply. “Your father is in trouble.” 
 “Why? He didn’t do anything. Is this because he’s been sneaking out at night? I know what he’s been doing; he’s just been staring out at sea. I can tell the Fathers and Mothers. I’ll awaken Father now and we can go together.” She crossed the space to her parents’ bedroom, the door standing open. She stopped when she was framed by the door. The bed was empty, the covers made. It hadn’t been slept in. Their home was small, modest. If her father wasn’t in the bedroom, he wasn’t there at all. “Where’s Papa?” she asked, her voice sounding small, younger. She hadn’t called her father ‘Papa’ since she was six and she was taught that ‘Father’ was the proper, respectful way to address one’s da.  
 “Your father…” Her mother’s voice broke slightly, and she raised a hand to her mouth as she closed her eyes. Prudy stared at her mother, who rarely showed any emotion at all. Slowly, her mother drew her hand from her mouth. Her eyes opened, white globes in the darkness. Even in the dark, Prudy could tell they were bone dry. “Your father is being held in the Reckoning.”  
 Prudy didn’t move for several long moments, dread washing over her. Even if she’d wanted to move, she didn’t think she could, her feet having grown roots that had burrowed deep into the floor.  
 Until something snapped.  
 Roots were shattered or torn from the floor or pulverized into dust as she charged forward, determination coursing through her. Determination to reach the door, to fling it open and to fly into the night. Then she would run, and she wouldn’t stop until she found her father. Surely if she found him everything would be okay, right?  
 Her mother stood, arms extending to grab her, but Prudy was in the training yard now, her mother her opponent, and she cut hard to one side, planting her bare foot and then pushing in the opposite direction. A simple feint, but one that was all but certain to work on her mother, who wasn’t a warrior. No, she was a woman of words and discussion—not action.  
 To her shock, her mother didn’t react to her first maneuver at all, lunging to the opposite side just as Prudy tried to slip past. Her longer arms wrapped around her and clamped tight.  
 Prudy wasn’t finished.  
 She fought and she squirmed and she used the many different techniques she’d been taught and practiced tirelessly to escape from a larger opponent’s grasp. But each maneuver she attempted was met with the perfect counter from her mother, until her energy flagged and she went still, breaths coming in heavy waves. Her mother didn’t even seem winded, as she’d used Prudy’s strength against her without using much of her own.  
 And Prudy knew: 
 “You are one of Gods’ Warriors,” she breathed.  
 “Not anymore,” her mother said. “Now come into the bedroom before we wake up your sisters.” 


   
 Once the door was closed, her mother sat next to Prudy on the bed, not quite touching but close enough where she could feel the shared warmth of their exertion.  
 Prudy said nothing, staring at her hands.  
 “Prudy…before Sara came along, I trained as one of Gods’ Warriors.” 
 That explained a lot. Since she could remember, her mother had encouraged Prudy and all her sisters to become Warriors. “You stopped me so easily,” she said, slightly in awe of a mother she’d always found to be overly stern and boring. Not a warrior. Strong in many ways, yes, but not physically.  
 She could feel her mother’s eyes on her now, and she turned her head to meet them. Her gaze was softer than Prudy had ever seen before. Typically her mother’s eyes were as sharp as arrowheads, piercing anyone who dared meet them. A light seemed to shine from her face. “You should’ve seen me in my younger days, Prudy. I was a force in the training yard. Fast, strong, my staff technique flawless.” Her words didn’t come across as bragging, a woman simply stating unalienable facts. Prudy could’ve been speaking about herself. “Every time I watch you train, you remind me so much of myself.” 
 “But you’ve never watched me train. Papa comes sometimes, but never you. I always wondered why.” 
 “Oh, my darling,” her mother said, reaching out to touch her face but then stopping, her hand hovering a hairsbreadth from her skin. “I watch you all the time. I have a spot that’s not easy to see from the yard unless you know where to look. The way you fight, my dear, is nothing short of magnificent.” 
 Warmth flooded through Prudy’s chest even as her mother’s hand dropped away without so much as grazing her skin. “Why didn’t you tell us?” she asked. “We could’ve learned so much from you.” 
 Her mother looked away, eyes locking on the window frame, where a line of iridescent moonslight had snuck through the gap between the curtains. “I didn’t want you and your sisters to think training was a waste—that once you got married and had children you would have to give it up.” 
 “But you did.” 
 “Yes. But that was my choice. Pregnancy was difficult for me. I lost my first three babies.” 
 Prudy felt a shiver run through her, though she didn’t feel cold. “I—I didn’t know.” She had the desire to reach out and thread her fingers through her mother’s, but she didn’t. They’d never been…close…like that. Her father was who she went to if she needed a hug or comfort. Her mother’s tongue was more likely to offer a cold, stabbing rebuke than even a single ember of warmth. 
 Her mother laughed without mirth. “Of course you didn’t. Here in Godstown, we don’t speak of such things. We learn to be corked bottles.” There was bitterness in her tone now, which she seemed to realize, stopping herself before she said too much. “But it is necessary for us to achieve godsliness in all things.” 
 This woman was an enigma to Prudy. The first part of what she’d said felt real, like it had been sitting in her heart only to be poured out through her mouth. The latter part was stilted and rehearsed, a line from a book she was forced to read. “I don’t want to be a corked bottle,” Prudy said.  
 Her mother’s eyes darted back to her, the arrowheads returning, jabbing into her. “You must! You will! Our world is…” 
 “What?” Prudy said. “What is our world?” 
 “Dangerous,” her mother said. “Dangerous for women like us.” 
 Under different circumstances, Prudy might’ve felt a measure of pride at being referred to as a woman alongside her mother, but instead she felt nothing but confusion. “Why? Why is it dangerous?” 
 “Because we are free thinkers. We have ideas, notions. Your father is the same, but he doesn’t know how to keep the cork in his bottle.” 
 They’d taken a long, meandering route to return to the reason for this entire discussion: Prudy’s father wasn’t here, where he should be. “Why is Papa in the Reckoning? What did he do wrong?” 
 Instead of answering the question, her mother said, “People are going to say a lot of harsh things about your father. Don’t listen to any of it, but also don’t react. Doing so will only cause problems. Stay inside as much as you can. We will only leave the house when required.” 
 “Mama, I don’t understand. What is happening?” 
 Her mother suddenly grasped her face, looking at her with an intensity she’d never seen from the even-keel woman. “When I gave up being a Warrior, I pledged to protect my children no matter what. I will do what I can for Papa, but you and your sisters are my priority. It’s what your father would want.” 
 Before Prudy could respond, her mother pulled her against her chest, her arms wrapping around her. She held her like that for a long time, until their hearts began to beat in rhythm, until the first rays of sunlight crept around the edges of the curtains and the sounds of her sisters stirring from their slumber arose from the other room.  


   
 As they hunkered down in their home, they didn’t speak of their father. They were ‘corked bottles’, as her mother had described it. Instead, they played silly games they hadn’t played in years. Prudy played too, but mostly just to pass the time. Her mind was elsewhere, replaying every word of her conversation with her mother until she’d memorized it. Their mother even joined in a few of their games, until a knock came at the door.  
 All her sisters’ meaningless banter vanished in an instant as every eye shot toward the door. Her mother stood, lifted her chin, crossed the room, and opened the door. Prudy and her sisters craned their necks to see who it was, but her mother positioned her body to block their view, conversing with whomever it was in low tones. Then she turned back toward them and said, “I must go. Do not leave the house,” and then departed, closing the door quietly behind her.  
 For a few minutes, the sisters sat in silence. Then Sara, who was the eldest at eighteen and soon to be married, clapped her hands, and said, “What shall we play next?”  
 Prudy stared at her. “I’m not playing. We need to find out what’s happening.” 
 “Mother said to stay here.” 
 Prudy considered telling her sisters everything Mother had told her that night but hesitated. Though her mother hadn’t specifically told her not to tell anyone, it felt like a secret. Something shared in the dark of night with whispers. And the way her mother had held her…she could still feel the warmth of her body, the beat of her heart. No, her mother’s words had been for her and her alone. “I’m going back to sleep. Try not to be so loud.” With that, she marched into her parents’ room and shut the door before Sara or any of her other sisters could protest.  
 On the other side of the door, she pressed her ear to the wood, listening. “She’s so dramatic,” Cara said. Her voice was muffled through the door, but Prudy was able to make out every word.  
 “She was there when father was arrested,” Sara said. “Take it easy on her.” 
 “Like she always takes it easy on us during training?” Cara shot back. “She’s in Mother and Father’s bedroom alone.” She said it like the very notion was scandalous.  
 “She needs to rest,” Sara said. “She can’t do so with us carrying on out here.” 
 “Is Father in trouble?” This question came from Mara, the second youngest. She was barely a year older than Prudy.  
 “You don’t need to worry about that,” Sara said. “Mother will handle everything. Shall we play a quiet game?” 
 Mara, Prudy knew, was trusting to a fault. Though Prudy could hear the truth behind her eldest sister’s brave words—the fear, the weight—Mara would take them at face value.  
 Prudy had other plans, turning her ear away from the door now that she was certain none of her sisters were going to follow her. She crossed the room to the window, sweeping the curtains aside and hooking them to latches her father had affixed to the wall. Sunlight spilled inside, chasing away the shadows.  
 The window opened from bottom to top. There was no lock—people didn’t fear thieves in Godstown. On the rare occasions someone stole from another they were dealt with swiftly and harshly. Plus, why would anyone steal when all the city’s resources were shared equally?  
 Prudy peered out the window to the street. It was empty, which was unusual for this time of day, when the city would typically be bustling with activity. Their home was single-story, but the window was set rather high, and Prudy was forced to hang from the sill and then drop to the ground, landing in a crouch, bending her knees to cushion the impact as she’d been taught during training.  
 And then she ran.  
 She stopped first at the deserted training yard. Like everything else in Godstown, the door was unlocked. She collected her favorite staff from the barrel, relishing the familiar feel of the wood as she gripped it. She spun it several times, the motion calming her nerves. Steeling herself, she exited the yard and raced onward.  
 The Reckoning was a square in the northwest corner of the city, only a few blocks from the bridge wall where she’d last seen her father. As part of their education, all Godstown children were required to visit the square from time to time to bear witness to the unique form of justice meted out by the Fathers of Justice and Mothers of Mercy. Prudy still remembered the first time she’d seen the Lightning-Struck Man with the scars on his cheeks and scalp. Something about him had scared her, and she remembered looking at the sky for any signs of a storm, almost as if she’d expected bolts of lightning to sear from above at any moment.  
 As she approached the Reckoning, she could see the white robes of the Fathers as they stood with their backs to her. The Mothers were beside them, forming a semicircle. She couldn’t see what was beyond them. She hugged the wall, trying to get closer without being spotted. Several barrel-chested men who she knew followed the Godstown elders around everywhere they went stood at the far side of the square, staring straight ahead.  
 Prudy needed a better vantage point, so she slipped inside the first door she came to, which led into one of the structures flanking the square. As soon as she entered, she recognized it. This was the elders’ building, where they met to discuss their city and make decisions on its future. Her mother had brought her and her sisters here once, taking them around and introducing them to all the other Mothers and Fathers. Prudy had felt proud of her mother then. She was an important woman to the city.  
 There was no one inside, and she quickly clambered up the steps to the second floor. The staircase had wound back on itself, so it took her a moment to orient herself at the top before turning in the direction of the square. A large room set with a wide oval table ringed by a dozen wooden chairs stood open. The elders’ council room, she remembered from her mother’s tour. The room where all the most important decisions were made. It had a large window on one side so the Fathers and Mothers could look out into the Reckoning.  

Perfect! Prudy thought, rushing to the glass, careful to stay low and peep just over the bottom edge. Now she could see what had been beyond the semicircle of elders. A man bound with rope tethered to a stake. Papa! she thought. He sat cross-legged on the ground and seemed to be drawing with his finger in the dust. One of the Fathers, the most senior, a man named Father Morris, seemed to be speaking, his lips moving. Prudy couldn’t hear what he was saying, but then she spotted a latch on the window. As carefully as possible, she teased the latch from its moorings and popped it free. The window creaked as the pressure was released and it opened an inch or so.  
 Prudy dove to the floor, clapping a hand over her mouth.  
 There was no shout, no alarm raised. She laughed out a breath. Of course they couldn’t hear a little creak all the way up here. Once more, she eased her eyes over the bottom of the window frame. Words floated up to her ears.  
 “Do you have nothing to say in your defense?” Father Morris asked. His voice was raised and Prudy could hear the anger and frustration in his tone. Her own father ignored him, continuing to draw in the dirt. She wondered why he refused to answer. All he had to do was tell them that he enjoyed looking out at the sea. He could apologize for shirking his duties for such a wasteful pursuit and everything could go back to normal. 

I see the faces of the gods, Prudence. And they are…beautiful.

 She didn’t know why her father’s words returned to her then, but they made her frown. They made sense in the context of gazing out at the raw beauty of the sea. And yet…he’d been looking down, not out, practically hanging off the bridge. Almost as though he were trying to look under it. 
 “Mother Jayne,” Father Morris said, drawing her attention back to the scene unfolding below her. “Would you please try to talk some sense into your husband?” 
 Her mother nodded and stepped forward. “David,” she said, using her father’s name with the sternness of a woman who wasn’t to be trifled with. “You must tell us the truth.” 
 Prudy cocked her head to the side. The last word was spoken in a different tone, not with the same sharpness as the other words. It felt like a hand being extended, offered. No, Prudy thought. That’s not right. No. It sounds more like a plea.  
 Finally, her father looked up. His gaze ignored the other white-garbed people ringed around him, focusing solely on the face of his wife. “Jayne,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 
 “Sorry for what?” Father Morris snapped.  
 Still her father refused to meet anyone but his wife’s eyes. Then, with an unexpected suddenness, his eyes darted toward Father Morris. He stood. “There is a blade beneath the bridge,” he said.  
 “David, no,” Prudy’s mother said.  
 If he heard her, he gave no indication, continuing. “It burns with the light of the gods. It is beautiful beyond measure. In its face I have seen them—the gods. I will deny the truth no longer.”  
 “Oh, David,” her mother said, falling to her knees. A pair of the other Mothers moved to help her back to her feet, but she resisted as though the strength had been sapped from her legs.  
 Prudy stared, unblinking, trying to comprehend what it all meant. Until Father Morris spoke again. “Thank you for speaking the truth. May the gods have mercy on you for your sins, but what you speak is blasphemy of the foulest nature. There is no blade beneath the bridge. And if there was, it would not be of the gods, but of the Void itself.” 

The Void? Prudy thought. Her father was a good man. He tended to plants with the same tenderness with which he treated his own children. There was nothing blasphemous about him.  
 Father Morris continued. “In accordance with our laws, you will be punished for blasphemy. There is only one way to eradicate such falsehoods from our midst. Fire.” 
 Everything became clear in that single word, and Prudy was unable to stop the shout that burst from her lips: “No!” 
 Unlike the window’s creak, her shout carried to the square and well beyond. All heads turned in her direction, including those of her father and her mother, their eyes wide and frantic as they stared at their youngest daughter staring back at them.  
 “Seize her,” Father Morris growled.  


   
 Prudy was halfway down the switchback stairs when the men entered the building, squirming inside like rats through a hole in a wall. Prudy stopped on the landing between sections of steps, eyes darting back and forth, searching for a way out where there was none. Her only option was to retreat. 
 “Don’t,” one of the men warned. “It will only make things harder for you.”  
 Prudy didn’t know whether that was true, only that she wanted to get away from these men, from this place. That she wanted to go home where her mother and father and sisters would be. Where everything would be all right again.  
 She turned and bolted, ignoring the shout from the man who’d spoken. Heavy, thudding footsteps chased her up the stairs. On the second floor, she turned right, away from the elders’ council room, away from where she’d last seen her father, because if she didn’t see him then he wasn’t there. He was somewhere else. Somewhere she could find him. If her will was strong enough, she could make it true. She would make it true.  
 To the right, she flashed past other rooms where those who served the elders typically occupied. She risked a glance back but immediately wished she hadn’t, catching sight of one of the large men galloping up the final step, head on a swivel as he turned left and then— 
 His eyes locked on her, a vicious smile curling his lips. “Come here, little birdie,” he sang, starting in her direction where— 

Slam!  
 While she’d been looking back, she’d managed to run headlong into the stone wall at the end of the corridor. She staggered back, stars exploding before her vision. Her head was ringing like a struck bell, her legs weak. Her fingers opened and dropped her staff, which clattered to the floor. She longed to lie down, to close her eyes and drift away as she watched those exploding stars.  
 The most random memory popped into her head, words spoken by her mother so long ago it felt like another lifetime, even for a girl of only nine name days old. As one of Gods’ Warriors, you will be expected to fight on, to fight until the end for the things, the people, you believe in. 

 It was something her mother had told her before her first day of training, when she was just six. At the time, she hadn’t understood it. Who are we fighting? Now she knew: She was fighting those who threatened her family. With that in mind, she bent down to retrieve her staff, taking comfort in its familiar feel as her fingers closed around the shaft.  
 The men had closed the gap by half, stalking toward her with the patience of those who knew they’d already won, their overconfidence born in their casual smiles and the gleeful gleam in their eyes. That’s when she remembered something else, another feature of this building that her mother had shown her during the tour:  
 The building had an access ladder to the roof.  
 Whether she’d gone in the correct direction purposefully or subconsciously mattered not, only that as she turned left she saw it—the ladder. It ascended, climbing the wall to a small hatch. Legs weak and mind fuzzy, she lunged for it. Behind her, the men shouted but she was already climbing with one hand while continuing to clutch her staff with her opposite hand, drawing her jellylike legs behind her, using them as little more than a means to steady the lower half of her body on the wooden rungs.  
 She was halfway to the top when someone grabbed her foot. She screamed, not thinking, just reacting, kicking out at the someone, feeling the solid thud of an on-target impact and hearing the satisfying curse that resulted. A sound like a sack of potatoes being tossed roughly to the floor followed, along with a string of curses that even the laxest Godstowner would consider to be sinful and wicked.  
 This time, she didn’t look back, climbing higher until the hatch was within reach. She shoved at it with all her might, but the trapdoor merely laughed at her. Frantic, her fingers felt around its edges, searching for a latch but finding nothing but smooth wood and then the crack around its edge. Beneath her, the ladder shook, and she almost fell, barely managing to flop her arms down onto the top rung, which bit into her armpits.  
 The curses were replaced by laughter, and she looked back. One of the men sneered up at her, blood running freely from a split lip—the result of her well-aimed kick. Some of the blood had slid into his mouth, coating his teeth, painting his vicious smile crimson.  
 His knuckles were white as they gripped the sides of the ladder. And then he shook even harder, drawing a cry from Prudy’s lips. More laughter from the men. “Come on down, little birdie,” the bloody-lipped man said.  
 Prudy felt a swell of something she didn’t expect in that moment, the cold fear replaced with a wave of white-hot fury. “No,” she said, her words emerging as something between a growl and a scream. Planting her feet firmly on one of the ladder rungs, she threw herself upward once more, not with her hands this time, but with her shoulder. The hatch sprang open, just as it had when her mother had done the same thing years earlier when she’d showed Prudy this very place. It sticks a little, her mother had said, smiling back at her daughter before helping to pull her onto the roof. 
 The same roof that Prudy now clambered onto, sunlight blinding her for a moment as her eyes adjusted to the brightness. Shielding her eyes with a hand, she flung the hatch back into place before casting her gaze around for something, anything, to slow her pursuers’ progress. There! A cloister of barrels used to capture rainwater sat partway across the roof. She raced toward them, tossing her staff aside and roping her arms around the first one she reached, straining against its weight.  
 It didn’t budge. 

Too full, she thought, trying another, which also refused to move even the width of a hair. The third bobbed upwards and shifted half an inch, nearly landing on her toe as she fell onto her backside. No good. One barrel left.  
 The final barrel must’ve been the one most recently emptied to provide water to the elders and the other workers, because she was able to move it. It wasn’t completely empty, the previous night’s rainfall adding some weight to its base, but Prudy managed to tilt it onto its edge and then roll it across the roof. Ten feet away. Five.  
 The hatch shivered as something heavy impacted the underside.  
 Two feet.  
 One.  
 The hatch began to lift, a set of fingers poking through the gap.  
 Prudy rolled the barrel onto the trapdoor, the wooden vessel bouncing slightly and then settling as the hatch slammed back down under its weight.  
 The man’s roar was the most awful sound Prudy had ever heard, and for a moment she stood in horrified shock, just staring at the four blood-spattered fingers resting on the roof, having been severed from the man’s hand at the first knuckle when the hatch had snapped shut.  
 She staggered backwards as the hatch shivered once more, the barrel shifting slightly. A heavier barrel would’ve been more effective in preventing her pursuers from gaining the roof, but it would have to do. She continued to retreat as an even heavier blow landed, the door rising three inches. The barrel slid down the incline, hitting the roof and toppling over, water sloshing out its mouth.  
 “No,” Prudy whispered as the hatch flew the rest of the way open, crashing down so hard it was a wonder its hinges didn’t shatter.  
 The man with the crimson smile emerged first, except the smile was gone, replaced with a red line of pure hatred mirrored by the shadows that had fallen over his eyes. He was clutching his damaged hand, blood continuing to flow freely from the stumps. He took a step toward Prudy and she took a comparable step back. “Killing you would be justified after what you did,” he said.  
 Prudy felt like crying, her eyes suddenly swamped with tears. No, it was more than that. She felt like curling up into a ball and wishing away the world that had gone from something bright and beautiful to something as dark as a storm-smothered winter night. All because her father claimed to have seen something beneath the bridge. How did any of it make sense? How was any of it even possible? 
 A single tear slid from the pools in her eyes, tracking down her cheek. She blinked the rest of them away. She lifted a hand to her cheek to dash the only escapee from off her skin. She made a decision: To fight until the end for the things, the people, she believed in.  
 As fate would have it, she’d ended up next to the staff she’d discarded earlier, and now she scooped it up once more. Then she turned, ignoring the man’s warning shout as she sprinted for the edge of the building, arms and staff pumping at her sides.  
 The adjacent structure was set lower, but the gap was formidable. Not the width of a full thoroughfare, but that of an alley, as wide across as two men lying head to toes. WhatamIdoingthisismadness! rattled around her brain as she passed the point of no return, where stopping was impossible, where she was destined to go over the side of the building one way or another.  
 She planted her right foot as close to the edge as she dared and jumped. Her legs rocked back and forth in the air while her arms wavered. The unforgiving stone floor of the alley passed beneath her, the roof of the next structure seeming to rise toward her like an uppercut punch.  
 Training kicked in as she prepared to land, legs bending slightly. Even in perfect form, the impact shocked her, radiating up her legs and into her torso. Her mouth snapped shut so hard her teeth made an audible clacking sound, but she managed to duck her shoulder and roll, the hard surface punishing each part of her body that contacted it.  
 She rolled three more times before coming to rest, staring up at the bright sky.  

I did it, she thought, in disbelief. She tilted her head to the side to find the four men watching her from the other building, scratching their heads as if trying to figure out what to do. They seemed to come to a conclusion, turning and racing in the opposite direction, presumably to return to street level and then pursue her onto the next structure. If I keep moving, they can’t catch me, she thought, eyeing the conjoined line of structures. They led all the way to the street that ran parallel to the bridge wall itself. If she could only get to the wall, she could run along it all the way to where it ended in either Loslandia or Odin. From there, she could disappear into one of the cities.  

And then what? she thought. She’d never left Godstown in her entire life. She didn’t know the first thing about survival off the bridge. Plus, running away wouldn’t do anything to help her father. A thought occurred to her, taking root in her mind, until it was all encompassing, all she could think about, driving her onwards as she fought to her feet and ran.  
 As she ran, she heard shouts from below, but she ignored them. Her pursuers couldn’t possibly know where she was headed, nor what her objective was. Void, she hadn’t even known what she was going to do until just a few seconds earlier. She was running out of roof, the wall between the city and the edge of the bridge rising before her. Given the bridge wall was higher than the surrounding structures, she wouldn’t be able to span the gap, but she could aim for the bridge’s steps.  
 With that in mind, she chose the line aimed like an arrowpoint toward the closest set of steps climbing the wall to the top, her heart pounding, sweat trickling down the back of her neck. She ran so hard she almost felt like she was flying, the wind blasting her from behind, adding even more speed.  
 When she was ten steps from the edge, she realized she wasn’t going to make it. The distance to the steps was too far, the street separating the town from the wall much wider than the alley she’d previously leapt over. Her father’s face appeared in her mind, the set of his jaw, the steel in his gaze as he stared down Father Morris in the Reckoning. I must be brave, she thought. For him.

 Five steps.  
 Four. 
 Three. 
 Two.  
 Just before she landed her final step, Prudy planted her staff into a hole in the roof where a bit of stone had been chipped away over the years, likely because of the harsh rains that were typical in the winters. She shoved off hard, feet leaving the ground as she vaulted high into the air, her forward momentum carrying her toward the steps.  
 She hung in the air for what felt like a long moment, a moment that then vanished as she slammed into the side of the wall, just below the edge of the middle portion of the steps, fingers grasping at the stone even as her lungs gasped for the breath that had been punched from them.  
 Her fingers found purchase on the rough stone and she hauled herself up, still struggling to breathe. For Father, for Father, for Father…, she recited in her head as she crawled up on elbows and knees, sucking at the air, which seemed as thin and threadbare and full of barely patched holes as an old sock handed down for generations.  
 She reached the top, flopping onto the bridge wall like a fish in the bottom of a fisherman’s boat. Chest heaving, she slowly, breath by breath, regained her strength. Her fingers were bloody, her body battered and bruised. Father? Do you know where I am? Do you know I’m here, fighting for you?

 She pushed to one knee, then the other. Just as she was about to shove to her feet, she heard a commotion from somewhere down below. Frantic footfalls and loud voices. Go, she urged herself, willing strength into legs that should’ve been sapped of all fight.  
 She stood, wavering slightly in the stiff wind, but maintaining her balance, staggering toward the edge. Forms appeared on the bridge having ascended the staircase further along. She turned back just as more people reached the top of the same staircase she’d only just mounted.  
 “Stay back,” she said, waving a staff that she no longer gripped. When had she dropped it? Somewhere between leaping from the roof and crashing into the wall, most likely. 

 She realized who stood before her. Father Morris. Of all people, it was the man who’d sentenced her father to death by fire. “Calm yourself, Prudy. There is no need to make a further spectacle of yourself. What you are going through is…difficult. I understand that.” 
 “You understand nothing,” she said, continuing to walk backwards toward the half wall that prevented people from being accidentally blown off the bridge. She was aware of forms running from the opposite side while also crowding behind Father Morris, but their faces were all a blur now. None of them mattered; only her father mattered. If she could confirm his claims, prove to them that whatever he’d seen was not evil, that even a nine-year-old girl who had not yet reached the Age of Accountability could see it, then maybe she could save him.  
 It was that thread of hope that she clung to as she whirled around and craned her head over the edge of the wall. Her stomach flew into her throat as the height dizzied her. Whitecaps frothed far below, frolicking in the sea as it flowed ever eastward beneath the bridge. Her gaze climbed from the sea to the statue of one of the Weeping Gods that carried the bridge on his back.  
 She saw nothing.  

No, she thought, looking harder, willing her eyes to see whatever her father had seen—the blade beneath the bridge that burned with the light of the gods, as he had described it to the elders.  
 All she saw was wind-weathered stone, some of it covered with lichen and barnacles. It has to be there—it has to! She leaned further out, gripping the wall as she stretched her neck to its limits, and then— 

There! The light burst around the edge of the bridge’s underside, a blade of brightness to rival that of the sun, blinding her for a moment as she squinted behind a canopy of lashes. Her eyes adjusted until she could make out the form of the thing that glowed with a light so bright and fierce that she immediately understood why her father had described it as looking into the faces of the gods themselves.  
 In short, it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.  
 She drew herself away from the edge, unable to hold back the smile from her face, even as her body ached, her hands having left behind bloody fingerprints on the half wall. She felt triumphant, victorious. She’d done it. She’d saved her father. “I see it!” she cried. “I see the blade of light! Father was right! It is of the gods, not the Void! Look for yourselves! Look for yourselves!” 
 She searched the many faces that now surrounded her, expecting to find wonder and amazement in their expressions, but instead finding only fear and disgust as they whispered behind their hands. “Oh, Prudy,” a voice said, and she turned to find her mother standing apart from the others. Her shoulders were slumped, her head hanging like a ripe grape from a vine. “Oh, my precious child.” 
 “Mother,” Prudy said, not understanding her reaction. “Come. Please. I will show you. Then you will see. You will see.” 
 “I have looked,” her mother said. “There is nothing there but water and stone. Your father has clouded your mind.” 
 “What? No. No. I saw the light. I saw the blade. I saw it.” 
 “You know what this means, don’t you, Mother Jayne?” Father Morris said.  
 Prudy looked at her mother, who merely nodded. “Thank the gods she hasn’t reached the Age of Accountability. There is still time to rehabilitate her.” 
 “We will start the process immediately. For her sake, and for yours.” 
 Prudy didn’t know what that meant but seeing the way her mother was looking at her—with fear and disappointment—sucked the fight from her. Her legs wobbled and she slumped down.  

I am sorry, Father. I failed you. 



 Days later 
   
 There were voices, muffled, an indeterminate distance away. Prudy slammed her eyes shut, shoved her hands over her ears. Without her arms wrapped around her, she shivered in the face of the cold. She was naked. She was always naked, except when she was taken out for her daily walk. You have been laid bare just as we are always laid bare in the eyes of the gods, Father Morris had said. At first, she’d been mortified by being without clothing in front of a man, especially an elder, but now it was just daily life. But she would rather be cold than hear the voices. 
 The voices told her things—things she didn’t want to know.  

Your father is dead. 

 “Stop,” she said. “Please stop.” 

He got what he deserved.

 “No. No, no, no, no, no…” 

You are an abomination. Only someone evil can see what is under the bridge. Voidfire, born of demons. 

 “Please. Mama? Mama?” 
 Her mother wasn’t there. Her mother wasn’t permitted to be there. Not for this. This was a town matter. Rehabilitation, they’d called it. While Prudy had sat tethered to a chair, numb, Father Morris had explained everything to her. How her father had committed horrific crimes. How he was unrepentant, the shadows having filled his heart and gnawed on his soul. How he could not be saved. And, finally, how sometimes the only way to remove a disease from the body was to cut it out.  

Your father was Godstown’s disease. The only choice was to cut it out.

 “Shut up!” Prudy’s voice echoed throughout the large empty space that was typically used as a storehouse, but which had been cleared out specifically for her rehabilitation. The windows had been covered so thoroughly that not even a shred of light was visible. It could be day. It could be night. Not that it mattered. Nothing mattered.  
 “Your father cannot be saved, but you can,” Father Morris had said all those days ago. “You have not yet reached the Age of Accountability. If you open yourself to the light of the gods, they will fill you. Will you do this, child?” 
 Prudy had spat in his face and fought the ropes so hard she’d bucked the chair right over. Lying on her side, she’d screamed and screamed and screamed, even as they’d carried her away, through the streets of the only home she’d ever known, which were lined with people bearing witness to how far she’d fallen. Familiar faces that she screamed at until she was red in the face and hoarse, until tears replaced the anger, hot and thin as they streamed down her cheeks and dripped from her chin. Until she’d stopped, bleary-eyed and broken, meeting the stares of her sisters, who were the last in line. “Get better, sister,” they’d said, dabbing tears from their own cheeks. “Open your heart to the gods.”  
 The final person was her mother, who offered nothing to her except the hard line of her lips and a clenched jaw that told Prudy everything she needed to know about what the woman who’d raised her thought of her actions.  
 She hadn’t seen her sisters or mother since, and whether it was days or weeks or months, she knew not.  
 Now, Prudy heard the door creak open despite the hands she had clamped over her ears. Go away. Please, just go away. Sometimes it was someone bringing her tasteless food and water, but most of the time it was part of her rehabilitation, Father Morris attending her for hours on end, his voice a whip-crack as he told her all the horrid things that were wrong with her.  
 “Good morning, Prudy,” the voice she despised said.  

My name is Prudence, she thought. She sat with her knees tucked to her chest, hands still clamped over her ears, eyes closed. She pretended not to hear him. Maybe if she pretended long enough, he’d go away. Maybe he would disappear. Maybe I will disappear.


Please, gods, let me disappear.

 “There is a darkness upon you.” 

If there is any darkness, it is because of you.

 “Why do you refuse the light I offer?” 

Because I hate you.

 “You have a choice: to rot in here until you reach the Age of Accountability…” 
 That got her attention. What? You can’t do that! she thought. She was nine—well, almost ten—which meant she wouldn’t reach the Age of Accountability—twelve—for more than two years. I can’t do this for another two years. Void, I can’t do this for another two days. 

 “…or, you can confess your sins and deny the vile lies spewed by you and your father.” 
 “Do not speak of my father,” she finally said, eyes flashing open, hands falling from her ears. He was closer than she expected, crouching beside her, and she flinched. 
 He smiled a patronizing smile. She wished she had her staff. She would knock the smile off his lips. “She speaks,” Father Morris said.  
 “Let me go. I will leave Godstown forever.” Leaving her mother and sisters would be hard, but it wasn’t like they’d done anything to try to help her.  
 “I’m afraid that’s not an option.” 
 “You’re evil.” 
 He sighed deeply, as though her words wounded him. “Prudy, I am a godly man.” 
 “Godly men don’t need to say they’re godly,” she said. My father never spoke of himself that way, and he was a hundred—no, a thousand—times better than you. 

 “I am not your enemy.” 
 “You murdered my father.”  
 She didn’t want to remember the worst day of her life, but the reminder forced the horrific images to the top of her mind. Her sisters had wept openly, save for Sara, who as the eldest remained stalwart as she’d stood next to their mother. Her mother had stared straight ahead, just like the other elders. Like it was a stranger and not her husband who was being burned alive.  
 Prudy could never quite get her father’s screams out of her head.  
 “If your father was guiltless, he wouldn’t have burned. The gods wouldn’t have allowed it.” 
 Prudy said nothing. They’d had this argument before, and it was pointless to do so again.  
 When Father Morris realized she wasn’t going to engage in a discussion, he said, “It’s time for your walk.” 
 “I don’t want to go. It won’t change anything.” 
 “That is up to you, but you still must go.” 
 Prudy had refused before. Father Morris would simply call for the men to come inside and force her into her dress, force her to her feet, drag her along if she didn’t walk herself. The roughest of the men was the man with four stumps for fingers. She didn’t want to be dragged again, so she snatched the white dress from Father Morris’s outstretched hand, throwing it over her head and letting it cascade down her form as she stood.  
 The sun burned her eyes as she was led outside. She wasn’t bound anymore, a ‘privilege’ she’d earned by not making any escape attempts on any of her prior walks. She considered making a run for it, but knew she’d eventually be caught. Instead, she just followed Father Morris as he took yet another different route that would lead them to the same place as he always led her: 
 The bridge wall.  
 She ignored the Godstowners who went about their daily business as though she didn’t exist. She never saw her mother or sisters on these walks. Presumably, that was Father Morris’s doing. After several turns and several minutes, the wall loomed before them. Prudy’s calves burned as they climbed the staircase and then turned left. She never knew which staircase they would take to the top and whether she would need to turn left or right. But they always ended up at the same point atop the wall, the exact same spot she’d stood all those days ago to prove her father wasn’t mad, that he’d seen what he’d said he’d seen.  
 And every day was the same. They’d strap her into a harness so she didn’t consider jumping and then ease her out from the wall so she could get a good look at the statue rising from the sea.  
 What had once been beautiful was now ugly, the brilliant light of the blade something she hated, because it was the cause of the hole in her heart, the mar on her soul. It was the cause of the shade of a life she now lived. Today, she glared at the sword embedded in the statue with a level of contempt she usually reserved for Father Morris alone.  
 She felt the tug as Father Morris pulled her back onto the bridge wall. “Well?” he said. “What did you see?” 
 As much as she hated that glowing sword and the memories it dredged, she could not deny its existence any more than her father could. “I see a sword glowing with the light of the gods. It is the most hideous thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.” The last was a lie, for no one who had a working pair of eyes could deny the blade’s beauty.  
 Father Morris sighed again. “You are doing this just to spite me, aren’t you?” 
 Prudy met his eyes. “I wouldn’t waste my time on you. Everything I do is for my father, the best man I’ve ever known.” 


 More days later 
   
 The routine continued day by day, until something changed.  
 The door creaked open, except Father Morris didn’t announce himself the way he normally did. Instead, softer, lighter footsteps crossed the space from the door to where she sat. It was too early for food to be brought; Prudy could tell this from her stomach, which wasn’t yet grumbling.  
 The footsteps stopped, silence seeming to permeate everything, burrowing into her skin. She hugged herself against the cool draft the opened door had let in. She didn’t want to look at whoever stood before her. She didn’t know if it was real or her mind playing tricks, like with the disembodied voices she heard floating through the air.  
 “Oh, Prudy,” her mother said, her voice filled with pain.  
 Prudy wanted it to be real, but knew it wasn’t. Her mother could not be here. She was not permitted. She’d probably forgotten about her youngest daughter. After all, she had five other daughters who didn’t see glowing swords under the bridge.  
 Gentle hands guided soft fabric over her head, and Prudy ground her teeth together. Not real, not real, not real…

 “There, that’s better. I have been given special permission to accompany you on your walk today.” 

Not real, not real, not real…

 “Prudy?” 
 She finally opened her eyes. The woman gazing at her with tears in her eyes looked so real. “Leave me alone. I am evil.” Father Morris had told her as much so many times she’d lost count. One day she’d realized he was right. For otherwise why would the gods allow her to be punished this way? She’d sliced off a man’s fingers. She’d failed her father and now he was… 
 “Oh, Prudy.” A tear slipped from her mother’s eyes as she circled her arms around her. Prudy stiffened. She couldn’t feel such wonderful comfort only to have it stripped away again. “Listen to me.” Her mother’s lips were close to her ear now. “I couldn’t save your father. I wasn’t strong enough. I wasn’t as strong as you. But I will not lose you, too. I would rather die a thousand deaths.” This was the woman who had spoken to Prudy like she was a woman grown all those nights ago, who told her a story of a time when she’d been a Warrior. This was the woman Prudy wanted her to be when her father was in trouble.  
 Prudy tried to speak, but her lips trembled. She swallowed and tried again. “I wasn’t strong either, Mama,” she said, tears leaking from her own eyes. 
 “That’s not true,” her mother said fiercely. “You were stronger than any of us.” 
 “But I couldn’t save him.” 
 “You tried,” her mother said. “You’re the youngest of us all, and you tried when no one else would.” 
 “He’s still dead.” More tears, entire rivers of hot flames on her cheeks.  
 “No,” her mother said, shaking her head. “I see so much of him in you. David—your father—is alive in you.” 
 Oh gods, how Prudy wanted to believe her. But how could she when the man who had been everything to her wasn’t there for her to speak to, to hug, to see?  

Faith is that which is believed without being seen. Her father’s words, in response to her question about how they could believe in the gods when they’d left Kingfall centuries ago. Was her father truly in her somehow? And if so, did he hurt when she hurt? Did he cry when she cried? “What am I supposed to do?” Prudy asked, leaning her head on her mother’s shoulder. 
 “You’re supposed to live. You’re supposed to fight.” 
 “What if I’m too tired?” 
 Her mother managed the smallest laugh. “You—tired? Prudy, you’ve been a bundle of energy from the moment you came out of me, kicking and screaming like you wanted to fight the world.” 
 Prudy smiled, tasting salt. “Fighting is the only thing I’ve ever been good at.” 
 “Well, that’s not true, but it’s certainly what you’re best at. Now, are you ready to come home?” 
 Prudy’s eyes bore into her mother’s. “I don’t understand.” 
 “I will escort you on your walk to the wall. Father Morris is already there, waiting. Speak the words he wants to hear. Then you can come home.” 
 “Mama,” Prudy said. “I can’t. I won’t deny what Papa saw—what I see.” 
 “Please. He would want you to. Do it for him. He would hate to see you like this. He would want you to live.” 
 “I—I don’t know if I can.” 
 “Try. Please. Just try.” 
 Prudy closed her eyes. Opened them. Nodded.  


   
 The wind was especially blustery today, whipping Prudy’s hair around her face and stirring up an army of whitecaps on the deep blue battlefield far below.  
 Strapped in her harness, she leaned out over the edge. The light burned into her, but she refused to squint or flinch from its brightness, relishing the ache for the last time. She stared into it for several long moments, cocking her head as an image appeared in the center. At first, she couldn’t discern the nature of the image, but soon she realized it was a face.  
 Her breath caught. “Father?” she murmured.  
 Her father watched her from the light, a sad smile curling his lips. And then he nodded and began to fade.  
 “No, please,” Prudy said. “Please, don’t go. Please…” Her final plea was little more than a whimper, the image gone now. She hung from the harness, feeling broken.  

Sometimes that which is broken is remade stronger than it was to begin with. 

 She froze. They were her father’s words from more than a year ago when she’d returned from training angry and dejected. Cara had bested her three times in a row and Prudy was convinced she would never defeat her. This is different, she thought. This is not training. How can I be remade when all I feel is empty?


Your father is in
you. Her mother’s words from earlier felt like something her father would say. Can I be remade stronger? Is there enough of me left?

 This time, it was her father’s and mother’s voices that answered in her mind. Yes, they said together.  
 She felt the harness jerk as she was pulled back onto the bridge wall. She tightened her hands into fists, firmed up her jaw. Determination coursed through her, the same way it had the day after her father had comforted her in the wake of her many defeats. That was the day she’d defeated Cara for the first time. Shortly thereafter, she’d bested Lara, who was seven years older than her. The only one of her sisters she had yet to beat was Sara, who was double her own age at eighteen.  
 If she were going to live, she would live for her father now. She would train even harder because she never wanted to feel weak and helpless again. And one day, perhaps, her father would look down from where he communed with the gods and be proud of her. 
 “What do you see?” Father Morris asked, looking at her curiously. 
 Prudy met his eyes without flinching. “I see nothing.” 





 Postlude 2: Coranayus Helm 
 Jackaloos- 150 A.W. 
 In the midst of The Long Night 
   
 AS HE MADE HIS WAY HOME, CORANAYUS HELM—COR, AS MOST OF HIS FRIENDS CALLED HIM—USED HIS UNIFORM’S SLEEVE TO WIPE SPATTERS OF BLOOD FROM HIS FACE.

 The sun had only just crept over the horizon, and with its light he was able to inspect the color of the blood. On the sleeve of his green uniform were two smears—one red, one black. He stared at the smears, images flashing behind his eyes. A demon resembling a cross between a wolf and a bear charging from the nearby forest, crossing the empty space to the village walls in mere seconds; the feel of his teeth gritting together as he raised his spear alongside two dozen other militiamen; the black pits that were the demon’s eyes as they cut sharply in his direction; the impact of his spear tip punching through the creature’s chest, its momentum carrying it into him, knocking him flat on his back; using all his strength to hold the beast’s snapping jaws away from his face before it convulsed violently and died.  
 Hence, the black smear of blood now on his sleeve. There was more of the oozing black liquid on his chest, too.  
 He didn’t want to think about the red smear. These days, losing one’s friends was something you didn’t dwell on unless you wanted to go mad.  
 The Long Night had begun forty years earlier, well before Cor’s parents had even met, much less considered creating life together. Thus, it was all Cor had ever known, the threat of demons a part of the world he lived in. Though growing up he hadn’t planned to join the militia, after the fact he realized the inevitability of the decision.  
 There were many theories as to the cause of the demon infestation that had ravaged Kingfall for decades. The holy men believed humans were being punished for their sins during the period following the Weeping, when greed, assassinations and treachery were commonplace amongst the leading families—the Gaards, the Normandians, the Kerrs, and the Travailian savages. Scholars, on the other hand, theorized that the Rifts left behind when the gods departed Kingfall had required a resting period—one hundred and ten years, apparently—before demons were permitted to cross the threshold from the Void to the mortal plane. Alternatively, historians gave credit to the demons themselves, lauding the creatures for their patience as they’d waited decades in the shadows, until humanity let its guard down. Cor had even heard of skeptics who denied the existence of the Long Night altogether, believing that the nearly half-century struggle to combat the demons had been invented by those who stood to profit from war.  
 Cor didn’t know who was right, but he did know the skeptics were dead wrong. Most of them were probably from Odin, which, unlike Teravainen, Travail and Avadon, wasn’t plagued with a Rift to the shadow world. Growing up in Teravainen, Cor had seen his fair share of demons, for the Infernal Pit had been overrun less than a year after the start of the Long Night. The living nightmares had spread across the land, until they were like wild beasts that had multiplied unchecked before descending on civilization.  
 Now, every village and city from the Endless Ocean to the Vein, from Northwood to the Bay of Sighs, had their own militia. Homes had barred windows and double-bolted locks on their doors with a bar to boot. Children were not permitted to play outside, except on specified days in the bright light of midday in an area secured and guarded by the militia.  
 “Mornin’,” Trotter said, as the two men passed along the town’s main road. “Names?” 
 That single word was a simple question used amongst militiamen. “Lorn and Brindale,” Cor said, not stopping.  
 Trotter didn’t stop either, because that was the end of it. Most nights passed without losing a single man, the town’s defenses solid. But last night had been particularly bad, no fewer than a dozen demons attacking, though the official count would be logged in the town’s records, which would then be sent to Wolfsgaard and combined with records from all the other Terran towns and villages. Annually, a summary of demon activity was provided to all the heads of militia and then disseminated to the militiamen. And every year the number of demons that were killed increased by more than ten percent, a troubling trend made worse by the fact that the Terran population was slowly declining.  

I’m distracting myself from those two names, Cor thought. Lorn and Brindale. Both had been good men, his friends. Both, just like Cor and every other militiaman, had survived many fierce encounters with demons. But not last night. Last night their luck had finally run out.  

Don’t dwell on it, you fool. Tomorrow night you’ll have to stand beside those who survived and do battle. For her. It’s all for her.

 Elation swelled in his chest as he approached the home he’d lived in his entire life but only with her for two years today. In fact, this was a day of anniversaries. The day he married the love of his life, Sonya. The day she moved into his childhood home, which now stood before him. And the day he joined the militia, taking the same oaths his father had taken almost four decades earlier.  
 Just before he reached the home’s threshold, the door opened inwards and then she was there, her face full of so much life it reminded Cor of everything he was fighting for. He crossed the remaining distance in three long strides and took her into his arms. Next to his battle-hardened form, she was feather light, and he picked her up as easily as he bore his own spear. Her arms wrapped around his neck. They didn’t kiss, just nuzzled against each other, content to feel the warmth of each other’s body as proof that blood continued to pump beneath their skin.  
 As proof that they were alive.  

Unlike Lorn and Brindale. 
 Cor stiffened at the undesired thought. More images twisted inside his mind. Cor shoving the wolf-bear demon off him, wrenching his spear hard several times before he was able to extricate it from the beast’s body, where it had become impacted in bone; turning to the left just as Lorn was mauled by another of the demons, the man unable to get his spear up in time as his throat was ripped out in one powerful, clawed slash; turning to his right to find Brindale on his back, spear jammed into a demon’s shoulder, trying to hold the beast off as it snapped and clawed at him; Cor charging in from the side, smashing his shoulder into the creature, knocking it off Brindale; other militiamen rushing to his aid, piercing the demon dozens of times until it went still; Cor turning back to Brindale, asking if he was all right; blood spurting from a puncture in the man’s throat, splashing across Cor’s face.  
 “Cor?” Cor heard his wife’s voice, but it seemed to come from a hundred miles away. He jammed his eyes shut, fighting off that final image of his friend gasping, trying to speak, his mouth filling with blood. Tell…tell Liza…tell Liza…I…love…I love… The man had been unable to get anything more out before he’d died, but Cor knew what he wanted. “I will,” he’d said under his breath before closing his friend’s eyes. Liza was Brindale’s wife, and the man had worshipped the ground she walked on. On a daily basis, he marveled that she’d accepted his marriage offer, enduring endless japes from the other militiamen, who all agreed he’d scored a small miracle when she’d said yes to a scoundrel like him.  
 The last thing Cor wanted to do was tell Liza what had happened, that he’d been too slow, too weak, to save her husband. That he’d died with her name on his lips.  
 “Cor?” Sonya said again, and when he opened his eyes the images faded. She searched his face for something. “Tell me their names,” she said.  
 “Lorn. Brindale.” He said it without emotion, as though they were any other words and not the definition of good men’s lives. From his tone, he might’ve said ‘tree bark’ and ‘mossy stump’.  
 “Oh, Cor,” Sonya said, for she knew how close he was with Brindale. He liked Lorn, too, but didn’t know the man overly well. Brindale and Liza broke bread with them on a weekly basis. “I’ll tell Liza.” 
 “No,” he said quickly. “Captain Kloos was already headed over there to deliver the news. But I promised Brindale I’d pass a message to Liza before he…” 
 Sonya nodded, her long, auburn hair framing a face as beautifully melancholy as a moonslit funeral. “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 He shook his head. “I must do it alone. I’ll need your help picking up the pieces though.” 
 “Of course,” Sonya said, and Cor knew it wasn’t just a thing to say. It was a promise, one she’d delivered on many other times, in the wake of many other tragedies. Even amidst tragedy, Cor marveled at the brightness of his wife’s spirit.  
 “I should get cleaned up before I go.” 
 “I’ll draw a bath.” 
 Though he could smell the warm aroma of freshly baked bread, she didn’t offer him food, for which he was grateful. After only two years of wedlock, she knew him all too well. After a night like the one he’d just endured, the thought of food made him ill even though he was famished. He wouldn’t eat until after midday at least.  
 Thus, while he undressed, she boiled six pots of water over the hearth, adding each to the tub she’d already filled with cool well water, as she did each morning before he returned home from duty. Each time, she tested the water’s temperature with her finger until she was satisfied. “In you go,” she said.  
 Cor stood before the tub wearing nothing but his underclothes. He started to pull his shirt over his head, but then Sonya’s hands were there to do it for him. She tossed the garment onto the pile with the other dirty clothes, which she would launder later that day. “Thank you,” he said. He removed his skivvies and then stepped into the water, the warmth surrounding him as he eased himself into its embrace. He reached for a small square of cloth draped over the side of the tub, but Sonya’s hand caught his.  
 “Let me,” she said. He met her eyes, and so much passed between them in that single look that it was a wonder they’d only just completed their second year of marriage. “Consider it an anniversary gift, if that helps.” 
 He snorted out a laugh because she knew him too well. He wasn’t one to allow himself to be pampered, even by his own wife. He nodded, and she busied herself lathering soap onto the cloth while he soaked in the warm water. “I wasn’t sure you remembered,” he said.  
 “Of course I did,” she said. “How could I forget the biggest mistake of my life?” 
 His eyes darted toward her, but he immediately realized she was teasing him. “I consider myself fortunate to be the one mistake you made in your life.” 
 “Now you’re exaggerating,” she said, working the soapy cloth over his shoulders and back, tracing the paths of the zigzag of interlaced scars he knew were there. “I made that one other mistake, do you remember? When I put too much salt in the brisket?” 
 “So you’re comparing me to oversalted brisket?” 
 “Precisely. I’m glad we understand each other.” 
 Cor chuckled, enjoying the moment of levity as much as he was enjoying the feel of her hands guiding the cloth over his skin. How does she do that? he wondered. Manage to draw my mind from the mires of sadness to a place of unexpected joy? “Do you want to make another mistake?” he said with gravel in his voice. He tilted his head back to look at her. He enjoyed watching her lips curl at the edges, and he made a point to memorize this version of her face in his mind, her cheeks flushed with firelight, shining with sweat from the heat of the water. Her lips met his, and for several moments the entire world seemed to boil down to nothing but them. When they parted, rather breathless, Sonya slipped off her clothes and stepped inside the bath.  


   
 Cor wished he could spend the entire day in bed with her, but theirs was a world of responsibilities. She had his uniform to wash, dry and press, meals to prepare, a home to keep, and he had boots to polish, weapons to oil, and a message to deliver—all before sneaking in some sleep before his shift later that night.  
 He wished he could delay the message a little bit longer, but to do so would be the most cowardly act of his life. Instead, he held Sonya in his arms for a moment longer before dressing in a clean uniform and departing without another word.  
 The day was cloudy, the earth soft from the intermittent bands of rainfall that had passed overhead since earlier that morning. He slogged through the mud, making no effort to keep his boots clean as he’d need to wipe them off before his next shift anyway. The village bustled with activity, almost as though demons didn’t exist and they didn’t live in fear every day of every year of their lives. He remembered something his father had once told him, when Cor had asked how the Terrans had survived under the demon threat for so long. Humans are a remarkably stalwart race, he’d said. We are survivors. It was true, Cor knew. Humanity had survived the Godswar, after all, when the Thousands had threatened to exterminate them from off the face of Kingfall. The Long Night, as hard as it was, was just another threat they needed to survive.  
 Such were his thoughts as he approached Brindale’s house. Like most of Jackaloos’s structures, the house had a thatched roof and was a single room that included, kitchen, living area and bedroom. Thus, when Cor’s knock went unanswered, he knew Liza wasn’t inside.  
 He took a deep breath, feeling guilty at the relief that swelled inside of him, and then made his way around back to the small fenced-in yard where the couple kept their milk cow and chicken coop. Liza wasn’t there either. 
 Cor frowned, wondering whether there was any chance she was asleep and hadn’t heard his knock, but immediately discarded the notion. She was as hard a worker as anyone he’d ever met and rarely took a moment for herself during the day, much less the luxury of a nap. Still, something told him to take another crack. Instead of circling back around to the front, he stopped at a side window, squinting to see between the iron bars and through the sheer curtains that floated around the frame as a light breeze blew inside. The house’s interior was dark. Cor could barely make out the tiny orange flame of a candle that had burned down to just a nub. The hearth also offered only minimal light, just the glow of dying red embers.  
 A shadowy form was backlit, sitting in a chair, staring straight ahead.  
 “Liza,” Cor called. “It’s Cor.” 
 No answer. If she heard him, she gave no indication.  
 “I’m coming in,” he said. He marched around to the front door and tried the knob, expecting to need to pound a few times to jar her from the fog she was in to open it for him. To his surprise, it was unlocked and unbarred, creaking open without him needing to even push. Liza always locked the front door when she went inside, just as all the villagers did. Though demon attacks were less frequent in the light of day, they did happen from time to time, especially on cloudy, rainy days like the one they were currently experiencing. Ninety-nine times out of one hundred, the militia managed to kill the demons before they could scale the walls and slip inside the village, but two to three times each year a demon would breach their defenses and rampage through town before it could be cut down. Not remembering to lock a front door even once could mean the difference between life and death.  
 Cor stepped inside, easing the door shut gently behind him.  
 “Liza,” he said.  
 “Tell me something,” she said, bitterness coating each word. “Are we all just living ghosts?” 
 Though he was as surprised by the question as he was by the fact that she’d spoken at all, he knew exactly what she meant. It was a question all militiamen struggled with on a daily basis. “No,” Cor said, a truth he had to believe if he was to don his uniform each night. “And Brindale—I mean, Paul—didn’t think so either.” 
 “And yet he’s not here, is he?” Liza said, voice rising. “As we speak, he’s a lump of meat being cleaned up and dressed in a fresh uniform all so he can be shoved in a wooden box and buried with the rest of them.” 
 Cor said nothing because he sensed she had more to get off her chest. She coughed out a mirthless laugh. “You always were a good listener, Cor. You and Sonya both. You’ve been good friends to me and Paul.” 
 “And we’ll continue to be good friends to you,” Cor said.  
 She shook her head. “I’m leaving Jackaloos forever,” she said. “I cannot stay here and see the faces of people like you, people who remind me of him.” 
 He didn’t try to talk her out of it. Liza had always been a woman who knew her own mind. “Where will you go?” 
 She smiled thinly. “They say Odin accepts refugees. Thus far, the Long Night hasn’t spread across the Vein. Wouldn’t it be funny if demons couldn’t swim? I just want to feel safe again. I need somewhere I can start fresh.”  
 Cor nodded. He could appreciate that. He’d long considered leaving Jackaloos for somewhere further from the Infernal Pit but couldn’t bring himself to desert his militia brothers. “I promised Paul that I would give you a message.” 
 A tear leaked from her eye.  
 “He wanted me to tell you that he loved you more than life itself, more than the rain that quenched his thirst and the food that nourished his body. More than the turn of the seasons and the beat of his heart and the smell of grass after a rain. Liza, you were his entire world, and having you as his wife meant he died a happy man.” 
 More tears painted tracks down her cheeks, dripped from her chin. “My Paul, a man of so few words, said all that, did he?” 
 Cor smiled, blinking away his own tears. “He didn’t have to. I already knew.” 


   
 “How is she?” Sonya asked when he returned. His uniform had been washed and was now drying on a line pulled taut in front of the hearth on account of the rainy day. He stared at it for a moment, remembering the exact pattern of the bloodstains from the night before. Sonya must’ve scrubbed exceptionally hard to remove them.  
 He blinked and the blood disappeared. He turned to his wife, who was still waiting for an answer. “Liza is a strong woman, but Paul’s death will weigh on her for a long time.” 
 “And you?” 
 “Me?” 
 “Cor,” Sonya said sternly. “For all your ruggedness you are an exquisitely sensitive man.” 
 “Don’t go around telling the other militiamen that.” 
 “Your secret is safe with me. But I am your wife and there is no need to gird your emotions in armor.” 
 Cor knew she was right. When he’d met Sonya, their passion for each other had been undeniable. But it had taken a lot longer for him to tear down his walls and let her see the real man beneath the uniform. He didn’t want to go backwards with her—not ever. “I am…shattered,” he said.  
 “Oh, Cor.” Sonya went to him, pulling him close, pressing her head into his chest. Despite her small stature, there was a strength in the woman that Cor would place above some of the strongest men he’d had the honor of serving alongside, and the comfort of her embrace was a blessing from the gods themselves.  
 “What would I do without you?” Cor said.  
 “Eat poorly, wear dirty clothes, curse more than you should, fall deep into your cups, and become a heathen,” Sonya said. “That would be the first week. Wait until you hear about the second week.” 
 Cor chuckled. “You can tell me once we are abed.” Cor slid his hands lower on her back. 
 “Again? Your appetite for me is as insatiable as your appetite for food.” Sonya reached back and grasped his hands, moving them back up to the middle of her back.  
 “You wanted the truth, you’ve got it. And the truth is I want you.” Lower, lower… 
 “And I have work to do.” She stopped his hands once more.  
 “It can wait. I’ll help you with it.” 
 “A big, tough militiaman being seen doing women’s work? The whole of Jackaloos will talk about it for weeks.” 
 “Let them talk.” He broke her hold and picked her up, causing her to release a squeal of delight. He carried her to bed, laid her gently on her back and then kissed her.  
 As time stood still and the ghosts disappeared, Cor lost himself in the woman who’d saved him two years ago. 


 Two years earlier 
   

Cor sat on the stool, staring at his empty cup much the way a buzzard might perch atop a fencepost contemplating a pile of bones already picked clean by the crows while it was forced to go hungry. Suddenly, he slammed his fist down on the oaken bar with such force his glass rattled for a moment before going still once more. “Another!” he demanded, voice slurring. Most of the mourners who’d known Cor’s father had already gone home, leaving a sparse collection of patrons drinking alone. 


“Cor,” the bartender, a man named Morris who’d been friends with his father for years, said. He was a grizzled old man, at least twenty years older than Cor’s father, and Cor had always found their friendship odd. “I think you’ve had enough.”


“Another,” Cor growled. This time, he scrounged through his pockets, pulling out a wad of fuzz, a bit of chicken feed, two small pieces of scrap metal, and, finally, a coin. Triumphantly, he rattled it onto the bar. 


“That’s a copper,” Morris said. “It’ll buy you a few drops of our cheapest whisky. Plus, when have you ever had to pay for a drink from me? You’ve had enough. This is my place, and I decide when to serve and when not to.”


Cor stood, nearly falling, knocking his stool to the floor. “Behold, King Morris, ruler of the tavern!” he said, sweeping his arm across his body grandly, nearly swatting another patron in the face. He turned to leave, muttering something about getting a drink somewhere else, but then tripped over the fallen stool, crashing to the floor. “Godsdammit,” he said, cursing at a broken stool leg that was rolling away.


And then Morris was there, trying to help him to his feet, the old man having limped around the bar. “Let me get you home.”


“Geroff me,” Cor said, shoving him away and finding his feet. 


Morris frowned at him. “Is this how you honor your father’s memory?”


“Never speak of my father again,” Cor roared, lunging forward and taking a swipe at the tavern’s proprietor. The attempted blow was clumsy and slow, and Morris, who’d dealt with drunkards more times than he could count, easily ducked under Cor’s fist. Then he grabbed Cor’s arm and twisted it behind his back. 


“I’m going to forget this night because of the circumstances, but if you ever take a swing at me again I won’t be so forgiving,” Morris said. 


Oh, ho!” Cor said, mockery ringing forth in his tone. “You’re a brave man, indeed, King Morris of the Tavern! So brave you hide here while real men like my father hold back the demon tide. You’re pathetic.”


“You know nothing, Cor.”


“Then enlighten me, Your Majesty.”


“Another time, perhaps. When you’re sober.”


“Tell me now,” Cor demanded, trying to twist free of the old man’s grip, which was surprisingly strong. When Morris refused to release him, Cor reared his head back sharply, the back of his skull slamming into the side of the man’s face. The bartender’s grip immediately slackened and, despite his inebriation, Cor spun away, tightening his hand into a fist as he prepared to—


SLAM!


Stars danced in front of his eyes as Cor staggered back from the punch. Something warm was leaking from his nose and the entire middle part of his face felt numb. “Get out before I throw you out.” Morris’s tone was low and menacing, and for the first time since the altercation had begun, Cor took the man seriously. 


“This isn’t over,” Cor muttered, blood dripping through his fingers as he touched his nose, turned, and shoved through the door into the night. 


And almost ran headlong into a woman who’d been about to enter the tavern. “Oh!” she exclaimed as the door slammed shut behind him, leaving them standing close to each other under the lanternlight. Cor just stood there dumbly, dripping blood at her feet. “You’re hurt.”


“I’m fine,” Cor said, his own pride wounded more than his face. At eighteen, he was forty years the man’s junior and yet Morris had handled him like a child. He turned and started to walk away. 


“Wait, I can mend you,” the woman said. “You’re Coranayus Helm, right?” 


Cor stopped and lifted his head to look at the woman more carefully. She was young, her face unlined, framed by long, auburn hair. She watched him with green eyes that seemed to capture every ray of lanternlight. She was, quite simply, the most breathtaking creature Cor had ever laid eyes on. His mind was still cloudy from a night of heavy drinking, but the punch to the face had helped to sober him up somewhat. He tried to place her in town but knew he would’ve remembered a woman like her. Jackaloos was smaller than a major city like Wolfsgaard but larger than most of the tiny farm villages scattered throughout the Terran countryside. Even still, folks either knew or knew of each other, one way or another. The only strangers were travelers passing through. “How do you know my name?” he asked, though he was happy she did. “You’re not from Jackaloos.” 


“Well, actually I am. At least, originally. I was born here, but my mother moved away when my father—” She stopped speaking suddenly, offering a small, nervous laugh. “Look at me, blabbering on while you’re bleeding. My offer stands. I can tend to your injuries. I have some experience with such things.”


Cor, whether drunk or sober, wouldn’t pass on such an opportunity twice in one night, not from a woman like that. “Your place or mine?” he asked. 


“How about the chicken coop?” she said, which made him raise his eyebrows until he realized from the slight smile on her lips she was joking. 


“You want chickens to be our chaperones?” he said. 


“Do we need a chaperone?”


“I’ll be a perfect gentleman.”


“The kind who gets in fights in taverns at odd hours of the night?” She clamped her lips shut. “I’m sorry, that was insensitive. I shouldn’t have—”


“It’s fine,” Cor said. He remembered that she’d known his name, which likely meant she knew about his father. “The truth is, our conversation, as brief as it’s been, has been a welcome distraction from…everything else.”


She smiled, and he swore the sun would be jealous of her beauty. “I’m glad. Then mayhaps we should extend our discussion while I stop the bleeding from your nose. Lead the way.”


Cor nodded and gestured in the appropriate direction with his hand, showing her the way down the deserted street—which was the main road through town. As they walked, he wondered why a woman like her would’ve been about to enter the tavern at such a late hour, but then thought better of asking. His mind had been muddled as he stumbled out the door—she’d probably only been passing by. “You said you were born here?” he said. 


She nodded. “My father died before I turned one. My mother couldn’t bear to stay, so she left with me and moved to Leeds.”


“I’m sorry,” Cor said. 


“Don’t be. Leeds is a wonderful town, right smack against the Endless Ocean, miles and miles of water as far as the eye can see. We still have the occasional demon attack, but it’s not as consistent as here.”


“I meant I’m sorry your father died,” Cor said. 


“Oh,” she said, brow crinkling as though surprised he would say such a thing. “I didn’t know him. I was only a baby.”


“Exactly. Which meant your relationship with him was lost before you even knew what it meant.”


“I—yes. Most people don’t understand that. They think because I was just a baby that losing my father doesn’t hurt—that I don’t grieve too. Plus, I saw what it did to my mother. I don’t think she ever really lived again after my father died.”


Cor nodded. The effects of the whisky weren’t affecting him as much anymore, though they should’ve been. “I understand because my mother died bringing me into the world,” he said. “My father didn’t talk about her often, but when he did I could see the pain in his eyes.” 


“I’m so sorry. About your father’s death too.”


“Thank you,” Cor said as they turned onto the smaller road that led to his father’s house. It’s my house now, he thought. “Why have you returned to Jackaloos now? The roads across Teravainen are dangerous.”


“My mother passed about a year ago. The healers said it was the shrinking disease, but I think it was the effects of her broken heart. She was a strong woman—it took twenty years for my father’s death to finally kill her.” 


“I—gods, I don’t know what to say. We’ve both endured too much tragedy.”


“And yet we’re not special, are we? The Long Night has stolen much from us all.”


Cor immediately felt like a fool, and the worst kind—a drunken one. Ever since his father’s death at the hands of a demon, he’d been so angry at the world, at the gods, at the godsdamned Rifts for spilling their filth out into the world. It wasn’t fair. Before he even knew his own name he’d killed his mother, and now the only person he truly loved had been taken from him? And yet, this young woman had endured much the same and he didn’t see her going around fighting old family friends and carrying on. Instead, she’d offered to help a complete stranger without asking anything in return. 


“I’m going to join the militia,” he blurted out, something he hadn’t told anyone, not even his father who he knew was firmly against it. Mostly because he had only recently decided, after his father was already gone.


“Follow in your father’s footsteps, eh?” she said. “A noble pursuit. I’m sure they need every man they can get.” There was something colder in her tone now. 


Cor tried to gauge her expression, but she stared straight ahead, refusing to meet his eyes. “Your father…,” he said. “He was a militiaman, wasn’t he?”


“Yes,” she said. Still she refused to turn her head. 


“Without the militia, the entire town would be overrun in a matter of days.”


“Did I say it wouldn’t?”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to anger you. Here we are.” Before she could respond, he stepped up to the small house he’d grown up in and opened the door. He’d left today without locking the door for the first time in his life. He simply hadn’t cared. Nothing inside was more valuable than what he’d already lost. 


Inside, he kicked off his boots and lined them up against the wall. 


She followed him in and closed the door, glancing at his bare feet before removing her own boots and adding them beside his. He turned away, immediately busying himself with heating water over the hearth and pulling a fresh towel from a chest, assuming she would request these items soon enough. When he turned back to her, he found her staring at him. “I—I know the militia is a necessity for every town in Teravainen. Without the brave men who defend our walls, we would be lost.” Sensing she wasn’t finished, he waited patiently for her to continue. “But no man should feel they have no other choice but to fight. If you follow through with your decision to join up, do it for the right reasons, not because your father died at the hands of a demon.”


Silence fell between them, and Cor wanted to tell her she was wrong about him, that they were strangers and had only just met and who was she to try to analyze the motivation behind his decision, which he’d made because he wanted to protect the town he loved and grew up in? But he couldn’t tell her any of that because she was dead right and to argue anything else would be an outright lie. “You’re right,” he said. 


“Of course I am,” she said with a wink, which instantly broke any tension, whether imagined or otherwise, that had formed between them. “And you are a smart man not to argue with a woman when she’s right.”


Cor managed a smile, feeling at ease again. “And are you often right?”


“Always,” she said. “Now sit down and let me have a look at that nose.”


He obeyed, collapsing heavily into a wooden chair. “It’s nothing, really,” he said.


“I’ll be the judge of that. Now hold still.” She grabbed the clean towel, dipped it in the kettle hanging over the hearth, and kneeled in front of him. He flinched as she dabbed at the blood that had dripped from his nose to his lips and chin. “I said hold still.”


“I’m not accustomed to women wiping blood off my face.”


“And I’m not exactly accustomed to doing the wiping,” she said. 


“You said you had experience.”


She chuckled. “With animals. Back in Leeds I apprenticed for an animal healer. Horses, pigs, goats, some dogs. We nursed them back to health whenever we could or put them down if they were suffering.”


“And you think tending to me is the same as tending to a hog?”


“I suspect the hog would be a better patient.” 


Cor found himself smiling. This woman had a quick wit and a naked honesty about her that he appreciated. Suddenly his plans to spend every day at the tavern drinking himself into oblivion before joining the militia and dying on his first night of combat didn’t appeal to him as much. 


“There, all done,” she said. “The bleeding has stopped and it’s not broken. You’re frowning. Why are you frowning?”


Cor didn’t realize he was frowning, but now that she mentioned it… “My father and I…we were everything each other had. He never got over the loss of my mother. I used to ask about my mother, but he could never talk about her so eventually I gave up. I always thought he was invincible, that no man or demon could ever kill him, that only when he was ready to go would death be able to claim him. But now…he’s…he’s…and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Joining the militia will distract me from everything. Aaand I don’t why I’m telling you all this considering we just met.” When he’d finished, Cor felt foolish, heat rising to the surface of his cheeks. 


“You want to know what I think?” she said. 


“I don’t know…do I?”


She laughed, a delightful sound that made him feel at ease again. “Well, as you might’ve suspected, I’m going to tell you anyway. I think what you just shared is part of the healing process. You have a long way to go, but it’s a start. Now let me make us some tea.”


“You’re my guest, I can do it,” Cor said, starting to stand. 


She pressed her hands, which were surprisingly strong, onto his shoulders, forcing him back into the chair. He looked at her, a question in his eyes. “Today was your father’s funeral. On the day of my mother’s funeral, I was expected to serve food and drink to dozens of other mourners when all I felt like doing was falling apart. Now, I know my way around a kitchen, so you just sit there and fall apart while I make us some tea.”


While Cor stared at her like she was a mythical creature, she busied herself in the kitchen area, which was basically just a small corner of the one-room structure. She spoke as she worked: “Are you certain your father didn’t remarry?” she asked. 


“Never,” Cor said. “Why do you ask?”


“This is as neat and well-ordered a kitchen as I’ve ever seen.”


Cor chuckled. “My father always said my mother would roll over in her grave if he didn’t maintain a tidy household. Cleanliness was hammered into me from a very young age.”


“I can appreciate a man who removes his boots at the door,” she said just as the teakettle began to whistle. She made quick work of filling the teacups with steaming water, handing one to him and sliding into another chair with her own. 


Strangely, Cor felt his heart beating faster. Not because he was uncomfortable being alone in the presence of a beautiful young woman, but because in that moment he felt as though he could see his entire future unfurled like a long tapestry that had been rolled up and packed away up until this point. He could see himself sitting in this very room taking tea with this very woman, talking about everything or nothing, about small things like the weather and deep things like tragedy. Words that his father spoke about his mother were as rare as diamonds, and so Cor remembered them all. Eight of them arose in his memory now.


‘Your mother always made my heart beat faster.’


And Cor realized something:


This woman was the woman he knew he would marry, and he didn’t even know her name. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours,” he said casually, trying to hide the tremor in his voice. 


“True,” she said, sipping her tea. She didn’t offer anything further.


“Will you tell me your name?”


“Since you asked so nicely,” she said with a half-smile. “Sonya. Sonya Carsten.”


Her first name was as beautiful a name as he’d ever heard, while her last name was unfamiliar. She’d said her mother was from Jackaloos, but she would’ve taken her husband’s name when she married. “What was your mother’s maiden name?” he asked. 


“That’s a rather personal question, don’t you think?”


“I’m sor—” he started to say, but then realized she was teasing him again. “You’ve asked me quite a few personal questions as well,” he said instead. 


“A fair point,” Sonya said. “It’s not the most pleasant-sounding surname. Grimes.”


Cor bit back a curse. “You’re Morris Grimes’ granddaughter?” 


“Of course I am. Why do you think I felt obliged to care for your wound? Usually Pappy’s bark is worse than his bite.”


“Tell that to my nose. And ‘Pappy’? That’s what you call him?”


“Since I was a wee girl as tall as your knees. Not that I ever got to visit him, but he always wrote me the most wonderful letters. He is a good man, but there’s no excuse for punching a man in the nose, even a drunk fool.” 


“In fairness, I swung at him first.”


“A wild swing, I expect. An ex-militiaman such as him should’ve been able to subdue you without resorting to such violence.”


Cor made a face. “I think your ‘Pappy’ has been telling you some tall tales. Morris Grimes never had the courage to join up. As long as I’ve known him, he’s hidden behind his bar.”


“Well that’s not surprising considering he was forced to retire from the militia eighteen year ago, right about the time I was born. He was grievously injured trying to protect his son-in-law—my father—the day he died. Even still, he didn’t want to leave the militia, but he could barely put weight on his leg. He’s had a limp ever since.” 


“I—” Cor cut off, cursing his own stupidity. If he’d ever had a chance with this remarkable woman, he’d destroyed it when he’d opened his fool mouth in the bar earlier this evening. “I said cruel things to him. I called him craven.”


She raised an amused eyebrow. “Pappy is about as craven as a lion,” she said. “But he’s not a vindictive man, and I’m sure he understands you weren’t yourself today.”


Sonya’s words emboldened him, and Cor blurted out, “I want to ask you to marry me.”


“Then you should,” she said. 


He stared at her, his heart a wild horse in his chest. “Sonya Carsten, will you be my wife?” he said. 


“No.”


“No?”


“We only just met, and anyway, today you mourned your father and got punched in the nose by my grandfather.”


“But you told me to ask you.”


“I did.”


“Just to turn me down?”


“We needed to establish a baseline. Mayhaps one day you’ll be able to ask me again and get a better answer.”



   
 As it turned out, the town wouldn’t have the opportunity to talk about Coranayus Helm doing women’s work because he fell into a sleep so deep he didn’t even notice when Sonya slid from bed, pulled the covers over him, slipped on her clothes, and returned to the many tasks still needing done for the day. He didn’t see or hear her crying in her knitting, didn’t see her steel herself and wipe away the tears, didn’t see her write a prayer on a scrap of parchment and burn it in the hearth to ensure the gods received her request.  
 Thus, he didn’t see the simple words that defined her hopes and fears and wishes and life: 

Let me grow old with my husband. Please. 

 After the prayer was ash and smoke, he also didn’t see the way she glanced at her stomach, her hands roaming along a curve so slight even her own husband hadn’t noticed it.  
 While her husband slept, Sonya took a deep breath and stood, completing her chores tirelessly and without complaint.  


   
 Cor kissed Sonya as he always did before his night shift, and then strode out into the evening, stars already winking at him from the swiftly darkening sky above. Behind the walls of the village, everything was still and silent.  
 He made his way quickly to the militia barracks, where he wasn’t the first nor last to arrive. Trotter was already there. “Evenin’,” the man said, chewing on a piece of straw.  
 “You working a double shift?” Cor asked.  
 “Yep. Switchin’ back to nights for a while.” 
 Cor nodded. His fortnight of night shifts was almost complete, which meant he would be back on day shifts for the next fortnight or so. His double shift was coming up, only two days hence. “I guess we’ll overlap tonight and tomorrow night.” 
 “I guess we will.”  
 Cor didn’t ask Trotter about names from the day shift—he’d known the man long enough to tell when someone had died. After the ferocity of the demon attack the night before, the village had received a much-needed reprieve during the day. Cor was still somewhat sheepish that he’d slept away almost the entire day after promising Sonya he’d help her with the chores. She’d even cleaned and polished his boots, laying them out neatly at the foot of the bed. She wasn’t cross with him, which almost made him feel worse. He would make up for it by protecting her on this night.  
 They were already uniformed when they arrived, so the militiamen simply had to collect their spears before marching toward the village gate. The changing of the guard was without fanfare or excitement, those hardy men who’d enjoyed the quiet day passing those charged with standing sentinel that night with nods and one-word greetings.  
 They spread out along the perimeter wall, approximately twenty feet between each man. No one told them where to stand—they were all experienced militiamen who silently took up their proper positions. Torches set in holders ringed the village, flames dancing hypnotically.  
 For a while, there was a fair bit of chatter amongst the men, mostly talk about home life and gossip from the village. The distance between the men positioned on the opposite side of the village was too far for them to hear what was said, but they had a system of passing one man’s words along the chain until all had heard them. The entire group fell silent when Trotter brought up Brindale and Lorn. He was the only one of the current group of militiamen who hadn’t been on shift the night before. “They were good men, brave men,” Trotter said. “We honor them with our continued service.” 
 “Aye,” the rest of the men said in unison.  
 “Liza’s leaving Jackaloos,” Cor found himself blurting out.  
 “What?” Trotter said. “She told you that?” 
 He nodded. He was positioned twenty feet away from Trotter, and it was still light enough for the man to see him. “She said the village held too many memories for her.” 
 No one disagreed. They all understood.  
 Several minutes later, another man, who went by Bent though his true name was Brendley, said, “Frieda’s with child again.” 
 A chorus of congratulations and well wishes followed, the atmosphere changing quickly from one of melancholy to an air of excitement. This was a way of life for the people of Jackaloos. Dwelling on the bad things that happened would only ensure they lived in darkness for their entire lives. Instead, these people chose to cling to any semblance of goodness the gods offered.  
 Cor wished he could be happier for the man, but the truth was he was envious. He and Sonya had been trying to conceive a child within hours of their wedding, while Bent and Frieda already had three and now, apparently, another on the way. It will happen when it happens was something Sonya liked to say to buoy their spirits.



And if it doesn’t? Cor had once asked.  

Then we shall very much enjoy the trying, won’t we? Sonya had responded. And they had, always, their love and passion like an unquenchable flame that lit up all the dark places of Cor’s mind, heart, body and soul. Still, he desperately wanted a child, and he knew Sonya would make the most fantastic mother. Though she brushed their failure aside as easily as one swats away a gnat, he could see the hope dimming in her eyes month by month as the seasons turned with her womb still empty.  
 Cor brushed aside his envy because he really was happy for Bent, and he soon joined in the rather uncouth procession of japes about the man’s fertility and his unexpectedly impressive abilities in the sack. More than once, the word ‘stallion’ was used with a high degree of sarcasm.  
 Eventually, however, as darkness fell completely and clouds moved in to cover the stars and moons, the men grew silent, each watching the area in front of them with sharp eyes. Though they weren’t relying on a clock, they could all sense that they’d entered the most dangerous time, when demon attacks occurred the most frequently.  
 An hour passed without event. It was a rather normal night, all things considered. Typically at least one demon attacked while the village slept, while one in ten nights involved what was referred to as a ‘pack’, like the night before when the group of wolf-bears had thrown themselves upon them. To have a pack attack two nights in a row was extremely rare, but neither Cor nor his comrades let their guards down, vigilantly watching the area around the village for any signs of danger.  
 Another hour passed. Cor’s mouth grew dry, so he reached down to his hip where a waterskin was attached to his belt. He uncapped it and was about to take a sip when the first warning was raised. “North-northwest!” came the shout. Though to an outsider it might appear that the militiamen were scattered haphazardly around the wall’s perimeter, in reality they each knew exactly which direction they faced. In the event of a single demon, the two militiamen on either side of the warning caller would move in to assist. When a pack attacked, more men would help, the number depending on the size of the demon pack. Thus, Cor and every other man held their breath, waiting for the caller’s next word, which would be a number. When it came, the group released a collective sigh of relief. “One!” 
 A single demon. Even one demon could kill a man, however, and so they continued to listen to the night as the sound of a struggle ensued. Cor was located dead south, so he had no choice but to maintain his position and wait for the caller’s next shout. It came several minutes later. “Demon dead. No names.” A celebratory cheer from the rest of the men followed, and Cor gladly joined in while still watching his area.  
 The next warning call came only a half hour after the first. “Dead west! Two!” 
 Cor frowned. Two was an unusual number. For reasons unknown to him or any of the other militiamen, demons seemed to either travel alone or in packs of between a half-dozen and a dozen. The pack the night before had been the largest he’d witnessed himself. They simply didn’t attack in pairs or trios or even foursomes.  
 “What the void is two?” Trotter muttered, as though he had never learned to count past one. And yet the man’s words echoed Cor’s own thoughts.  
 Once more, there were the sounds of spears being wielded and men doing battle. With two demons, five men would’ve collapsed around to assist the caller, but Cor was still outside of the area. Thus, he remained steadfast and vigilant, staring southward until the caller announced, “Two demons dead. No names.” 
 Another cheer, though this one was somewhat more muted than the first. Cor suspected it was because the rest of the men were like him and Trotter—scratching their heads about the fact that a pair of demons had attacked.  
 The next attack came less than ten minutes after the second. “East-northeast! Four!” 

What the void? Cor thought. Something felt off about whatever was happening. Demons attacking Jackaloos was as normal as snow falling during the winter, but he couldn’t remember a single night when there were three separate attacks, especially in such strange numbers. And that included memories of his father’s time in the militia, when he would return home and recount his own battles with demons, much to his son’s wide-eyed excitement.  
 In any case, four demons meant a full eleven men would need to race to the aid of the caller. However, once again, Cor found himself just outside of the area. Trotter, on the other hand, was the last man required, and he raced counterclockwise along the town’s perimeter, disappearing around the corner of the wall.  
 Cor steeled himself, focusing on the land to the south of the village while sounds—grunts and growls and the clash of steel and men’s cries—erupted from the northwest. The sounds began to die down, and then silence fell. Cor feared the worst as the silence stretched itself out for what felt like hours but was really only several seconds. And then, a strained cry: “Four demons dead. No names.” The call was from Trotter rather than the original caller, a man named Lauris. “But Lauris is badly injured,” Trotter continued. “We need to get him—” 
 A cry of “Dead west! Six!” cut off the rest of Trotter’s words. It was swiftly followed by two more cries. “Dead north! Eight!” Dead east! Ten!” 
 Cor’s mind raced as he processed the information. Twenty-four demons attacking from three different sides on the heels of three other demon attacks? It was unprecedented. Given the numbers, he was within the range of support for both the east and west attacks. He froze in indecision, considering which direction to go, the choice made harder by the fact that Lauris was injured to the northeast and eleven men were already positioned in that area, leaving the west more vulnerable, despite having fewer demons to contend with.  
 He firmed up his grip on his spear and was about to charge clockwise around the village wall when he stopped, his eyes widening as he stared southward. Forms emerged from the shadows. Two, four, six, ten, twelve. They were lizard-like, with dark, scaly skin and long, toothy maws. Low to the ground, they moved with all the violent potential of a hunting shark, noses cutting back and forth. Two collided and they snapped at each other viciously before continuing their path toward Jackaloos.  
 Panic lodged in Cor’s throat for a moment, and, though his mouth opened, he was unable to form sounds. He gulped the lump down and screamed as loud as he could, “Dead south! Twelve!”  
 Even as he called out the direction and number of enemies, he knew no help was coming. Trotter had already moved away to protect the village to the east and now had another ten demons charging toward him and the other reinforcements. His support to the west would’ve already moved away to answer the prior calls. He was one against twelve, impossible odds that meant he would be swiftly overrun.  
 And yet the knowledge of his own certain and unpreventable death never crossed his mind. All he saw was Sonya’s face, all he felt was her touch, all he smelled was her scent—rosewater and lye.  
 And then, just as the clangor of alarm bells calling every militiaman to arms exploded through the night, Coranayus Helm strode forward to meet the enemy.  


   
 When the first demon lunged at Cor, he took it through the throat with the tip of his spear. The creature still managed to snap its powerful jaws at him as it flopped to the ground, and it was only his quick feet that prevented him from losing his right arm as he backpedaled out of immediate danger. Still embedded in his foe’s throat, his spear was wrenched from his grasp as the demon landed heavily, and there was a cracking sound that told him his primary weapon had been broken in two.  
 Training kicked in as he drew his sword, stabbing it forward and slightly upward just as another demon snapped at his throat. Half the sword disappeared into the demon’s maw. There was a squelching sound as the blade’s tip pierced the roof of its mouth before sliding free just above its snout. The creature’s mouth clamped shut on the broadside of the blade and the demon tossed its head from side to side. Refusing to release the hilt, Cor was shaken violently, until, mercifully, the sword slid free.  
 Blood dripped from the creature’s maw. Two more demons flanked the injured one, steam snorting from their nostrils in white plumes. “You can’t have her!” Cor roared, slashing his sword from side to side to ward them off. “She’s mine, do you hear me? Mine!” With the last word, he leapt forward and opened one of their throats with his blade, blood spraying across his body, as dark as ink.  
 The demon he had targeted was the one on the right, and he’d planned to sidestep quickly in the same direction in the hopes that the other two, in their haste to get to him, would blunder into each other…which they did, a tangle of scaled arms and legs, scratching and snapping at each other as they fought for dominance. Unfortunately, three other lizard-demons chose that moment to curl around the other side of the one he’d killed, cutting off his escape route and leaving retreat as the only option, something he recognized a moment too late. He tried to spin and push off hard enough to put some distance between him and his enemies but was tripped up when jaws as strong and unrelenting as a beartrap closed around his foot.  
 He slammed into the hard ground with enough force to punch the breath from his lungs and make his head ring as raucously as the town’s warning bells. Gasping, he screamed as searing pain shot from his foot up into his leg. He looked down, horrified at the sight.  
 The demon was chewing on his foot, working its way up toward him.  
 He didn’t think, just reacted, crunching upward and stabbing his blade at the creature’s eye. It was too busy eating him to dodge, the sword bursting through the soft tissue and deep into the demon’s skull. It writhed like a worm on a hook for several seconds before going still, teeth still buried in his leg. Exhausted, Cor fell back, strange sounds emerging from the back of his throat as he struggled to get his breath.  
 A shadow loomed over him as another demon stared at him from the corner of its eye.  
 It was all Cor could do to lift his sword, which felt as heavy as a wheelbarrow full of stone, to protect himself. The creature landed hard atop him, claws digging into his chest, shredding leather armor and militia uniform with ease. At first his upraised blade was unable to pierce the demon’s thick scales, but then it found a seam, the creature’s weight and gravity doing the rest of the work as it was skewered.  
 The demon came to rest with its mouth inches from his own.  
 There was a snuffling sound as the next demon pushed its way between the first two, sniffing. With one leg in one dead demon’s mouth and another dead demon pressed on top of him with its claws dug deep into his flesh, he didn’t exactly have many options. Which left playing dead, though he didn’t know whether the demon cared if its food was dead or alive. Do demons even need to eat? Or do they gain sustenance simply from the killing itself? These were questions he’d never contemplated and never wanted to contemplate, but now seemed of the utmost importance if he was to survive this night.  
 He lay perfectly still, trying to control the rise of his chest while his heart continued to beat wildly. To him it sounded so loud that it was inevitable the demon would be able to hear it, too. He felt the demon’s hot breath on his face, and it took every ounce of his self-control not to curl his expression in disgust at the rank odor that accompanied it. Something wet and flicking tasted his cheek. The demon’s tongue, he realized. It was snakelike, trailing along his skin like a piece of wet thread.  
 The sensation vanished, along with the demon’s heinous stench. He waited, counting off the long seconds as he heard the sounds of battle in places that seemed impossibly distant. Finally, when it seemed the danger had passed, he opened his eyes.  
 And found himself staring into the scaled face of the demon, which appeared to be grinning at him. Its mouth stretched open, revealing a dark maw filled with three solid rows of glistening teeth leading up to two massive fangs as long as a man’s forearm.  
 He expected his life to flash before his eyes, or for the iciness of fear to flood his body, or for survival instinct to kick in, but instead none of those things happened. All he felt was the complete and all-consuming sadness of loss at a level he hadn’t experienced since the passing of his father. At this very moment he knew that Sonya was alive, but he also knew it was unlikely she would survive the night, the horde of demons too great for the village’s small militia, as hardy and brave as they were, to stop.  
 The feeling of loss vanished and was replaced by anger, hot and furious and unwilling to stop fighting, even though he was pinned to the ground with a mangled leg and grievous injuries to his abdomen. “No!” he roared, sliding his only free appendage, his left arm, down to his hip, where his last weapon was sheathed. It was a dagger, years old but still in fine condition because of the care Cor had taken to sharpen and oil it on a regular basis. It had been his father’s, and had been found still gripped in the man’s hand on the night he’d been killed.  

And so it shall be found in my hand, Cor thought as he slid the knife free and stabbed it upward as hard as he could. It punched through the demon’s soft neck, causing it to squeal and rear up on its hind legs. As it rose, the dagger slid free, bloody rain pouring from the wound.  
 Fire still burning in his chest, Cor timed the next blow perfectly, just as the demon landed back on its foreclaws, stabbing into a spot an inch or so from the first puncture. This time, the creature seemed to realize that its only hope was to end its opponent before its opponent ended it, so it lashed out with its teeth. 
 The bite never landed, steel flashing out above them both, an arc of reflected moonslight that scythed through the demon’s neck from the top down.  
 Cor sank back, still gripping the dagger, all strength gone as the now-headless demon collapsed on top of him. 
 Darkness surrounded him, followed by the embrace of nothingness.  

Is this what Father felt? Is this what Father? Is this what?


Is this?


Father?



 Hours later 
   
 Cor awoke to find a line of light above his head.  
 He stared at it, trying to make sense of it, especially because of the surface on which it was painted, a textured backdrop with dark ridges and bumps. Am I in a cave of some sort? he wondered. It was the only thing that made sense, because he felt incredibly cramped, like the space was all walls and no doors or windows, the sides so close they were pressing against his body.  
 Like he was being slowly smashed into a pile of mush.  
 His eyes flicked down the portion of his body he could actually see, until his gaze landed on his left hand, which was gripping his father’s old dagger. Part of the blade was gleaming, a ray of sunlight having infiltrated a crack in the cave to reflect off the steel. The reflection was what had created the line of light he’d first seen when he’d awoke.  
 The other part was dark with blood. 
 Everything came rushing back.  

I’m alive? was his first thought, followed immediately by, Sonya!

 He cast aside all speculation about what might have transpired after he’d lost consciousness, because if there was even the smallest chance that his wife had survived the night, he was determined to get to her, to feel her touch, to hear her voice.  
 First he sheathed his dagger. Then, using only his left hand, he pushed against the pile of demons crossed over him. They shifted but didn’t slide off him as he’d hoped. His hand came away sticky with dark ichor. Next he tried to shimmy his way out, but it felt as though an anchor was tied to his leg. Just the demon who tried to eat me, he thought wryly. Even dead it’s a pain in my arse.  
 His right arm was hemmed beneath the second demon he’d killed. He wiggled his fingers. They were numb and a little bit tingly, but he could move them. He felt something hard—his sword’s hilt, still buried in the fourth and final demon he’d killed just before the fifth was finished off by an unknown militiaman who’d saved his life. Something about the positioning of the demon’s body gave him pause as he considered the situation. My sword is propping it up, he thought. If I can just…

 He jerked the hilt hard to the side, away from his body, hearing the butt end scrape along stones and clods of dirt and then sliding free completely. The demon’s weight followed, the heavy body thumping to the ground.  
 Cor took his first full breath for hours, filling his lungs. 
 His right arm was free now, and he used it along with his left hand to shove the headless demon away to the opposite side. Groaning, he sat up. Blood soaked the entire front of his uniform, and he could see the holes that went all the way through the leather armor where the demon had clawed him. Blood continued to bubble from those holes.  
 And yet the damage to his abdomen felt like mere flesh wounds compared to what he saw further down. One leg was wholly intact, while the other was a mangled mess that disappeared into the dead demon’s mouth. I won’t be able to move until I get it out, he thought. Dragging a muscular demon corpse behind him simply wasn’t something he had the strength for. The only problem: the demon’s teeth were just as sharp dead as alive, trapping his leg.  
 So he did the only thing he could do short of cutting off his own leg: he cut out the teeth. He used his dagger to complete the grisly task, which turned out to be a difficult and painstaking process. Ten teeth in all were required, including the two long fangs, which had roots that stretched nearly all the way through the demon’s gums to its upper jawbone.  
 When the last tooth was removed and plucked from his leg, he was able to slide it free until his foot—or what was left of it—popped out.  
 It was a ruin, and he had to look away lest his spirit be crushed. There was no way he could walk on it now, and he knew he would never be able to use it again. Amputation might’ve been the better decision, he thought, gritting his teeth. At least there’s no pain.  
 He looked about himself, finding the area scattered with dead lizard-demons. Between them were the corpses of militiamen, some of whom had been on duty with him and others who he knew had responded to the alarm bells. All good men. All his friends and comrades in arms, staunch defenders of the town and people they loved.  
 From what he could see, there were no survivors amongst them.  

I must get to Sonya if it kills me. I must crawl. 

 He started off, dragging his mangled leg behind him. Thankfully, the other leg still had strength and feeling in it, and he was able to use his foot to push while he dragged himself forward with both hands. He glanced back only once, but when he saw the bloody smear he’d left in his wake he didn’t look back again. In order to reach the town’s front gate, he had to crawl a quarter of the way around the perimeter wall. He passed dead demons and dead militiamen. Trotter was gone, his body torn to pieces by a demon that looked as though it was made of stone that lay crumbled nearby what was left of him. Lauris, too.  
 No one moved. No one cried out in pain. No one breathed.  
 The gate was open a foot, the militiamen reinforcements unable to slam it closed before the demons fell upon them. Their bodies were piled up in front of the gap. Had any demons managed to get past them and into the village?  

Please, gods, no, Cor thought. He climbed the pile of men he’d once laughed with, japed with, and fought with, tumbling headlong down the other side and spilling inside the gate. The village was still and silent, despite the time of day—early morning—when typically the streets were bustling with activity.  
 “Hello?” he called out.  
 There was no answer except the wind whistling through the gap between the open gate and the wall.  
 His vision blurred slightly, and at first he thought tears had pooled in his eyes, but when he checked they were dry. He blinked furiously several times until his vision cleared. “No,” he growled. “No.” Though he was trying not to think about it, he wasn’t in denial, the truth squirreled away in a dark corner of his mind.  

I am dying.  
 “Stop,” he hissed. “Don’t give up. Find her.” 
 Blood was pouring from the holes in his uniform now, but still he crawled forward, making animal-like sounds between his clenched teeth. The pain had returned, whatever respite his body had provided having ended. Every bump and bounce as he dragged his dead leg along behind him felt like someone stabbing him in a dozen places at once, and soon tears did begin to leak from his eyes as choking groans ground from the back of his throat.  
 Still he soldiered onwards, until he saw the home he’d grown up in, the home he’d shared with his father for the first eighteen years of his life, the home that had become his and Sonya’s home over the last two years. “Sonya!” he tried to shout, but it came out as little more than a whisper. Get closer. Don’t stop. To stop, he knew, was to die. Closer, closer, every inch a mile, every breath a struggle. Was his heart still beating? Yes. Faint, but still there, thudding at even intervals.  
 Onto the front step, so close now. Raising his fist, letting it tap against the wood with as much force as he could muster, which felt like little more than that of an infant. “Sonya,” he called, so soft even he couldn’t hear it. Louder, “Sonya!” He hit the door again, and it made a dull thudding sound.  
 And then it opened, just a crack, a pair of eyes staring out at him. “Cor? Thank the gods!” The door flew the rest of the way open and then she was there, the woman who’d finally accepted his marriage proposal after he’d pined after her for a month, promising her he would be better than the man he’d been on the day they’d met, a promise she’d held him to and which he had kept. 
 Then she saw his leg. “Cor, your…” She trailed off, mouth opening in horror. “Let’s get you inside.” 
 As she tried to grasp him beneath the arms, he said, “No.” 
 She stopped. “Cor?”  
 He hated seeing the confusion in her eyes, the denial. “I don’t have much time,” he said, voice weak. 
 “Don’t say that. I will mend you. I’ve done it before. I can—”  
 “Please, Sonya,” he said. “I have something…to say.” 
 She eased down, putting her arm around him. He rested his head on her chest as he spoke. “This is where my…line ends, but don’t let…your line…do the same. Remarry. Have children. Find joy.” 
 “Cor, your line is not ending.” She said it whisper-soft, like a secret.  
 His lips were dry, and though he tried to moisten them, there wasn’t any moisture left in his mouth. “I…don’t…understand.” Each word was a struggle now, individual battles he was determined to win for as long as he could, each moment as precious as rare jewels. 
 “I was waiting a little longer, until I was certain the child would survive.” 
 “What…child?” he rasped.  
 She grasped his hand, lifted it, moved it to her stomach. “The one growing inside of me, Cor. Your child, the one who will carry on the Helm line.” 
 Warmth filled him, chasing away the cold that had begun to seep into his bones. “I…am…joyful,” he said. “Protect our…child. Leave Teravainen.” 
 “Cor, I can’t. This is my home.” 
 “You must…promise me. You saved my life…two years ago. When we met. Now I must save yours. Go to…Odin. No Rifts there. Find…a city…near the sea. Perhaps…Westport. Promise me.” 
 “I—oh Cor, I would promise you the stars if you would promise not to leave me,” Sonya said. Tears bloomed like pools of glass in her eyes.  
 He managed a thin smile. Her face was growing fuzzy now, and yet her beauty was as undeniable as if he could see her clearly. “Don’t need…stars. Just your promise…to leave, to find somewhere…safe.” 
 “I promise,” she said. She fell upon him, holding him until the last of his rasping breaths tasted her cheek, until the last of her tears had fallen. 
   

That night in the year 150 A.W. was the last of The Long Night. Towns, villages, settlements and cities from Teravainen to Travail to Avadon were attacked by hordes of demons. Thousands of people were killed before the enemy was defeated. For a fortnight, no demons passed through any of Kingfall’s Rifts, giving each kingdom the opportunity to establish defenses, defenses that persisted for almost three centuries. After The Long Night ended, Kingfall enjoyed the longest period of peace, 235 years, in its history. 


 


Coranayus Helm was laid to rest beside his comrades in arms, their bravery and sacrifice honored by the people of Jackaloos on an annual basis on a day that became known as Survival Day. For, on that night to end all nights, not a single demon entered the village’s bounds.


 


Sonya Helm kept her promise and traveled to Odin, where she did indeed make a home in Westport by the sea. She had many suitors, but she refused them all, her heart already spoken for. She named her son Andovier, a name that was passed from generation to generation of Helms hailing from Westport, Odin. No Helm ever returned to Teravainen until the year 423 A.W., when High Commander Andover Helm was captured and taken to Wolfsgaard against his will. 






 Postlude 3: Drake 
 Central Travail- 410 A.W. 
   
 A THRILL TREMBLED THROUGH DRAKE AS A BLAST OF WIND NEARLY KNOCKED HIM FROM THE DRAGON’S BACK. 

 He wouldn’t have actually fallen because he was strapped with thick leather cords—known as training straps—to three of the dragon’s neck spikes, but still…that feeling that the continuation of one’s life wasn’t certain, that each breath, each beat of his heart, might be the last—Drake wished he could feel that all the time.  
 “Steady,” his father said, glancing back at his youngest son over his shoulder.  
 “You act as though I’ve never ridden a dragon before, Father,” Drake said, forcing false bravado into his voice when it was all he could do to hide the quiver in every word. It’s not that he wasn’t confident that he was ready for this day; no, he was worried because of what had happened to Dom during his Rift Descension five years earlier, when Drake was but a boy of five and his eldest brother had been invincible.  
 He could feel Dane’s calming presence behind him. As usual, his brother, who was also his best friend, read his mind as easily as one reads a scroll. “You are not Dom,” he whispered, low enough that his voice would only be heard by Drake before being snatched away by the gusting wind. “Did I go mad after my Rift Descension?” 
 “Maybe…,” Drake said, noncommittal. “Sometimes I hear you screaming about demons in your sleep.” 
 “Very funny,” Dane said. “If I’m screaming it’s because I can’t bear the sound of your snoring.” 
 Drake was only ten, while Dane was twelve, and yet they both recognized their silly banter for what it was: a distraction. The row between Dom, who was a man grown at age fifteen, and their father, the Dragonmaster of Travail, three nights ago had been fierce. It might still be going on today if their mother hadn’t intervened, calling her husband ‘a hot-headed ogre’ before storming from the cave. Though Drake had often thought his mother, who’d once been a princess of Solarii, was overly sensitive, he was glad when silence had fallen. His father had left the cave without another word, followed shortly thereafter by Dom, who’d said something about going for a ride. They hadn’t seen him since, and now Drake was beginning to worry his brother wouldn’t turn up for the most important day of his life.  
 Drake turned serious, twisting his neck so he could look back at his brother, whose brown skin was dyed blue to match his own dragon’s scales. Daneus was a magnificent beast, and he’d envied his brother since the moment he saw him holding the small, winged creature in the palm of his hand. Of course, now Daneus was the size of a large tree with teeth like blades. Still, he longed to bond with a dragon the way his brothers had. “What’s it like down there?” he asked Dane. “You know, in the Rift?” 
 “Dark,” Dane said. “And smelly. Demon odor is worse than when you pass wind.” 
 “You’re hilarious,” Drake said. “So any advice? Or do I just bring a lantern and plug my nose?” 
 It was Dane’s turn to grow serious. “Trust yourself,” Dane said. “You’ve been trained to fight your entire life. If you’re lucky, you’ll only face a single demon. If you’re even luckier, like I was, you’ll get to face four of the bastards and have a helluva a story to tell when you ascend from the Rift, your blade bloody and your veins as full of fire as a dragon’s maw.” 
 Another thrill ran through Drake as he faced forward once more. Today is my Rift Descension, he thought, incredulous. This day had been talked about his entire life, and yet it had always seemed as distant as a star. How he’d arrived at it so swiftly and suddenly was something he couldn’t quite comprehend, but now that it was here, he found himself ready for the day to be over. After all, it’s not like he was special. The Rift Descension was a rite of passage that all dragonriders had to face upon their tenth name day. And though he was a son of the Dragonmaster, he was only third in line to lead their people, which seemed to mean there was about a third as much interest in his Descension as Dom’s amongst the other dragonriders.  
 His thoughts were interrupted when he spotted something in the distance—a silvery line meandering south as it carved its way across the rugged Travailian countryside toward the Sacred Sea. Misery, he thought, his heart beating faster. He’d never seen the river this far south, though he’d bathed in its cool waters where it originated at its northernmost point at the Bay of Sighs. With the sun high in the sky, the river contradicted its name, its disposition almost cheery as it flowed tirelessly toward its destination.  
 As soon as the thought passed through Drake’s brain, the weather turned, clouds forming in the west and marching toward the east. The land beneath them darkened as the sun was obliterated. Misery, silvery and sparkling a moment earlier, became a dark, snaking line, like a scar on the world itself.  
 “Will the storm reach the Soullands?” Drake asked, fear slicing through his core.  
 “Doesn’t matter,” his father said, as though the worst storms—which even the dragons feared—mattered not to a brave soon-to-be dragonrider. “The gods will decide your fate.” 
 His father’s words troubled him as they passed over Misery and the Soullands appeared, the dozens upon dozens of naturally formed stone spires marching eastward like lines of giant soldiers as far as the eye could see. Shouldn’t I decide my own fate? he thought. Do the gods even know who I am, much less have the time to consider my fate?

 The dragon had begun its descent, angling toward the edge of the Soullands as there was no safe place for him to land amongst the tightly packed columns of stone. Drake’s heart began to beat faster as time felt as though it were speeding up.  
 Several minutes later, the dragon landed with impressive grace and balance given his size. While Drake worked at the knots in the leather cords securing him to the dragon, his father dismounted. “Dammit,” Drake cursed under his breath, his fingers trembling so much he couldn’t manage to unknot even the first of the ties.  
 “Let me,” Dane said. His brother clambered around him and sat facing backwards, using deft fingers to make short work of the knots.  
 “Thanks,” Drake said, feeling embarrassed. Without looking at Dane, he started to climb down from his perch, but his brother grabbed his shoulder.  
 Drake finally met his brother’s eyes. “You are strong, Brother,” Dane said. “You will descend and conquer. You will rise from the darkness, a boy no more. And when you do, you will be ready to soar.” 
 Something shivered through him. “That rhymes,” he said.  
 Dane smiled. “I know, I made it up last night when I considered what to say to you. Is it ridiculous?” 
 Drake smiled back, feeling more at ease than he had the entire journey from Dragonsmount that had begun a few days earlier. “A little, but I like it. Thank you.” 
 Dane nodded and then turned away. The two brothers slid to the stony ground, their boots thumping as they landed.  


   
 “Since the end of the Long Night, our people have defended the Rift in the Soullands as part of an alliance with the Odinians,” Drake’s father said as they walked. Rain had begun to fall, but the stone spires provided some cover and Drake’s riding leathers managed to keep out most of the chill. “The men and women who serve here deserve our utmost respect as they have given up their lives to keep our lands safe.” 
 “And our Rift is the most dangerous of the three, right?” Drake asked. Both the Terran Rift known as the Infernal Pit and the Avadonian Rift within Beggar’s Canyon were not known to produce Greater Demons as frequently as the Travailian Rift.  
 “There are four Rifts, not three, as the volcano on Firestone once produced its fair share of demons before the goddess of the mountain grew powerful enough to stop them. But yes, the Rift you will soon descend into is both the largest and most dangerous of the Rifts. If its guardians ever abandoned their post, a second Long Night would be swiftly ushered in. Those who serve Travail in the Soullands serve all Kingfall.” 
 That was a sobering thought, and though Drake knew it was just his mind playing tricks on him, he began to see claws and teeth in every shadow they passed until, finally, they emerged into an open area amongst the columns.  
 His mouth gaped as he stared at the slash of darkness cutting across the ground. Dark-skinned Travailians wearing battle leathers surrounded the Rift on its westward facing side, while pale-skinned men in gleaming armor flanked the chasm to the east. Odinians, he thought. Even the sight of the foreigners, however, wasn’t enough to distract him from the black hole cut into the ground before him. This is madness. I can’t go down there. I can’t. Why am I doing this? Why would anyone do this?

 Just as one of his feet shifted backwards, the precursor to him turning tail and fleeing, he felt a steady hand on his back. He turned to find Dane by his side. “Conquer and soar,” his brother said, nodding.  
 “Conquer and soar,” Drake repeated, feeling just a tiny bit of steel inside his chest. He took a deep breath while his father, who didn’t seem to notice what had transpired between his sons, conversed with one of the Travailian Rift guards.  
 “If you get scared,” Dane said solemnly, and Drake assumed his brother was going to impart some nugget of wisdom, “imagine the demons naked.” 
 Drake rolled his eyes. “Do demons wear clothes?” 
 Dane scratched his head, pretending to be puzzled. “I suppose not. Maybe that’s why they’re trying to escape the Void. There are no clothes!” He said it as though he’d solved one of the world’s greatest mysteries. “Quick, give me your shirt. If I throw it into the Rift, maybe they’ll leave you alone down there.” 
 Drake was supposed to be scared, or focused, or something other than amused, but he couldn’t hold back the ends of his lips as they curled into a smile. How does he do that? he wondered. Make fun when I’m about to fight demons? “Now I know your secret,” he said.  
 Dane frowned, genuinely confused now. “What secret?” 
 “How you survived your own Rift Descension. You bored the demons to death with your awful jokes.” 
 “Ha, Brother. Very funny. I’m trying to help you here. Fine, I’ll give you some real advice. If you get scared, picture the face of a dragon—your dragon—the one you’ll be bonded to in the future.” 
 “But what if—” 
 “What if its scales are pink? Will you be mocked by the rest of the dragonriders? Yes, mercilessly.” 

What if I fail? he’d been going to ask, but his brother already knew that, attempting to make light of things again. “I’d take a pink dragon if it meant this day was over,” Drake said. 
 “I’ll burn a prayer to the gods,” Dane said. “I’ll request anything between fuchsia and magenta. Anyway, you needn’t worry, because Father will ensure you get your pick of the eggs before the other ten-year-olds have the chance to—” 
 His brother cut off sharply, and both their heads immediately craned toward the sky, where the powerful whump-whump-whump of dragon wings was unmistakable against the pitter-patter of rainy footsteps. Shouts from the Odinian Rift guards followed as a golden dragon soared overhead. It wasn’t the dragon itself that drew their shouts; no, these staunch defenders whether Odinian or Travailian had seen their share of dragons passing by this way. But none of them had ever seen a two-headed dragon, its dual maws opening and releasing twin breaths of flame that seemed to clash against each other like a pair of fiery swords locked in battle.  
 Even Drake, who’d seen his brother’s dragon too many times to count, found himself cowering away from the beast as it landed nearby atop one of the stone spires. Its claws dug in precariously, stones breaking free and falling to the ground as the narrow stone column struggled to support the dragon’s weight.  
 A golden form slid down the two-headed dragon’s neck, clambered down his back and onto his tail, using the spikes as hand and footholds as he descended toward the ground, which he finally reached by hang-dropping from the largest of the spikes, which was as long as a man’s arm. Dragonrider Dom landed in a crouch, looking up with eyes that had always held a vacantness that Drake could never understand. For the first several years of his life he’d looked up to Dom with all the vigor of a younger brother enthralled by the maturity and knowledge of one who was five years older. At some point, however, he became aware that his eldest brother was different to the other young riders, who whispered about him behind cupped hands. And when his dragon, Domino, had begun to sprout a second head…it had brought great shame to their family.  
 Hence, the continual arguments between Dom and his father, most of which centered around his father’s wish for his eldest son to sever his bond with Domino and select a new dragon’s egg. Dom wouldn’t have it.  
 Now, the tension between father and son resumed, so thick Drake would’ve struggled to cut through it with the sword sheathed at his hip. “You should’ve ridden south with your brothers,” his father said.  
 “I prefer riding Domino. Plus, I didn’t exactly feel welcome,” Dom said, rising to his feet.  
 “You should have set aside your feelings to support your brother.” 
 “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 “And yet your arrival is a distraction.” 
 “Should I leave?” 
 “Maybe that would be for the best.” 
 “No!” Drake found himself shouting. His father and both his brothers turned toward him. He realized his fists were knotted at his sides. His chest felt hot—his face too. “I want Dom to stay,” he said. “Please, Father.” He realized in that moment that despite the embarrassment his brother and his two-headed dragon had brought to their family, he still wanted him here. No, that wasn’t right. He needed him here, his presence a comfort.  
 Dom said nothing, though his eyes were tethered to Drake’s. Their father’s lips pursed and for a second Drake thought that, regardless of his own wishes, he would send Dom away, but then his shoulders sagged and he sighed. “As you wish. Dom may stay. But that-that monstrosity must go elsewhere. We can’t have him distracting the Rift guards.” 
 Drake watched his eldest brother, who offered a small smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. His expression changed, and Drake knew from experience that his brother was now conversing with his dragon through their telepathic bond. A moment later, Domino leapt into the air, the spire he’d been perched upon cracking from the force, a cascade of stones tumbling down the sides and leaving the column a ruin. Thankfully, any Rift guards that had been in the vicinity had already moved well clear when he’d landed, though several of the stones tumbled into the chasm and disappeared. The dragon’s wings unfurled, carrying the creature away from the Rift. 
 Their father shook his head and muttered something under his breath. He turned away from his eldest son to face his youngest son. “Are you ready?” 
 Drake knew it wasn’t a real question because there was only one acceptable answer, an answer that he now gave, forcing as much confidence into his tone as possible. “Yes, Father. I’m ready.” 


   
 The steel wire bit into his leathers, pressing against the skin beneath his arms and around his hips. While there was little comforting about the yawning mouth of darkness standing before him, Drake found himself taking strength from the methodical way in which his father had gone about checking, double-checking, and then triple-checking the steel wire, ensuring that the harness was secure and that the anchor point was firmly planted deep inside a boulder the size of a dragon’s head.  
 He clasped Dane’s arm at the elbow first. “Go with wing and claw,” Dane said, the standard dragonrider farewell. Under his breath he said, “Conquer and soar.” 
 Drake nodded, unable to find the words.  
 Dom was next. “Send those demons back to the Void,” he said.  
 “I will,” Drake managed to reply.  
 His father was last. “I know you will make me proud, Son.” 
 Drake nodded, wanting desperately to do just that. “Do I go…now?” 
 “Yes,” his father said. “Hang onto the wire and walk backwards down the wall. You must descend into darkness to begin the ritual. Once your tether is taut, we will light torches fitted in the Rift’s walls. You will fight in the light.” 
 Though Drake already knew all of this from his brothers, he appreciated the summary as his mind suddenly felt empty. He wouldn’t have been surprised if a ball of yarn and a few pebbles tumbled from his ear when he tipped his head to the side. “It’s time, Drake,” Dane said gently. Drake realized he’d frozen, his feet planted firmly shoulder-width apart. He was aware that all of the Rift guards were watching, that they’d probably seen this ritual dozens of times before, and that how he handled himself now would become a topic of conversation amongst them as they compared him to his brothers and the other potential dragonriders who’d descended the Rift in preparation to receive their own dragon eggs.  
 Thus, he gritted his teeth, steeled himself, grasped hold of the wire, and slipped carefully backwards over the edge. The last face he saw before darkness surrounded him was that of his eldest brother, Dom’s golden-dyed expression weighed down by dark, heavy brows.  
 Then he, too, disappeared, leaving only a slash of stormy sky above him. Drake could hear his own breaths, which sounded uneven and ragged. He could hear the scuff of his boots on the rough walls as he scaled ever deeper, the darkness so complete he couldn’t see his own hands gripping the wire.  
 Something smelled wrong down here, and he remembered Dane’s joke about passing wind. He might’ve chuckled to himself if the cord didn’t reach its end at that moment, the line going stiff and taut. Tentatively, he released the wall, feeling gravity pulling at him, trying to suck him down into the infinite darkness from whence the rank odor seemed to originate. He swayed from side to side, but to his relief the metal wire held.  
 His father’s final words to him rattling around in his head, he craned his neck to look upwards, but his vision was met with a wall of darkness. Where is the light that was promised? he wondered, panic beginning to set in. Breathing became a challenge, his throat and chest seeming to constrict as the depth of his sightlessness began to play tricks on him. Am I really looking up? Direction had little meaning in a world without light, and soon he found himself scrabbling at the wall, trying to grasp any small cleft to steady his swinging body. He felt his knuckles scrape across rough stone, stinging him.  

Climb, he thought, I need to climb. He reached up and grabbed the wire with both hands, feeling the trickle of blood from his scraped knuckles. Taking a deep breath, he thought, It’s like climbing a rope. I can do this. He was about to start when something flashed in the distance—a spot of light. The light was moving rapidly toward him, an unspooling rope of flame that suddenly branched out to both sides before descending to five points on the walls. Torches he hadn’t been able to see in the darkness burst to life, their flames twisting and writhing gleefully as they cast flickering illumination about the space, which was suddenly much larger than it had felt when he was blind.  
 Sighing, he released the wire, hating that he had panicked just because of a little darkness, like a young child who needed a candle by their bed in order to sleep. At least no one ever needs to know, he thought, recalling something Dom had once told him when Drake had asked about his eldest brother’s Rift Descension. “What happens in the Rift is between you, yourself, and the gods,” he’d said. “How much of it you choose to share with the world is up to you. For my part, I only choose to say that I fought, I killed, I survived.” 
 Back then, Drake had begged and begged his brother to share the gory details with him, but Dom had refused, as impossible to persuade otherwise as a boulder. Now, he nodded to himself, feeling better. The fact that he’d almost tried to climb from the chasm was something only he and the gods would ever know.  

What now? he wondered. “I just wait,” he said aloud, voice echoing down the Rift’s shaft, each iteration softer than the previous, until it might’ve been the whisper of the wind between the eaves.  
 So that’s what he did. He waited. At first his heart continued to beat faster, and he listened so hard to the silence he swore his ears had stopped working. But as the minutes turned to hours, his heartbeat slowed, falling into its natural rhythm. Boredom set in, and he found himself using his hands to make shadow puppets on the walls. He raised his fisted hands over his head and the shadow version of himself did the same. He imagined doing this as he emerged from the Rift, having conquered. His brothers would swarm him, slapping him on the back and congratulating him. His father’s pride would shine forth as brightly as a beacon.  
 Next he drew his sword, watching the shadow version of the blade as it moved along with him, cutting and slashing, stabbing and arcing as he fought invisible enemies who stood no chance against his skill and might. They fell in droves before him, the rest retreating, tripping over their own feet in their haste to escape his wrath.  
 He froze in mid-slash, staring at the shadows on the wall.  
 Shadows. His and another. The other one was like a giant hand, thrice as big as his body, but with only three fingers rather than four and a thumb. Each of the three fingers ended in a curving claw. He turned, bringing his weapon to bear but accidentally knocking the hilt against his hip. He lost his grip on the weapon, which was suddenly as slick as oil, his fingers fumbling to regain their hold but failing.  
 Its gleaming broadside flickering with orange and red firelight, it spun end over end. 
 And then it was gone, swallowed by the darkness of the Rift.  
 The horror he felt in his gut at having lost his primary weapon was second only to that of the monster staring at him from the opposite side of the chasm. The demon clung to the wall like a spider, one three-clawed hand extended to block the light from one of the torches, which caused the large shadow that had interrupted his childish imaginings. Despite the lack of thumbs, it was humanoid in form, with two arms and two legs and a bulge atop its neckless frame that might’ve been a head, though it didn’t seem to have any eyes, nose, ears or mouth. Its body was the color of blood, and it didn’t appear to have skin, almost like a person who’d been flayed to reveal everything underneath.  
 Across the distance, the demon hissed at him, though he couldn’t discern how it made the sound given the lack of a mouth.  
 Drake wanted to be anywhere else in the world rather than here.  
 Something warm ran down his leg. He didn’t feel embarrassed at having pissed himself like a four-year-old, because no one would ever find out. Because he was going to die, ripped limb from limb, his body torn open and his innards dragged out while he watched, screaming his head off until he finally lost consciousness, his corpse hauled back down into the Rift until he reached the Void itself. 
 The demon hissed again, and then began to clamber around the side of the Rift, cutting the distance between them.  
 Drake screamed.  


   
 Wrapped in a warm blanket, Drake stared at his hands. The dark blood was dry now, and he picked at flecks of it with his fingernails, watching them fall to the ground like bits of ash from a campfire. He was dimly aware that his father and Dane were speaking to each other about him—Dom was already gone—but his mind was elsewhere. 

A dagger flashed. How it had gotten into his own hand, he didn’t know. The demon’s chest split open—or was it already open?—a dark slash that oozed with something viscous. 

 He flicked another fleck of dried blood from his skin, frowning. He counted his fingers. One, two three…four? There should be three. And what is this other finger? Smaller. Thicker. A ‘thumb’ he knew it was called, though he couldn’t remember how he knew that.  
 The voices rose. “He’s in shock, Father,” Dane said. “Whatever happened down there, it’s affected him. What if he turns out like Dom?” 
 “He won’t,” his father said. “Dom was born the way he was. He didn’t become that way because of the Rift.” 
 “You can’t know that,” Dane argued.  
 “What of your Rift Descension, Son?” his father asked. “Did it ruin your mind?” 
 “No, but I’m different.” 
 “Different how?” 
 “I—I don’t know. Stronger, I guess.” 
 The voices faded once more, but not because they’d stopped talking. Drake’s mind had slipped back into the darkness.  

Pain bloomed in his shoulder, where the demon’s claws had pierced his leather armor and flesh, burrowing into his muscle and tissue. Its mouthless face was so close to him now, its oozing chest pressing up against him. Another hiss, and this time he felt the creature’s breath on his face and could finally identify the origin of the sound. Two small holes on the top of its head, each covered by a flap of skin-like material that fluttered outward each time it hissed. 


The demon was making another sound, a sort of strangled gurgle from the back of its throat—wherever its throat was. The sound was horrifying, raising the hairs on the back of his neck even as he struggled to get the creature off him.


He tried to raise his dagger for another slash, but the demon caught his wrist, its grip like a steel trap. And all the time hissing and gurgling and stabbing its claws deeper into his shoulder. 

 “His pants are soaked. He pissed himself. He’s probably embarrassed. Let me speak to him.” Dane’s voice again, rising above the sound of thunder rumbling in the distance. 
 “Leave him be. He doesn’t need to be coddled. He survived, which means he’ll be a dragonrider one day. He needs to overcome the aftermath on his own.” His father’s tone brooked no argument. 
 “You mean like Dom did?” Dane asked. He sounded angry.  
 “Watch your tone, Son. I am the Dragonmaster and your father. You’ve said your piece, now let it go. Drake will be fine. Give him time.” 

Fine? Drake thought. What is fine?


Teeth sinking into flesh. Not the demon’s teeth in his flesh—the demon didn’t even have a mouth. His teeth sinking into the demon’s arm, biting so hard, then harder, tasting that oozing fluid, as dark as pitch, painting his lips, coating his teeth. 


The weakening of the demon’s grip on his arm. His own roar as he brought his dagger to bear, arcing it over his own head and then slamming it down into one of the flap-covered holes making the hissing sound. The shock of how easily his dagger had penetrated the demon’s head, until it was buried all the way to the hilt. The demon had slid away, claws releasing his shoulder, falling, falling, falling…


Throbbing pain in his shoulder. But no more hissing, the sound slipping away into the stars, fiery blooms that appeared each time he blinked. The choking, gurgling sound didn’t fade, however, as loud as it had been during the entire struggle. 


Because I’m making the sound, he realized, trying to stop. Still the sound emerged from his throat, until finally he coughed, tears spilling from his eyes in torrents. 


He wept harder than he’d ever wept, a storm of tears. 

 “You did well, Drake,” his father said, offering him a hand. Drake looked up at his father, the memories of the Rift slowly vanishing into the dark corners of his mind.  
 “Well?” he said. 
 “Yes. You defeated the demon. You survived. You are ready for your first bonding.” 
 “I am ready,” he said, though he wasn’t stating his agreement. No, he was merely repeating his father’s words back to him, his mind still fuzzy around the edges. For he didn’t understand why his father had said he defeated the demon, as in one demon. It didn’t make sense.  
 For after the first demon had tumbled back into the abyss, the sound of hissing from a dozen holes atop a dozen mouthless heads had swarmed up from the darkness.  

And I killed them, he thought now. I killed them all.



 A fortnight later 
   
 As Dane had predicted, Drake was the first of the new class of dragonriders—those who’d completed their Rift Descension—to clamber up the steep slope to the dragon nesting area. He’d painted on a smile that morning for his mother’s sake, but it had been a lie. Any joy this day was supposed to contain felt empty, like a treasure chest that had already been plundered by pirates.  

What is the point? he thought now, eyeing the final part of the climb, a treacherous switchback trail that rose to the mountain’s precipice. That same question had twisted and turned through his mind in the days following his time in the Rift, not dissimilar to the path he was now supposed to take to some unknown destiny.  
 He knew there was more to the question than those four words, things like What’s the point of any of it? but he didn’t allow those thoughts to take root in his mind, for they were more dangerous than any of the dozen or so demons he’d faced in the chasm. He laughed now, pausing before continuing his climb. He laughed because of the absurdity of having lost count of the number of demons he’d fought and slayed while in the Rift. Most dragonriders held onto the number of slain demons like it was a part of their own identity. He’d never heard of any rider who’d been forced to kill more than four—the number that his Uncle Drudge, his father, and Dane had each killed.  
 Dom was the only rider other than himself who didn’t share the number of demons they’d killed. Well, everyone thought he’d only killed a single demon, but that was because he’d never corrected any of them, including his father and Dane. Why? he wondered, looking at his hands. They were their natural brown hue again, the dark demon blood washed away long ago.  

I need to scrub harder, he’d thought as he stood over the wash basin. The brush’s bristles scraped against his skin, removing the first layer of skin. It was impossible that there was any demon blood left on him, but still he scrubbed, because he was no longer clean. If only he scrubbed a little harder…


“Drake!” Dane had cried, crossing the room and stopping his hand. 


“I need to get the blood off,” Drake had said, straining against his brother’s grip. 


Dane held fast. “You already did, don’t you remember? You cleaned yourself days ago. Your skin is raw. You’re bleeding.”


“Am I?” Drake had looked down at his hands, surprised to find blood welling from the long, self-inflicted scrapes and scratches. 


“You know, you can talk to me about anything, Brother,” Dane said. He extricated the brush from Drake’s fingers and placed it on the edge of the wash basin. “What happened is nothing to be embarrassed about.”


Drake remembered his brother’s conversation with their father, when they thought he was in too much shock to hear them. He remembered what his brother had said about being stronger than his other brothers. He had the urge to scream, “What should I be embarrassed about!? You killed a measly four demons while I killed an entire demon army! Did I piss my britches? Yes. But you would’ve too, brother, you would’ve too.” Instead, he said only, “I know. Thank you. I’m fine. I’m just tired.”


“Probably because of all the excitement about your first bonding. I can’t believe it’s in only three days, can you?”


He’d forced a false smile onto his face. “Yes, I’m sure you’re right. Goodnight, Dane.”


“Goodnight.”

 The memory drifted away, leaving Drake alone on the mountain’s barren slopes once more. His entire life he’d loved being around the dragonriders, loved their culture and traditions. Accordingly, he’d dreamed of this moment, envying his brothers as they’d claimed their dragon eggs and become a true part of what he’d only been able to experience from afar. There should’ve been anticipation—elation even—flowing through his veins at this very moment; instead, he felt only an aching emptiness in his chest, like a part of him had been carved out while he’d been down below, in the Rift.  
 Did he even want to be a dragonrider anymore?  
 The fact that he was even asking such an audacious question stole his breath.  
 A shout from below told him that those who’d gathered to watch him—the other dragonriders—were growing concerned with how long he’d lingered before making his final ascent.  
 If he forsook his bonding and returned below, he would be shunned by his own family. He would be forced to leave Travail, an outcast amongst his people.  
 He found himself not caring.  

What is wrong with me? he wondered. Is this how Dom feels all the time? He wished now that he’d spoken to his eldest brother, shared his truth with the one person in the entire world who might understand how he felt. He might’ve, he knew, if Dom had been around more, but his opportunities to speak to him were few and far between, his brother roaming farther and farther afield with his two-headed dragon, each journey keeping him away from Dragonsmount for longer than the last.  
 The last time he’d departed had been six days ago, and he had yet to return, not even for his youngest brother’s bonding day. Drake knew he should’ve hated his brother for missing this day, and a few months ago he would have, but the truth was he didn’t. It was just another dragonrider tradition that his brother could never fully be a part of.  
 Another shout. They grow restless, Drake thought, somewhat amused. He made a choice. It was madness, what he was about to do, but he simply couldn’t do what they wanted him to do. He turned and was about to take the first step back down the slope, when a sound stopped him. It was a low rumble that reminded him of thunder, and yet had a nature to it that made him think of the magnificent living creatures he’d longed to connect with his entire life.  

A dragon? he thought, heart beating slightly faster. From everything he’d been told, the dragons deposited their eggs at the top of the mountain and then abandoned them. When a young would-be dragonrider ascended to claim his or her egg, they were supposed to be alone to make their choice.  
 Another sound, and this time he was certain it came from the mouth of a dragon. Curious, he turned around once more and began to climb.  


   
 He slipped several times on the winding path, but eventually reached the top. As he’d climbed, he’d wondered whether his ears had been playing tricks on him, for he hadn’t heard the sound again.  

Of course there’s no dragon up here, he thought, chiding himself for being so foolish. Well, none that’s not in a shell. The young dragons wouldn’t hatch until they’d bonded with a rider. The realization made him feel selfish. His desire to forsake his people’s ways would delay one of the hatchlings from emerging into the world.  
 “Given I’m already up here, it won’t hurt to take a look around,” he said to himself, making his way along a ridge that led into the mountain’s crown—a craggy area surrounded by tall, broad rock spikes that pierced the sky itself. The ridge entered the dragon’s nesting area between two of the spikes. Inside, he looked around. For some reason, he’d expected to find dozens upon dozens of eggs, some of them shaking as the little creatures moved about. Once again, he shook his head as another of his fanciful, childish notions proved to be as far from the truth as Dragonsmount was from Wolfsgaard.  
 Instead, there were five eggs, each nestled in a small nest made of dried grass wound in a circle. The thought of a dragon’s powerful claws creating such a delicate structure was beyond his comprehension. Though the eggs were substantially larger than those of a hen, they were much smaller than he expected. They rose only halfway to his knee and were half as wide as they were tall. None of them moved, as still as the rocks and boulders that littered the area. They were varying colors, and one was, in fact, a pinkish hue, which reminded Drake of his brother’s jape before he’d descended into the Rift what felt like a lifetime ago. The others were midnight blue, orange, silver and egg-yolk yellow.  
 He walked toward the closest egg—the silver one—crouched down and touched it with a single finger. He expected something to happen. Instead, it felt like touching an egg, except the shell felt stronger and leatherier than a normal egg one might eat for breakfast. He moved onto the next one with the same result. Down the row he went, until he stood before the last one—the pink one. He touched it with his finger, holding his breath. 
 Nothing. He felt nothing.  
 He’d never met a dragonrider who’d been able to describe what it felt like to know which dragon’s egg to choose. Even Dane had only been able to offer a simple, “You’ll know. Trust me,” when he’d asked him two years ago.  

Unless…, he thought now. Unless I’m no longer meant to bond with a dragon. Maybe something had broken in him down in the Rift and he was no longer capable of forming a bond with anyone, much less a creature as powerful and majestic as a dragon.  
 He sighed, offering a final glance at the eggs before turning away.  

You are close.  
 He whirled around, seeking the source of the sound. Just as before, the space was empty save for the dragon’s eggs. “Hello?” he said. “Is someone there?” 

Up here.  
 He realized there was something strange about the voice. It didn’t reach him through his ears, the words appearing in his mind as though by magic. He looked up, flinching back as the two dragon heads gazed down at him. “Gods on a stick, Dom, you scared the living fire out of me.”  
 Dom smiled down at him from where he sat casually atop Domino’s back. The dragon was perched on a rock ledge jutting out from one of the massive stone spikes shooting up toward the sky. The dragon must’ve been as still as stone for Drake not to have noticed it while his focus was on the eggs on the ground below. “Did you really think I would miss your first bonding day?” Dom said.  
 “I don’t know what to think anymore,” Drake said. “You’re never in Dragonsmount.” 
 “I know,” Dom said, sounding sad about this particular truth. “I’m sorry about that. Father and I…we don’t see eye to eye on a lot of things.” 
 Before his Rift Descension, Drake would’ve struggled to understand what his brother meant, but now… “Neither do I.”  
 “What?” Dom said. “Don’t say that. You have a chance at a normal life. The normal life I could never have.” 
 “Because your dragon has two heads?” 
 His brother shook his head. “Not only. I’m different…in here.” He tapped his chest with two fingers.  
 “So am I,” Drake said. When Dom began to shake his head again, Drake said, “I am. I don’t believe in the old ways anymore. Why do we send our youth down into that Rift? What is the purpose? To prove our mettle against a ruthless enemy that seeks only to devour our very souls?” 
 “How many demons did you face down there?” Dom asked, the question catching Drake by surprise as no one had ever asked him after he’d failed to correct his father’s assumption.  
 “Many,” was the only answer he could give.  
 Dom nodded thoughtfully. “We are separated by five years, but maybe we’re not so different.” 
 It was Drake’s turn to disagree. “You’re a dragonrider, something I’ll never be.” 
 “Says who?” 
 “Dane said I would know which egg to choose. Well, I don’t know. They are all as good as rocks to me.” 
 “Then why did you turn around? Domino made no sound. Neither did I.” 
 Drake hesitated as he considered how to explain. “There was a voice…in my head.” 
 “What did it say?” 
 “‘You are close.’ And then, ‘Up here.’ That’s why I looked up. That’s why I found you.” A mad thought popped into Drake’s head. “Do you think Domino could’ve spoken to me the way he speaks to you?” 
 “No. A dragon can only communicate with those it’s bonded to, whether its rider or rider’s mate.”  
 “Then where did the voice come from? The sky? The gods themselves?” 
 Instead of answering, his brother said, “I have something to show you.” He pursed his lips, the telltale sign that he was conversing with his dragon. A moment later, Domino lifted one of his feet to reveal a small, oval object, emerald-green in color.  
 The voice came a moment later. Here I am.  
 Drake froze. “I heard it again. The voice. I think it’s coming from that egg. Why were you hiding it?” Dom said nothing, just watched his brother. Drake’s mouth opened and closed like a fish several times before the truth dawned on him. “Domino laid his egg already? But he’s only five years old!” 
 Dom said, “I can’t explain it either. As you know, all dragons are born with a single egg already inside them—their future posterity. Most live with the egg in them for decades, protecting it from harm. Only when they are old, the last of life’s seconds ticking away, do they release it. The five eggs before you were from dragons nigh on a century old. Domino, however, released his egg when his second head started to grow.” 
 “And now it’s talking to me,” Drake said. “What does that mean?” 
 Dom met his brother’s eyes with compassion. “It means you and I are connected, somehow. You are meant to bond with Domino’s offspring. We shall leave you to get acquainted.” 
 “Wait!” Drake cried, but when Dom had a mind to leave a place there was never any stopping him. He watched as his brother’s dragon launched himself into the air, powerful wings carrying them over the rocky spikes and out of sight. It was the last time he would see Dom for more than a decade.  


 Ten years later 
   
 For several years, Drake lived in constant fear that his magnificent emerald-green dragon, Draconus, would grow a second head. After all, he was the son of a two-headed dragon, something no one knew except him and his long-lost brother. Over time, however, the fear faded. Draconus grew rapidly, and soon Drake was soaring over Dragonsmount with the other dragonriders, the wind in his hair, the sun warming his skin, which was as green as his dragon’s scales now.  
 There was joy in the years that followed his bonding, and yet his discomfort with the Travailian way of life grew by the day. He quarreled with his father regularly, but the stubborn Dragonmaster refused to listen to him on matters of change, the iron fist he ruled with as large as his ego. Dane was more understanding, and yet Drake sensed his brother only spoke to him to try to persuade him to change his mind. Whatever friendship they’d once had faded like the final dying rays of light on the horizon at the end of a day. On numerous occasions, Drake was tempted to leave, as Dom had done. After all, there was a big world out there to experience, and mayhaps there was another place better suited for him. But he always stayed, because of his mother, who he felt a closeness with that he’d never felt with his father and no longer felt with his brother.  
 But now… 
 “What happened?” Dane demanded. His teeth were clenched, which made the question emerge like the snarl of a beast.  
 Drake stood nearby, his eyes closed, feeling numb. His arms hung at his sides, but they might’ve been part of someone else’s body. Even closed, his eyes burned in their sockets, as though aflame. The question hadn’t been directed at Drake, so he remained silent, listening for the answer that mattered little because it wouldn’t bring them back, the finality of death beyond any of their power to thwart.  
 “It’s uncertain,” the dragonrider said. He was a man named Vorin who’d been a friend to their father. “Witnesses say your father’s dragon just fell from the sky. They hit Dragonsmount and then tumbled into the sea. There was no life in any of them when we recovered their bodies.” 

Drake, Draconus said, his dragon’s voice as deep as the ocean and carrying the rumble of thunder. It was a powerful voice, but to Drake it was simply the voice of the being that mattered more to him than anything or anyone else in the world.  

Did you see it? Drake asked without preamble. 

No, but the other dragons are saying your father’s dragon…he has been ill for a while. He tried to hide it, but those closest to him could tell. 


Which meant my father knew. Did my mother know also?


This is unclear, Draconus said. Drake waited for the dragon to say something that would be considered appropriate in the wake of the death of both his parents in one fell swoop. Something meaningless like, I’m sorry. He didn’t, because he knew Drake too well. Instead, he said, It’s time to leave Dragonsmount.


Where would I go?


I think we both already know that. 

 Drake did. There was only one place he’d ever been outside of Travail—his mother’s true home. Solarii. Drake had always enjoyed visiting the beatific white city of Sunsei with his mother. They hadn’t been in several years, however, their visits growing more and more infrequent recently.  
 Something struck him that he should’ve thought of the moment Vorin arrived with the news of his parents’ deaths. Dane is Dragonmaster now. 


And he will rule as your father did. 


He’s different.


Is he? Maybe once, but I fear time and the inevitability of his future has changed him. 

 “With Mother’s passing, the marriage alliance with Solarii is shattered,” Drake blurted out. “Your first act as Dragonmaster should be to reestablish it.” 
 Dane was staring at him, a single eyebrow raised. Drake realized that Vorin had gone, and he sensed that his brother had asked him some other question while he’d been lost in his own thoughts and conversing with Draconus. “Brother,” Dane said. “There will be time to discuss all of that after—” 
 “No, I want to discuss it now.” 
 Dane sighed. “As much as I am in favor of a strong alliance with Solarii, our relationship with the Dead King has grown ever more strained over the years, something you would know if you attended the dragonrider meetings on a regular basis. Only Mother’s influence kept the final frayed threads from snapping. I fear her death will be the breaking point.” Drake opened his mouth to argue, but Dane soldiered on before he could get a word out. “But, if the Dead King’s new terms are fair and favorable to Travail, I would very much consider a new alliance.” 
 Drake heard his brother’s words for what they were: an attempt to appease him, empty of any truth or reality. Because no matter the terms put forth by the Dead King of Solarii, Dane—no, he’s Dragonmaster Dane now, he reminded himself—could decide they were unfair or unfavorable to Solarii. “Promise me you’ll secure a new treaty with Solarii,” Drake said.  
 “Drake, we need time to grieve.” 
 “Promise me.” 
 “I won’t make promises I may not be able to keep.” 

You’re right, Drake said to Draconus. He is different. I may be his brother, but that doesn’t mean he’ll listen to me any more than Father listened to me. “Mother should be buried in Solarii, consistent with the traditions of her people,” Drake said aloud.  
 “We are her people,” Dane said. “The dragonriders. The Travailians. She was Dragonmistress for many years. Mother and Father’s bodies will be burned by dragonfire tonight so they may take their rightful place amongst the storms.” 
 “Then I will depart Dragonsmount immediately following the ceremony.” 
 “You are my dragonrider now, and I forbid it.” 
 “Then you’ll have to stop me.” 
 Dane’s eyes locked on him, unwavering. “I won’t stop you, Brother. Where will you go?” 
 “Solarii. If you won’t help protect them against the Terran invasion, I will.” 
 “Then you go as a man and his dragon, without the support of Travail.” Dane’s voice held a formality to it now, as though they were nothing more than strangers.  
 For some reason, Drake was reminded of that day after his Rift Descension, when Dane told their father how he was stronger than both his other brothers. “I understand,” he said.  
 Dane looked like he had something else to say but hesitated. Finally, he spoke, “Your bonding day…” 
 “What of it?” Drake tried and failed to keep the defensive note out of his voice. 
 “I was watching you the entire time from the ground. I saw you turn back, like you had changed your mind and weren’t going to go through with it. But then you turned back and continued your ascent. Why?” 
 Drake wondered why it had taken his brother ten years to ask this question when it had clearly been weighing on his mind. “Dom,” he said simply. 
 He departed, brushing past his brother without another word.  
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 PART I 
 423 A.W. 
 Before the events of Dragonfall 
   
 Sampson     Roman     Grym 
   
 If the three Shadowblades are found before the three Brightblades, the Thousands will rise again, ushering in a swarm of darkness that will cover Kingfall from north to south, east to west. And all will suffer.  
   

Kingfall Revelations (quote attributed to Mage Figmirre)






 One 
 Sampson Gaard 
 On the banks of the Roughwater River, Avadon 
   
 AS SAMPSON GAARD STARED AT HIS REFLECTION IN THE GLASSY WATERS OF THE STILL POOL, he saw a face that he knew was his, and yet which might’ve been that of a stranger. The look in his eyes—haunted, hungry. The set of his jaw—firm, resilient. The angle of his arms—tense, ready to draw his weapon if the breeze blew in a way he didn’t like. And the weapon…

 His hand was on his shadowblade’s dark hilt, though he couldn’t recall moving it there.  

FEELS GOOD, DOESN’T IT? the blade said with a voice that would’ve sounded natural coming from an eel.  

I… Sampson wanted to scream No! and cast the blade aside as he’d once done, but the truth was… Yes, it feels good. A memory pierced the fog of his mind. But I cast you away. How are you here?

 IT’S NOTHING BUT A DREAM. A DREAM THAT CAN ONE DAY BE REALITY. I’M COMING BACK FOR YOU. BE READY. 
 Already the dream was fading, but Sampson wasn’t ready for it to end. What? No. Not yet. Just a little longer. I want to see. I need to see!

 He awoke with a start, mind swirling past the image of his fingers curled around the sword’s hilt until it vanished into nothingness.  

Nothingness, he thought. That was the right word for it considering that was all his eyes offered him. Sampson Gaard had been born blind. For him, the world was constructed of counting steps and using his other senses to guide him. The smell of baking bread meant he was approaching the palace kitchens. The sound of hammer on anvil alerted him that the forge was just around the corner. The smoothness of the Great Hall’s wall giving way to a rougher, angled texture told him he was about to pass into the war room. Long ago, he’d learned to taste the wind to determine whether it was going to rain, when everyone else simply looked skyward for signs of dark, threatening clouds.  
 Roman Leary had been his teacher and friend. And now, because of Sampson’s choices, Sampson’s greed, the man was dead. Gone.  
 He felt tears in his eyes, on his cheeks, but they didn’t blur the vision he no longer had.  
 Being blind was all he’d ever known. Until he’d found the shadowblade, his eyes finally opened to the vibrant beauty of the world for the first time. Well, perhaps found was the wrong word. His tears dried up and he scoffed out a laugh at the absurdity of it all. I’m supposed to feel free now, aren’t I? In a way, he did. The burden, the weight, of the ancient sword he’d wielded for so many months had been lifted from his shoulders. And, as a result, he’d been returned to the darkness.  

Stop it, he thought bitterly. Stop feeling sorry for yourself.
You’re not dead. 

 “I should be,” he muttered, as he sat on the bank of the Roughwater River, some indeterminable distance downstream from Kerr’s Crossing, where he’d thrown himself into the fierce rapids. This part of the river was calm, serene, peaceful. The current burbled gently along. Wind whispered through the reeds. Birdsong provided a melodious accompaniment. “Roman was nothing but loyal and kind and good.” In that moment, he realized that if he had the chance, he would trade places with the man who’d served and protected him his entire life, the man who’d been more of a father figure to him than his real father, the King of Teravainen.  
 HE DIED SO YOU COULD LIVE.  
 The voice of the blade seemed to rip the very breath from his lungs, and he doubled over, coughing. The blade’s laughter, rough and grating, followed. How can I still hear you? he asked.  
 BECAUSE I’M CLOSE. WE SHALL BE REUNITED AGAIN SOON. 

I don’t want to be reunited!

 NO? WEREN’T YOU JUST LAMENTING THE LOSS OF YOUR SIGHT? THE LOSS OF ROMAN? I CAN GIVE YOU BOTH OF THE THINGS YOU SO DEARLY DESIRE.  
 Sampson froze. Roman is dead. I saw him die with the vision you gave me. 

 YES, HE NEARLY DIED. WOULD YOU LIKE TO KNOW WHO BROUGHT HIM BACK FROM THE BRINK? 

You? Sampson was scared to hope.  
 OF COURSE ME. I KNOW YOU DON’T THINK IT, BUT I CARE ABOUT YOU. WE ARE CONNECTED NOW. NO DRASTIC, ILL-CONSIDERED CHOICE MADE IN THE HEAT OF BATTLE CAN CHANGE THAT. I RESPECT WHAT YOU DID. AT LEAST YOU SHOWED YOUR STRENGTH. BUT IT DOESN’T CHANGE ANYTHING. YOU WERE MEANT TO BE MY WIELDER. WE BOTH KNOW THAT. 
 Sampson wanted to despise the sword, but if what it was saying was true—IT IS, the blade said, once more reading his thoughts—then that meant Roman was somehow, inexplicably, alive, which instantly sent his heart soaring from the abyss it had dug itself into.  

Where is he? he demanded.  
 LOOKING FOR YOU. HE’S AGREED TO RETURN ME TO YOU.  
 That gave Sampson pause. From the beginning, Roman had been suspicious of the blade. He was ecstatic that Sampson had been granted the gift of sight, of course, but he’d also worried about the effect the blade was having on Sampson’s temperament and decision-making. He said that? he asked, still trying to wrap his head around the blade’s claim that Roman Leary was alive. He barely dared to hope.  
 Another harsh laugh, the sound ebbing away by the second, like an echo passing down a long tunnel, ever fainter. And then gone. 


   
 Sampson screamed over and over again in his own mind, hoping to bridge the connection to the shadowblade once more. There was nothing but silence. It’s all a game, he thought. A way to fool me into a fool’s errand to find a dead man who is supposedly in possession of the blade. Well, I won’t do it. I won’t.

 Lying in the hot sun on the bank of the Roughwater, his clothes had finally dried out despite the wintry chill in the air. He stood, contemplating his next move. Traveling was going to be difficult without food or knowledge of the landscape. At least I have fresh water, he thought, reminded by the tinkling lullaby of the river. As he bent down and scooped a handful of water into his mouth, he knew the only real option was sticking close to the river, for at least he’d studied enough maps to know where it would take him. Heading southward would eventually lead to the waters of the Sacred Sea, perhaps a hundred miles east of the Strangle. Boarding a ship would almost guarantee he’d be able to make his way back to Wolfsgaard. On the other hand, if he followed the river northward, he would eventually reach Kerr’s Crossing. If Roman were truly alive and searching for him, he would be heading south, and their paths would meet.  

I saw him die, he reminded himself. Logically, he knew his eyes hadn’t deceived him. But he also knew that logic and rationale thought went out the window when you were dealing with an ancient godblade. He’d already seen the shadowblade do remarkable things, including healing him after he’d stabbed himself in the heart, and twisting the minds of strong Grizari bucks to serve him, Grym notwithstanding.  

Grym, he thought. He wondered if he would ever see him again. “See,” he said aloud. “I guess I won’t be seeing much of anything now. Aaand now I’m talking to myself. Fantastic.”  
 He turned and started south. If Roman Leary were truly alive and searching for him, his sight assured that he would catch up to Sampson well before he reached the Sacred Sea. At least then they would be as far away from Kerr’s Crossing as possible when they were reunited. From there, they could make the long journey home together, shadowblade be damned.  


   
 Sampson’s first order of business was to find a proper walking stick so he didn’t tumble headlong into a hole or plunge into the water if the river unexpectedly turned eastward. Unfortunately, this side of the river was frustratingly devoid of trees or even large bushes. Eventually he settled for a long reed stalk he plucked from a grove growing with their feet in the water. It wasn’t nearly as strong as a branch would have been, and he had to be careful not to tap it too hard against the ground or it was likely to snap in half. It was far from ideal, but at least it would warn him of potential dangers a second or two before they arrived.  
 For the first few miles, he walked slowly, cautiously picking his way along the bank, his only companion the sound of the river chattering away as it passed over stones. Soon, however, his worries ebbed away. The day was unseasonably warm and pleasant, the land as flat as a plank, and he could sate his thirst as often as he pleased. His stomach was beginning to grumble from lack of food, but even that sensation was short-lived. All said, Sampson couldn’t ask for better conditions for someone without sight.  
 He started tapping his reed stalk less and less, sometimes taking a dozen steps before dropping the stalk to the ground once more.  
 Had he been more cautious he might’ve noticed the change in the feel of the ground, which was suddenly spongier, wetter, bouncing under his trod. He might’ve noticed the way the air grew cooler and moister. He might’ve noticed the bristling sound made by the army of reed stalks as they surrounded him.  
 Well, he did notice all these changes, just not as swiftly as he might’ve had he been more cautious. He ground to a stop just before his next bootfall would’ve plunged into a muck-filled bog as thick as black pudding. All at once, his senses flared. He smelled the fetid stench of standing water, the foul aroma of rot and decay, the earthy scent of mud and turf. He heard the whistle of wind between craggy trees, the croak of bullfrogs, the caw of long-legged birds alerting their friends to the presence of an intruder in their midst.  
 Tentatively, he tapped his reed stalk in front of him.  
 Something pulled on it. “What the—” He pulled back, but the something held fast, nearly jerking him off his feet as he strained against it. Then, all of a sudden, whatever had gripped the other end of the reed stalk let go. Sampson tumbled backwards, landing on something soft and squishy and as wobbly as a foal that hadn’t yet found its legs.  
 He tumbled off what he realized was a rotting log, one leg twisting awkwardly beneath him as he scrabbled to grab hold of anything that might arrest his fall, losing the reed stalk in the process. Landing in the waters of a marsh would’ve made a splashing sound, but to call the mucky mud water was being far too generous, the sound of his landing more akin to a squelch, or a splat, the viscous liquid sucking at his clothes with the same unexpected force as it had used in its attempt to wrench the reed stalk from his hands.  
 Face smeared with mud, he managed a laugh at his own clumsiness. Now he would lose a whole day as he was forced to backtrack to the main portion of the river to bathe and clean his clothes, laying them out on the bank to dry in the sun, before resuming his path south, giving the bog a wide berth. No matter. If Roman is truly alive, it will mean he’ll be able to catch up to me more quickly. 

 Fighting the pull of the muck, he extracted one arm and reached for something solid. At first he swatted at nothing but air, but then his fingers clamped around what felt like a thick knob on the log from which he’d tumbled. He dug his fingers in and pulled. At first, nothing happened, but then, ever so slowly, his body began to move in the direction of his hand, creeping through the thick mud.  

Crack! The knob he’d been gripping broke, crumbling away and causing him to slam down once more. He landed face first in the muck, putrid slime splashing into his mouth, which was partially open as he’d concentrated on pulling himself up. He emerged spitting and gagging, and for several minutes he coughed and spluttered until he vomited. “Urgh,” he groaned. While he’d been fighting to extricate the foul fluid from his throat, the bog had pulled him further into its embrace. Both his arms now felt trapped, like they’d been tied against his sides by thick rope wound several times around his body.  
 He tried to lift his arms, but they felt heavier than lead anvils. He took a deep breath, trying to think. For the moment, he seemed to be okay, suspended in the mud up to his neck. Why didn’t the maps show this infernal bog!? he thought, vowing to hunt down the royal mapmakers at Wolfsgaard the second he arrived. It was a nice thought, but not helpful for his present situation. Think, you fool! Roman had read a passage to him about bogs like this one before, so thick they could barely be called liquid, and capable of taking a horse and rider if one plunged witlessly into its waiting arms.  
 Bogs like this didn’t discriminate. Whether he was a pauper, an earl, or a blind prince who’d once wielded a shadowblade mattered not to the bog.  
 “I’m supposed to swim,” he said, remembering the advice in the book. “Slow, methodical movements.” 
 The knowledge offered a sprig of hope, but it was swiftly crushed as he realized he was well beyond that point already, his arms and legs mired to deep that he couldn’t manage even a kick or a single stroke.  
 He felt the muck creep up his neck to the base of his chin.  
 That’s when true panic set in. “Help!” he cried. “Please! Someone! Anyone! HELP ME!” 
 No answer. No sound of hoofbeats or pounding footsteps.  
 He pressed his lips tightly together as the bog rose past his mouth. He sucked in foul breaths through his nose, resisting the reflex to gag, which would only fill his mouth with slime. And then: Blade? he thought. Blade, please. I need your help. 

 No response.  
 The muck tickled the tip of his nose. He threw his head back to gain another inch or two, breaths coming more rapidly now, his heart pounding out of his chest. I’m going to die, he thought, regrets spinning through his mind like dozens of tiny tornadoes. And what have I accomplished? I will forever be known as the Insignificant Prince. Void, no one even knows what’s become of me! Father, Amari, Jarrod…they all probably think I’ve been dead for weeks. At least his mother wouldn’t know the difference—she didn’t even know who he was when he sat with her, at least as far as he could tell.  
 The mud had reached his nose again. He considered breathing it in, but no—Roman had taught him to be a fighter. You’re blind, not an invalid, was something he liked to say when Sampson was feeling sorry for himself. So, instead, Sampson reared his head back to gain the tiniest window in which to suck in a deep breath, holding it in his lungs as the muck climbed over the crest of his nose.  
 All external sound vanished, his ears plugged tight. He could hear the beat of his own heart, and a rushing in his head that reminded him of wind scraping the tops of waves just before they crashed against the shoreline at Wolfsgaard. Another sound appeared, as a bright as the sunlight he’d grown so accustomed to when once he’d never thought he’d see its cheerful rays. No, he thought. Not just a random sound. A voice. My sister’s voice. “Sampson? Sampson? Have you heard a single word I’ve said?”  
 His own voice answered, as clear as the blue skies that had seemed painted in the heavens over the Scattered Plains. “Sorry, I was…listening. To the wind. To the waves.” 
 “You’re always listening to something,” Amari said, sounding rather exasperated. 
 “And you’re always looking at something,” he said.  
 Amari laughed, a pleasant sound that he rarely heard unless they were alone together. “You’ve got me there. But you won’t so easily ignore me once I’m queen.” 
 “No one will be able to ignore you. Your voice will screech from the Wolf Throne like the call of a bird. A parrot, perhaps. All ears shall quiver to hear your call!”  
 “My voice is not screechy. Take it back.” 
 “I will not.” 
 “You wound me, Brother.” 
 “I love you, dear sister, else I would not tease you so.” 
 “I love you, too. Don’t ever forget that.” 
 Her words faded, replaced by the rushing in his ears, the pounding of his heart. Everything was cool. Everything was still.  
 His lungs began to burn, his chest to ache. His lips longed to open and breathe in whatever was available, but he clamped his mouth shut tighter. If you wish to claim me, you must pry my lips open! he thought defiantly. The godsdamned swamp wouldn’t claim this soul so easily.  
 He thought he heard something else—a snuffling. His mind felt fuzzy now. Thoughts twisted and pulled away before he could clamp down on them. “Ow!” he tried to exclaim as something pierced his hand, but he couldn’t make a sound as mud filled his mouth. Instinctively, his fingers wound around the thing that was poking him, clutching it tightly. There was a pulling sensation, but it was like everything else: muddled. What was left of his mind began to fade as slime slid down his throat.  


   
 Something wet lapped at his face. Sampson groaned and tried to roll over, but his body felt as heavy as an anchor. He tried to make sense of how he’d escaped the bog, which had been on the verge of entombing him in its muck just before he’d, apparently, blacked out. The wet thing smeared across his face again. “Stop that,” he managed to murmur, though his voice emerged as little more than a gravelly whisper.  
 A snorting sound followed. The wet thing returned, sliding across his cheek.  
 He reached up and tried to grab it, but the thing pulled away. He reached farther, his hand finding something hard and rough, which seemed to press against his palm. The something was familiar to him. “Hmm?” he said, which was the creature’s name.  
 Another snort. The beast, which was known amongst the Grizari as a grux, pressed harder against his palm, nuzzling. Sampson shook his head in wonder, trying to recall what had happened. Memories of the bog appeared, those last fleeting moments before he should’ve died, and then the stabbing pain in his palm, grabbing onto something, being pulled. And then…nothing.  
 “You dragged me from the bog, girl?” 
 Wetness on his face. The grux’s long, broad tongue, cleaning the mud from his skin. He remembered the mud filling his mouth, his throat. How am I alive? he thought, scratching Hmm under the chin as she continued to clean his face. After the grux pulled him from the bog he must’ve thrown up. Had Hmm had the foresight to position him on his side to prevent him from choking on his own vomit? 
 “Thank you,” he said. “But how did you find me?” More nuzzling. Hard bone pressed against his chest—her front horn, as long as a blade, the point as sharp as the tip of a spear. It was how she had saved him, he realized, poking the horn through the mud, trying to reach his hand. She wasn’t trying to stab him, but her aim had been too good. As it turned out, feeling the prick of pain was just what he’d needed.  
 Now, he grasped her horn once more, the bony surface marred by notches and runnels. She was the runt of her litter and had survived this long only by fighting her bigger, stronger siblings for food. It had toughened her, but also left her scarred. He remembered the first time he’d laid eyes on the beast, his lips curling in disdain at her scrawny, mud-splattered appearance, several of the frilled horns surrounding her neck chipped or broken off completely.  
 He wished he could gaze upon her again, for he knew she would be the most beautiful creature in the world.  
 He grunted as she slowly lifted him onto his feet. The tenderness she was displaying was the dead opposite of her stubbornness when he’d first tried to mount her, tossing him off again and again and again, until they’d reached a tenuous agreement to not hate each other as much as they wanted to. They’d been fast friends ever since.  
 He clung to her horn, his legs feeling wobbly and heavy. Because I’m caked with mud, he thought. Not to mention I haven’t eaten in more than a day, maybe more depending on how long I was unconscious. But food wasn’t first on his list. No, he needed water. To cleanse his mouth and throat. To remove the thick mud clinging to his clothes. “Help me up,” he said, words still hard to come by.  
 He felt her lower her head, and he used her sturdy frame to steady himself as he staggered to her side. He could feel that one of her forelegs was bent, almost like a step stool. He lifted his leg, but missed his mark, foot sliding down her thick skin. He tried again, and this time his foot found purchase. He felt her rough skin on his heel—the bog had evidently claimed his boots. Better them than me, he thought, taking a deep breath to gather his strength. Then he shoved upwards, fingers probing for one of Hmm’s frill-horns, finding one. Groaning, he pulled himself onto her back, legs strung over each side, chest pressed against her skin.  
 She snorted and then he felt the familiar bumping-bouncing as she began to walk.  


   
 “Well, well, what do we have ’ere?” said a harsh-sounding voice. “Seems like ye lost a fight with the Sucking Bog.” 
 “Actually, I won,” Sampson said, instantly on high alert. He must’ve fallen asleep on Hmm’s back, though he knew he wasn’t there now, grass tickling his cheek. Where did the grux go? He couldn’t recall how he’d gotten off her back.  
 He managed to sit up, straining for any sound of the beast—a snuffle or a snort or the pounding of her powerful hoofs. Nothing. “Lookin’ fer someone?” the voice asked. A man, given the deep timbre. Though he couldn’t see the owner of the voice, he pictured a man with three days’ worth of scruff on his cheeks, his teeth tobacco-stained and yellowed.  
 “My mount,” Sampson said. “Have you seen her?” 
 “I ain’t seen a horse, other than my own. How ’bout ye, Eels?” 
 “Nah, boss. Jest our two.” The second voice, Eels apparently, was higher pitched than the first.  
 If they hadn’t seen Hmm yet, Sampson wasn’t about to explain to them that she was no horse. “Do you have any food?” he asked. He felt so weak that he would be a fool to let his own pride forbid him from begging. Food, he thought. If I fell off Hmm’s back after I fell asleep, I bet she went looking for food. Which meant she’d eventually return. He didn’t know if these men were friends or foes, or whether they were armed, but he took comfort in his own logic.  
 “Course,” the first voice said. “Ye’d hafta be a fool to travel these parts without supplies. Unless yer a seasoned woodsman. There’s not a town or village from ‘ere to Kerr’s Crossing.” 

If you only knew… “I was, er, separated from my party.” Translation: I was leading an angry horde of Grizari against the Avadonians until I decided to abandon my shadowblade and go for a swim. “Would you be willing to spare some of your food?” he asked. “I will pay you back tenfold as soon as I am able.” 
 “Indeed, ye will,” the man said. “’Ere.” Something thumped against Sampson’s feet. “Ye never learned how to catch then.” 
 “Well, no, it’s kind of difficult for someone like me.” He felt around until his fingers found what had been thrown. A hard, crusty bread roll. His mouth salivating, he bit into it, not caring if he broke a tooth. He crunched through the outer layer of the bread until he got to the slightly less hard—but still rather hard—inner portion. It was flavorless and at least two days past when most folks would be willing to eat it, and yet as each bite slid down his throat, he began to feel the ache in his belly ebb. “Thank you,” he said around mouthfuls.  
 “What did ye mean by ‘someone like me’?” the man asked. His voice sounded closer now, and Sampson had the urge to scrabble backwards. A breath of air washed over him, but the day was windless. “Yer—yer blind, ain’t ye?” the man spat.  
 Sampson sighed. It must’ve been the man waving his hands across his face that had caused the air he’d felt. “Guilty as charged,” Sampson said. “I was born without sight.” 
 “That’s a damn pity,” the man said. “No wonder ye didn’t jump half out of yer skin when ye saw Eels’ ugly mug.”  
 Rather than arguing the point, Eels said, “Eels got in a lot of fights growin’ up. Eels nose has been broken more times than I can count.” 
 “Course he can only count to ten, even if he takes off his boots,” the man said. “Name’s Squig. This ’ere’s Eels. He’s a simpleton but works hard and doesn’t talk back. What’s yer name, lad?” 
 “Sam-don,” he said, barely catching himself before speaking his true name. For all he knew his father had sent a search party asking questions about a Sampson all across Avadon.  
 “Samdon?” the boss said. “Odd name. Can I jest call ye Sam?” 
 “Sure,” he said, though he thought calling his fabricated name ‘odd’ was pretty rich coming from a pair who had introduced themselves as Squig and Eels. You can call me Scum if you give me more of that bread, he thought.  
 “Where ye headed, Sam?” 
 “South.” 
 “Anywhere in particular?” 
 “I’m hoping to get to South Strangle. Board a ship, if possible.” 
 “To where?” 
 He shrugged. “Nowhere,” he said, as casually as possible. “I’m hoping to work on a ship as a deck hand. Swabbing decks. Repairing ropes. That sort of thing.” 
 “Never heard of a blind deckhand before, but why not? There’s a first time fer everythin’, right?” Squig said. “Anyway, seein’ that ye’ve been separated from yer group, ye can travel with us, if ye like. Jest so happens we’re ridin’ south, too. Hopin’ to find our fortune amongst the isles of the Sacred Sea. We’re treasure hunters, we are.” 
 “Since when?” Eels said, sounding confused.  
 “Since now. So, Sam, are ye with us?” 
 Sampson hadn’t planned to make friends on the trek south, but they had food and eyes that worked, both things he was presently short of. But he also couldn’t abandon Hmm, not after the way she’d saved his life. “Thank you,” he said. “But I need to find my steed first. We’ve been through a lot together.” 
 “I can understand that. A good horse is irreplaceable. Valuable too! What color is she?” 

How to explain… Sampson wondered. It was probably better that he provide ample warning of what exactly they were searching for. “Sort of a gray-ish hue, but—” 
 “Gray, ye say? Sounds like a Calabrian stallion. But I’ve never seen one in person. They’re rather rare around these parts.” 
 “No, she’s not a Calabrian stallion. Well, she’s not even a horse at all.”  
 “A donkey then? Stubborn creatures, if you asked me. Eels here was kicked by one once, he’s never been the same since…” 
 “No, she’s not a donkey either. She’s actually, what I’m trying to say is, my steed isn’t from around here, I got her from—” 
 Before he could explain further, Squig said, “What the…?” his unfinished question followed by the thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump of heavy hoofbeats, so loud and raucous they might’ve been an entire cavalry riding in perfect rhythm.  
 Sampson might’ve not been able to see what transpired, but the sounds told the tale pretty well. There was a high-pitched shriek and then a thump, followed by heavy snorting and stamping of hooves. All of it was surrounded by the fearful neighing of two horses. And then: “This…monster…is yer steed?” 
 “She has a name—Hmm. And she’s no monster, just a grux. Compared to others of her kind, she’s really quite small. And harmless, well mostly, so long as you stay on her good side.” 
 “Her horn…is pressed…against my throat.” 
 Sampson blanched. “Hmm, leave the good man alone. He gave me food and offered to provide an escort to the Sacred Sea.” 
 Another snort. The grux sound wholly unconvinced. Sampson moved toward the sound, extending his arms and feeling around until his fingers slid over the creature’s rough hide. “There, there. You had no love for me when we first met, did you?” Hmm breathed out deeply, and Sampson could feel her body quiver under his touch. “Let him go so I can make proper introductions.” 
 He felt the animal move backwards a step. Squig cursed and the sound of him scrambling to his feet arose, followed immediately by steel scraping against steel.  
 “What are you doing?” Sampson said, feeling Hmm stiffen under his touch.  
 “That thing attacked me.” 
 “And you’re no worse for wear,” Sampson said evenly. He could picture the man gripping a sword, waving it menacingly in Hmm’s direction. The grux wouldn’t like that—not one bit. “Listen very carefully. If you are to survive this encounter, you will sheath your weapon. Do it now, slowly and without any sudden movements. Follow my instructions exactly, or I cannot promise I will be able to stop her from goring you.” 
 “Boss, mebbe ye should listen to him,” Eels said. “That pony looks angry.” 
 A growl of warning had begun in the back of Hmm’s throat, but had risen as they’d continued talking, and now it emerged, low and menacing. Unless Sampson’s ears were mistaken—which they rarely were—she was also scraping her hoof along the ground, preparing to charge. “Sir, I really must insist you—” 
 Steel shrieked and then went still as the sword was returned to its sheath. Sampson released the breath that had become lodged in his chest. “Now what?” Squig said, sounding none too pleased by the situation.  
 “Squig, Eels, meet Hmm. She’s served me faithfully for a while now.” 
 The grux stamped her foot hard enough to crack stone and snorted. At least she’s stopped growling, Sampson thought.  
 “And ye say she’s a…grux?” Squig said. “Never heard of such a creature.” 
 “I’m not surprised. Most humans know little about the ways of the Grizari. I can admit I knew next to nothing until not so long ago.” 
 Squig made a choking sound. “The Grizari? Ye mean to tell us this beast—” 
 “Hmm.” 
 “Aye, Hmm…belongs to the savages?” Squig finished.  
 “Well, she did, once. But they gave her to me, though I like to think she remains of her own accord.” A thought occurred to him then, one Sampson wasn’t particularly pleased with. He never would’ve formed a bond with Hmm if not for the shadowblade. During his initial altercation with the grux, she’d have broken every bone in his body had the blade not healed him half a dozen times on his way to gaining her respect and loyalty.  
 He almost expected the blade to respond in his head with one of his usual arrogant comments, but instead it was Squig who filled the void of silence. “Ye’ve had dealings with the savages?” 
 Sampson ignored the repeated use of such a distasteful word as he didn’t think explaining the true nature and complexities of the Grizari to these men would accomplish anything at this point. “Some,” Sampson said instead. “They helped me when my expedition was in dire straits.”  
 “Expedition?” 
 As they’d talked, Sampson had been devising the story in his head. “Perhaps that’s a rather boastful word for it. It was more of a…journey. I hail from Armitage. Given my…blindness…there weren’t many opportunities for me there. My parents died when I was young, and I was left in the care of a cruel uncle who’d rather I was invisible than blind. So, as soon as I came of age, I gave him his wish, setting out with a band of entertainers seeking employment in the heart of Avadon. They were willing to feed and shelter me as long as I cared for their horses, as I’ve always had a natural connection to animals. 
 “The plan was to follow the coastline until we reached the Roughwater, but our leader grew impatient and sought to shorten the distance by angling across the Forbidden Plains. We became disoriented and eventually realized we were traveling in circles. We ran out of food first, then water. When the Grizari found us, most of our party were already dead. The rest died shortly thereafter, though the Griz tried to help them. They fed me and cared for me until I was strong enough to do so myself.” 
 Finally, Squig interjected. “There’s been word on the wind that the Grizari had unified ’emselves and were marchin’ on Kerr’s Crossin’.” 
 “Tis true,” Sampson said. “That’s why I had to leave. The situation had become precarious, so I slipped away in the dark of night with Hmm. We wandered blindly until we reached the Roughwater. From there we turned south until I blundered into the Sucking Bog. Hmm pulled me out or I’d be dead without a trace that I ever existed.” 
 “Why’d the Griz help ye? Ye know, bein’ that yer a human and all.” 
 Sampson managed a shrug. “Void if I know. Perhaps they pitied me. Perhaps I was merely their plaything.” The lies burned in his throat. He had wronged the Grizari in more ways than he could count, and now he was tarnishing them with his words. I have no choice, he said. These men believe them to be savages and nothing I can say will convince them otherwise.

 “And the beast…it’s tame? It listens to ye?” 
 “It is a she. But yes, she is tame and obedient, when she wants to be. She doesn’t take kindly to me being threatened though. I’m sorry she mistook you for someone who meant me harm.” 
 “Er, I s’pose I can respect a steed that protects her master. If the roles were reversed, our horses would prolly turn tail and run. They are old and grumpy beasts. Not that I’m surprised, considerin’ the pittance we paid fer ’em. Their previous owners couldn’t be rid of ’em fast enough.” 
 “I understand if this is where we must go our separate ways,” Sampson said.  
 “Nah,” Squig said. “Yer beast, er, Hmm, jest caught me by surprise, is all. We’d be pleased to travel with ye fer a time, Sam. There’s always greater safety in numbers out ’ere in the wilds.” 
 “Fantastic!” Sampson said, unable to hold back his enthusiasm. Truth be told, he was rather surprised by their acceptance of him given the company he kept, but having a guide who knew the land in these parts was invaluable given his present situation. “I mean, I’d be pleased to ride with you. And Eels. Thank you.” 
 “Course. It’s the neighborly thing to do, especially given yer, er, situation.” 
 “You mean my blindness,” Sampson said. “No need to tiptoe around it, sir, I have lived with it my entire life.” 
 “I can appreciate that,” Squig said. “But aye, my conscience wouldn’t allow me to let a blind man wander ’round these parts.” 
 “’Made of gold, ye are,” Eels said, the simpleton finally raising his voice after having been silent for the majority of the conversation.  
 Sampson raised an eyebrow. “If you’re hoping for a reward, I’m afraid I don’t have a single coin to my name these days,” he said. “But I will strive to repay your kindness when we reach South Strangle. I will request an advance on my wages from whichever captain offers me work.” 
 “We cannot say no to that, can we Eels?” Squig said, sounding pleased. “We’re not exactly made of gold ourselves, are we? Not yet anyway.” 
 “I hope you find that treasure you’re after,” Sampson said. “Now, should we get moving? The sooner we are around the Sucking Bog and back to the river’s edge the better.” 
 “Aye, we are in agreement there, Mister Sam,” Squig said. “Mount up and have yer steed follow us.” 
 After a pat on Hmm’s chin, Sampson clambered up and whispered a command in the grux’s ear. The creature turned his head and began to lope in what, to Sampson at least, felt like the wrong direction entirely.  

I must’ve gotten turned around during all the excitement, he thought. He settled in for the long ride south. 
   
 Magefall, Volume III in The Kingfall Histories is coming SOON! 


[1] Learn more about Mother Vinegar and Selvaggia Wood in The Last King by David Estes and GD Penman, coming soon to Kindle!
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