
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    Fatemarked Origins 
 
      
 
    Book Four in The Fatemarked Epic 
 
      
 
    Short Stories from the Four Kingdoms 
 
      
 
    David Estes 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Copyright 2017 David Estes 
 
      
 
    Kindle Edition, License Notes 
 
    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Amazon.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    For the readers, like me, who always want to know more. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
    Map of the Four Kingdoms- Circa 532 
 
    1: Tarin Sheary 
 
    2: Cecilia (Thorne) Loren 
 
    3: Markin Swansea 
 
    4: Sabria Loren 
 
    5: Sir Jonius 
 
    6: Gwendolyn Storm 
 
    7: Bear Blackboots 
 
    8: The Beggar 
 
    9: Heinrich Gäric 
 
    10: Shanti Parthena Laude 
 
    11: Viper Sandes 
 
    12: Gareth Ironclad 
 
    13: Verner Gäric 
 
    14: Sonika Vaid 
 
    15: Sir Dietrich 
 
    Acknowledgments 
 
    A sample of SLIP, Book 1 in the Slip Trilogy by David Estes 
 
   
  
 



Map of the Four Kingdoms- Circa 532 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    To view a downloadable map online: http://davidestesbooks.blogspot.com/p/fatemarked-map-of-four-kingdoms.html 
 
   


  
 

 1: Tarin Sheary 
 
    The Northern Kingdom- Circa 522 
 
    [image: tarin sheary] 
 
    Eight-year-old Tarin Sheary knew he was dying.  
 
    It started with his legs. One day, he was simply unable to stand. His legs felt weak, like he’d been punched a dozen times in each muscle. They looked different too. Though he’d always been skinny and bony, they looked too skinny now, resembling the legs of a chicken. When he collapsed getting out of bed, his mother scooped him up and carried him to the castle healer. After inspecting Tarin using an oddly shaped circle of glass, the round-faced man broke the news with little compassion: 
 
    “The disease has already entered his bones. He will not last a fortnight.” 
 
    Tarin’s mother wept, which scared him quite a lot. He’d never seen her cry, not even when she was kicked in the chest by a stubborn mule and could scarcely breathe. Not even when his baby brother or sister passed on while still in her swollen belly. She was a northern woman through and through, as hard as iron.  
 
    But now she wept. 
 
    Tarin’s father comforted her, pushing back her hair, which was streaked with gray, like whispers of wind. He dried her cheeks with the corner of a blanket, which he wrapped around her shoulders. And then he approached his son, who was propped up in bed.  
 
    Tarin didn’t look at his father. He couldn’t look at him, not when he was so weak. He didn’t want to disappoint the man he’d always looked up to. His father had come from humble beginnings, the son of a pig farmer. He’d worked hard his entire life, apprenticing himself to a horsemaster, and eventually becoming one himself, the finest in the realm. Now he worked in the royal stables, breeding and training horses for King Gäric himself.  
 
    “Son,” his father said now.  
 
    Still Tarin didn’t look, his eyes trained firmly on his shrunken legs. He wondered whether he’d be remembered as Tarin the Maimed, the same way the king’s lost eldest brother was known as Helmuth the Maimed.  
 
    On the edge of his vision, he could see his father’s thick mustache, speckled with what his mother called “just the right amount of snow and ash.” 
 
    His father sighed. “This is a hard world, son, but only the strongest are chosen to face the hardest things. Someone is telling you that you are strong. That is all.” 
 
    Tarin swallowed. He reached down and touched his legs. He didn’t feel strong. He felt numb, almost like he was looking at someone else’s legs, which couldn’t possibly be attached to his body.  
 
    He didn’t want to prove his father wrong and cry, but the tears were like a flood bursting from a shattered dam, swamping his vision, streaking down his cheeks in hot streams.  
 
    “I don’t want to die,” he cried, and his father held him close. 
 
    Though his mother tried to muffle her own sobs, he could hear them from across the room. 
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    Tarin’s best friend in all the Four Kingdoms, Princess Annise Gäric, came by to see him the next day. She sat on the edge of his bed and stared at his legs. “I don’t understand,” she said. “They said you were sick, but you don’t look sick. Are your legs broken?” 
 
    He shook his head, but it wasn’t an answer. “No. Just weak. Everything is weak.” His father’s words echoed in his head. Someone is telling you that you are strong. He wanted to punch the words, break them apart. He knew his letters, so he figured he could write the word “strong” on a sheet of parchment and then rip it to shreds. Then he could burn each piece in the fire. Maybe that would make him feel better.  
 
    “Frozen hell,” Annise swore, which almost made Tarin laugh. Annise was so different than all the other girls in the castle. She wrestled with the boys (and usually won), cursed like the soldiers, and didn’t seem to mind that her dresses were dirty most of the time. “When will you be able to play again? It’s summer.” 
 
    The thought of missing out on summer hurt Tarin so much he could feel an ache in his chest. “I’m—I’m—” He didn’t want to say the words, not because of his feelings, but because of hers. He didn’t want to see her sad. “I don’t know,” he finished lamely.  
 
    “Well, I won’t go outside to play until you can come with me,” Annise said. The earnestness of her promise was evident in the way she jutted out her broad Gäric jaw. Her brown eyes were coals of smoldering determination. Tarin knew all too well that once the young princess said something, she would do it.  
 
    But that’s not what he wanted.  
 
    “No,” he said, a lie coating his tongue. He’d never lied to his friend before, but he had to now. “I’ll be fine. I just need to rest for two or three days. Don’t wait for me. I’ll see you when I’m well again.” 
 
    Annise squinted. “Is this a trick? Because if this is a trick…” She held up a fist. Tarin finally laughed for real, and Annise joined him.  
 
    When she left, Tarin lifted his legs over the side of the bed. He was shocked at how light they were, like his bones and muscles and skin were turning into air. He set his bare feet on the stone floor, which was cool under his heels. Then, gritting his teeth until his jaw ached, Tarin pushed off from the bed with his hands;  
 
    and stood.  
 
    He wobbled for a few moments, trying to maintain his balance. Took a deep breath. Steadied himself. Gathered all his strength—strong, strong, strong, the word echoed, not broken, not burned, still a part of him—and stepped forward.  
 
    His legs crumpled like a wooden soldier under the force of a hammer blow. His knees cracked against the stone, sending shards of pain through his bones. His hands slammed down next, and then his jaw, which made an awful cracking sound.  
 
    He lay there for a long time, groaning, unable to move.  
 
    That’s how his mother found him when she returned from her duties tending to the mules.  
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    Tarin was used to seeing the queen in their humble dwellings. After all, Queen Sabria Loren Gäric had been friends with his mother for as long as he could remember, visiting her once a fortnight, always during the dim twilight of evening, arriving cloaked and quiet at their backdoor. Tarin had never told Annise, because the queen had asked him not to. “Your mother and I are secret friends, and no one can know. Not even my daughter. Especially not my daughter.” Tarin suspected it was because his mother was also from the west, though her features were not as fair or as soft as the queen’s. He knew that was why they were friends—the queen had said it herself. “You are my taste of home,” she often said of Tarin’s mother. When Annise had confided in Tarin that she didn’t think her mother loved her, it had taken all of Tarin’s inner strength to bite his tongue and say nothing regarding what he knew about the queen. Usually Tarin’s mother and the queen talked about light things, like their children, the castle gossip, the weather, and whether they’d heard any news from the west.  
 
    But not tonight. Tonight Tarin knew they were talking about the disease eating him from the inside. He knew because his mother wouldn’t look at him, and they spoke in hushed voices so he couldn’t hear. Every once in a while, however, he caught a word or two. 
 
    …days left… 
 
    …so scared… 
 
    …second healer… 
 
    …rumors… 
 
    …a woman… 
 
    …dark magic… 
 
    Tarin’s ear perked up. Magic? He’d never heard his mother or the queen speak of magic, except for the rare slip of his mother’s tongue when she’d condemn the brutal actions of the Ice Lord, a skinmarked man who worked for the king and was capable of freezing the hair off a goat’s chin. Why would they mention magic now? What did that have to do with his legs? Was his condition caused by something more sinister, like a dark sorcerer who was casting spells across the land? Tarin’s mind raced with the possibilities.  
 
    Now his mother and the queen seemed to be arguing, which Tarin had never seen them do. The argument swiftly changed, however, when all the fight went out of Tarin’s mother, and she collapsed into the queen’s arms. The queen held her for a long time by the fire. She glanced at Tarin, and though he felt as if he should look away, he couldn’t, her crystal blue gaze locked on his. She smiled at him, and he managed a thin smile back. Her hair fell to her shoulders like a beautiful waterfall made golden by the sun’s reflection. 
 
    And then she kissed both of his mother’s cheeks and swept from the room, pulling her cloak over her head before slipping through the backdoor and into the night.  
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    According to Tarin’s mother, the new healer had been arranged by the queen.  
 
    But Tarin knew there was more to it than that. He’d seen their argument, seen his mother’s fear, heard that whispered word: 
 
    Magic.  
 
    Whatever they were planning, he knew it involved more than a standard healer’s ointments, herbs, and tonics. Yet, Tarin couldn’t help his excitement, and he clung to the idea like a starving dog to a bone. Magic can save me, he thought, as he waited for the healer to arrive. And when I’m well, I can surprise Annise. His father wasn’t home yet, and his mother had just started boiling a pot of hot water. 
 
    Tarin’s jaw was still sore from his fall, and his hands were scraped raw. His knees were bruised and swollen, but they didn’t hurt too much. 
 
    Every time he heard footsteps outside their house he tensed in anticipation. And when there was finally a knock on the door, his heart practically jumped out of his chest. “Mother!” he called, but she was already racing for the door, yanking it open so hard it slammed against the wall.  
 
    Someone entered, their face shrouded by a dark hood. Tarin’s mother said, “Thank you for coming. I’ve boiled water, just as you instructed.” 
 
    “Leave,” a strange voice said. It was harsh, almost mannish, but clearly that of a woman. She sounded old, like her voice hadn’t been used recently.  
 
    “What? No. I need to be here for my son.”  
 
    The woman threw back her hood and Tarin gasped. She was completely bald, not even a wisp of hair on her scalp. And her skin was as dark as night. He’d heard tales about some places in the southern kingdom—Calyp, for one—where the people had skin like obsidian, but he’d never met someone from there before.  
 
    “The best way for you to help your son is to leave,” the hairless woman said.  
 
    Tarin’s mother didn’t move, frozen in a moment of indecision. But then Tarin said, “Mother, I’m fine.” He knew they both had to be strong.  
 
    She moved over to him, and took his hand. “No matter what happens,” she said. “I love you. I’ll return soon.” 
 
    “Not too soon,” the woman said. 
 
    Tarin nodded, and watched his mother leave. Then he was alone with the woman, who unslung a leather pouch from her shoulder and began to pluck contents out, placing them on the wooden table next to his bed.  
 
    Tarin watched her, dimly aware that he was being rude by staring, but she didn’t seem to notice or mind. Her skin was as smooth as glass, her eyes as dark as her skin. The contrast to her teeth was stark, and they seemed to glow bright white between her lips, which were dark pink.  
 
    The items she set on the small table were strange: some kind of a bone, bleached white by the sun; what appeared to be a tooth from some beast, sharp and pointed; a vial of a dark liquid that might’ve been blood, stoppered with a small bit of cork; twelve tiny blue eggs; an iron capsule; and, finally, several pink flower petals, which she crushed between her fingers.  
 
    Tarin murmured under his breath. “Hope flowers,” he said.  
 
    The woman smiled, displaying her white teeth. “True. But hope is a funny thing, it comes to us in ways we cannot predict.” 
 
    Tarin wasn’t sure what she meant exactly, but it made him feel cold inside. Based on the items she’d laid out, what he’d overheard his mother and the queen talking about, and the way she looked, he knew she wasn’t a normal healer. “You’re a witch,” he said.  
 
    She turned her back on him, but didn’t respond. Frozen hell, he thought. The queen has sent us a witch. And yet, as much as it should scare him, it didn’t. He was already looking death in the eye—everything else seemed small in comparison.  
 
    The woman—witch—removed the boiling water from where it hung over the fire. She went about her business, dropping each ingredient into the bubbles. She uncorked the vial and poured the liquid in, drop by drop. The eggs she cracked individually, removing only the yolks and dropping the broken shells on the floor. His mother was going to have a mess to clean up when she returned.  
 
    Lastly, she sprinkled the crushed hope flowers into the mixture. Tarin watched as they floated on top for a few seconds before slowly sinking into the amber liquid. When she was finished, she said, “Drink,” and used a ladle to gather a portion of the concoction.  
 
    “It’s still hot,” Tarin said, shrinking back. Steam was wafting from the pot, warming the air. The liquid would scald his tongue and throat. At least that’s what he told himself. In truth, he was scared to drink it for other reasons.  
 
    “Drink or die,” the witch said.  
 
    He didn’t want to die. Tarin steeled himself, trying to remember what his father had said about strength. Took a deep breath. And drank. 
 
    He gagged, the burning, foul potion threatening to spill back out, but the witch sealed his lips with one hand while pinching his nose with the other. Bit by bit, he choked it down. 
 
    She gave him more, and with each spoonful it became easier to swallow. As he drank, she spoke in a whispery voice. “What is weak is made strong. What is broken is made whole. What is lost is found. Turn his bones to iron and his muscles to stone and his flesh to glass and his blood to ash.” 
 
    By the time Tarin had consumed the last drop, he was feeling full and warm. 
 
    And tingly, like he’d just come out of the wintry cold and was slowly being warmed by the fire.  
 
    The witch hooked her pouch around her neck, pulled her dark hood over her face, and left as quickly as she’d come, without a word.  
 
    Tarin blinked, surprised. What happened? Is she embarrassed that her spell didn’t work, that she’d failed? He didn’t feel any different. His legs were still weak and shriveled, his hands still trembling from fatigue. The only difference was that his belly was full of a vile concoction that would likely make him ill.  
 
    He bit his lip, sorrow pressing in once more. No one could save him now—not even the dark magic of a witch. He slumped back into his pillow and closed his eyes.  
 
    The pain came so fast and so strong that his eyes flashed opened and he shrieked. His head cracked against the wall and his arms flailed, his entire body convulsing from the agony rippling through him like a dark tide. He felt like vomiting, his stomach heaving, his mouth gaping open again and again, but nothing came up, just dry air and bitter drool.  
 
    Somewhere in the back of his mind he was aware of what was happening—his mother bursting through the door, then his father; strong arms holding him down, protecting him from himself; soothing voices comforting him; and then darkness, blessed darkness, and nothing. 
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    When Tarin awoke he felt different. He wasn’t sure exactly how, not even when he opened his eyes, blinked, and looked down at his legs, which were covered by a woolen blanket. He was warm—hot, even—but he wasn’t sweating. His arms were tucked under the blanket, too, and when he tried to move, he found himself quite stuck.  
 
    Oh, no, he thought. I’m worse. Much worse.  
 
    And yet something wasn’t quite right. Though he still couldn’t move his arms or legs, he didn’t feel weak anymore. He tried to sit up, but found himself pinned by something, a restraint of some kind. That’s when he realized he was tied to the bed.  
 
    “Mother!” he called, yet it wasn’t his voice he heard, but the voice of a stranger. It was deeper, gruffer, like the voices of the soldiers who roamed the castle. What’s happening to me? 
 
    And then his mother was there, by his side, her face awash with concern but something else too. Relief maybe? Yes, relief, but also… 
 
    Fear.  
 
    The moment he saw the fear in her eyes, Tarin felt sick to his stomach. Why would she be scared if he was truly cured?  
 
    “I’m still dying,” he said. 
 
    “No,” his mother said quickly. “You’re not.” 
 
    He realized she hadn’t touched him, hadn’t kissed him. His mother had always been an affectionate person, but now he sensed a barrier between them, a thickness in the air she was unwilling to penetrate. “Then why are you scared for me?” Wait. He’d misjudged her fear. She wasn’t scared for him—she was scared of him. “Mother?” That gruff voice. No, it’s my voice now, he realized. 
 
    “Oh heart,” she said, her hand hovering in the air between them, blocked by that hellfrozen barrier. “I didn’t know what else to do. I just wanted my baby to live. I’m sorry.” She backed away, repeating that word—sorry—again and again, only silenced when the door closed behind her.  
 
    Tarin was alone, and yet he heard a voice: I’m here. You’re not alone. 
 
    “Who’s there?” he asked, alarmed. “Father?” 
 
    I could be your father. 
 
    “I already have a father.” 
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    “Liar!” Tarin said, straining against the ropes, anger heating his blood, sending strength to his limbs. He wanted to see whoever was talking to him, wanted to hurt them, to make them shut their lying mouth. He’d never felt such pure rage before, like an inferno raging through his entire body. He hated feeling this way.  
 
    He loved it, too, like he was truly alive for the first time in his life.  
 
    And he felt powerful, even as the ropes snapped, breaking away from his arms and legs, even as he threw off the blanket and leapt to his feet—his legs strong and sturdy, stronger and sturdier than before—scanning the room for the bearer of that cursed, lying voice, and— 
 
    The room was empty.  
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    He stood there, panting, his fingers curling and uncurling at his sides, pent up energy seeming to drip from his hands. “Show yourself!” he said. He grabbed the small wooden table by his bed and smashed it against the wall. Wooden splinters went every which way as the legs snapped off.  
 
    I’m in the looking glass, the voice said, so close that Tarin whirled around, swinging a closed fist wildly. He caught only air.  
 
    Confusion settled in. That’s when he noticed his arm, which was bare. His skin was like frosted glass, not pale exactly, but transparent. Through his flesh, he could see his veins, which had turned black and been lifted up, protruding from his skin like tiny snakes.  
 
    But that wasn’t all. When he opened and closed his fist, he saw muscles rippling beneath the surface of his skin, practically bulging. Everything was thicker, too, like his very bones had expanded. The witch’s spell came back to him: 
 
    …made strong…made whole…bones to iron…muscles to stone…flesh to glass…blood to ash. 
 
    A tremor shuddered through him.  
 
    I’m in the looking glass, the voice repeated, and this time Tarin sought out the only mirror they had, a tiny oval framed by rusty tin. He snatched it from where it lay, spun it around, and stared into it, seeking out the owner of the voice.  
 
    What he saw horrified him. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    After throwing on a thick winter coat—though it was summer, he wanted to cover himself—Tarin left home through the backdoor, scuttling between buildings, sticking to the shadows. Somewhere along the way he began to cry, but when he brushed away the tears his fingers came back black.  
 
    With a muffled sob, he wiped his fingers clean on his cloak, but they still looked gray. He didn’t want anyone he knew to see him like this, so he hurried on, even when someone shouted in his general direction. He was aware that his shadow was taller and thicker because he was taller and thicker.  
 
    The thought only made him run faster. He should’ve been breathing heavily by now, but instead his lungs were strong and consistent, like he was standing still and not sprinting along the muddy hills of Castle Hill.  
 
    He didn’t stop until he’d reached the edge of the city, looking back at the tangled web of houses and farms surrounding the castle, which stood gleaming white in the sunlight on the highest hill. Could he really leave his mother, who he loved, who had done so much for him?  
 
    You have no mother. 
 
    And his father, who had given him a good life, despite his humble beginnings? 
 
    You have no father. 
 
    And his best friend, Annise, who was surely waiting for him to come outside and play Knights ’n Trolls with her? 
 
    You have no friends.  
 
    You have no one but Me. 
 
    He knew it was true, because he was Tarin no longer, not even a shadow of his former self. “Who are you?” he asked the thing inside of him. 
 
    I am You and you are Me. We are strongest when we are One. 
 
    Tarin didn’t like the sound of the voice, but he knew he had no other choice. After all, the voice had saved him and cursed him all at the same time, just as the witch had saved him and cursed him.  
 
    With one final look, he turned away from Castle Hill, away from his home, away from everyone he’d ever loved.  
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    No one knew how young Tarin was. Two full moons after the witch had forced her hot potion down his throat, he was already as tall and broad as a man grown. Not knowing which way to go, he’d set out east, and was now somewhere between Castle Hill and the lesser castle of Walburg. All he knew was that he needed to get as far away from his family as possible before he changed his mind.  
 
    Occasionally he came across small farming villages. He never let anyone see him, covering his hands, body and face with thick folds of cloth. He survived on scraps of food flung his way when scared farmers saw him coming. Everyone who saw his strange attire assumed he bore some disease.  
 
    Not anymore, he thought, chewing on a half-frozen heel of bread. It used to hurt, seeing the terror in the eyes of the people he came across—he’d cried the first time someone had run from him—but not anymore. His black tears scared him too much, for one. And it was better that those he encountered feared him. Stayed away from him. 
 
    Yes, the voice agreed. You only need Me. 
 
    He relished the dark of night, when none but the northern beasts would be able to see him through the inky gloom. It was only then that he pulled back the scarf covering his face and breathed in the night air, which had grown quite cold, autumn chasing away summer with an icy sword. Yet the cold didn’t seem to penetrate his skin anymore. He slept under the stars, staring up at the fathomless sky, sometimes gazing at the twinkle of a single yellow-white star for hours at a time.  
 
    Wondering whether they felt as alone as he did.  
 
    Wondering whether Annise was looking at the same stars as him.  
 
    Wondering whether she missed playing with him or had already found another friend.  
 
    The only time he found true peace was when he slept. 
 
    I can show you peace, the voice would whisper just before he drifted away into oblivion. 
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    Every few days he was forced to curl up into a ball as his body was wracked with violent tremors accompanied by vines of agony that seemed to split his bones apart before mending them back together.  
 
    As much as he hated the pain, he loved it, too. 
 
    Because it reminded him that he was still human, or something like it.  
 
    That he was alive, or something like it.  
 
    That he could still feel something. 
 
    Also, the agony chased away the sadness that threatened to suffocate him. 
 
    And when blessed sleep would finally come, he never dreamed, remembering only a deep, impenetrable blackness that felt more like home than anywhere else.  
 
    He hated waking up from those sleeps. Hated coming back to the reality that was his new existence. Hated the way he was always changed, standing taller, his footsteps sinking further into the mud and snow. He’d thought he was a monster before, which made him wonder exactly what he was now. 
 
    All he could do was put one foot in front of the other, and continue walking toward something he couldn’t quite explain. A destiny? A future? Whatever it was, it felt better than standing still. 
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    After months of travelling, Tarin finally reached Walburg, a grey-stone castle with high turrets and four small towers surrounding a larger one. He’d never seen a castle besides Castle Hill, and he was amazed at how different this structure was from the white stone blocks of the king’s fortress.  
 
    Can I make this place my home? he wondered.  
 
    Immediately, he noticed a difference as he passed along the cobblestone streets. Though people raised their eyebrows and passed as far away from him as possible, they didn’t run from him. The reason soon presented itself as he came across alleyways between the stone buildings. The narrow corridors were strewn with humans sleeping in various positions, covered head to foot with cloth to keep warm. He knew they were beggars and vagrants, but then again, so was he. The thought actually made him smile beneath his scarf. In this city he wouldn’t stick out as much as he’d expected. He could blend in, and none would notice him.  
 
    Except for one problem: he’d grown even more, something he realized when he passed a marketplace. One of the vendors was selling jewelry and other trinkets, including mirrors. One mirror stood tall and narrow, and when Tarin reached it, he sucked in a quick breath.  
 
    The person he saw wasn’t a man, but a giant, too large to be captured on the mirror’s face. Everyone in the marketplace was looking up at him, most of them staring.  
 
    I’m just a boy! he wanted to shout. I just had my ninth name day! 
 
    But he knew no one would believe him, nor would such information help him. It would only make them even more scared of him. That’s when he saw it: 
 
    A large tent sat atop a broad wooden pavilion. A sign hung, an announcement in large letters: 
 
    WALBURG ANNUAL TOURNAMENT OF CHAMPIONS 
 
    PRELIMINARY ROUNDS OPEN TO ALL 
 
    ENTER HERE 
 
    Yes, the voice inside him said. Tarin headed for the tent.  
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    “Name?” the man said, his quill ready to scrawl Tarin’s information on a scroll, its corners weighed down against the wind by small rocks. He hadn’t looked at Tarin, one hand idly stroking a wispy brown beard. 
 
    Tarin considered the question. Choose, the voice said, and he knew what it meant. He could remain the eight-year-old boy who had been bedridden and dying in Castle Hill, or become the man who’d traversed the harsh lands to Walburg.  
 
    “Choose,” he said aloud, still considering.  
 
    The man, however, took it for an answer. Choose, he wrote on his page, only then looking up to see who had spoken. His eyes widened and he snorted. “Yer a big fella with a strange name,” he said. “Shall I add a title?” 
 
    Tarin had watched enough tourneys with Annise in Castle Hill to know what he was truly asking. There were the knights and everyone else. Because of his sheer size, the man was open to the idea that Tarin might bear the title Sir. Tarin almost laughed—me, a knight?—but instead only shook his head.  
 
    After scratching an X next to the name, the man said, “Events?” 
 
    Tarin hadn’t thought about it yet. Though the premiere event at any tourney was the joust, he had no idea whether he could still ride. As a boy, his father had taught him to be an excellent horseman, but now he weighed at least two stones more. Additionally, he’d never held a lance in his life, nor did he have a horse. No, the joust was out. Archery had never been his strong suit either. There were several other events of skill and talent, too, but he ignored those as well. That left the duel and the melee.  
 
    “How many can I choose?” he asked.  
 
    “You can choose two, Choose.” The man said, chuckling at his own jest. “But you only need choose one if you prefer.” 
 
    The voice pounded in his head. And he listened.  
 
    “The melee,” he said. “Just the melee.” 
 
    “Weapon of choice?” 
 
    Tarin’s shoulders slumped. He had no weapon but the cursed strength in his bones.  
 
    A man stepped forward, and said, “I will sponsor this entrant.” 
 
    Through the slit in his scarf, Tarin gaped at the man. He was old, but not withered, with broad shoulders and thick forearms corded with muscle. His face was pocked with scars and his nose bent slightly too far to the left.  
 
    “I was wondering when you would show up, Bart,” the scribe said. “Weapon of choice?” he asked Tarin again. 
 
    Tarin had heard of merchants sponsoring poor commoners in the tourney before, but that didn’t diminish his surprise at Bart’s offer. He had a sponsor! He thought of swords and hammers and knives and shields, but none of them seemed quite right. No, the voice agreed.  
 
    “The mace,” Tarin said, and the voice inside him purred with delight.  
 
    Bart flung a few gold coins at the scribe for the entrance fee, and they left.  
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    The thick man—Bart—led Tarin from the platform. “I would’ve chosen the longsword for you,” he said. “Or perhaps a spear. With your long reach you would be hard to defeat.” 
 
    Tarin didn’t know what to say. He didn’t understand why this man would sponsor him, a stranger in these parts. He assumed it was simply because of how large he was. But he’d never fought anyone—not for real anyway. He and Annise had wrestled often enough, but she always forced him to submit.  
 
    No, he thought. That doesn’t matter. That wasn’t me. This is me.  
 
    And you have Me now, the voice agreed.  
 
    Tarin wasn’t exactly sure why he’d chosen the mace either. He’d never swung a mace. In fact, once his father had shown him one, and he wasn’t even able to lift it. So he said nothing, just continued following his sponsor, who weaved a path through the streets of Walburg until they reached a blacksmith’s forge. “This is my man. The best smithy in all the north. Maybe in all the Four Kingdoms.” 
 
    Which was why Tarin was surprised when a young woman presented herself as they stepped inside, her skin slick with sweat and dark with grime. In one hand she held a large hammer and in the other a long sword, red hot from the fire. She had short night-dark hair, gray eyes, and a pointed chin. Though she was slender, her arms looked strong, particularly her right one, the one holding the hammer.  
 
    “Fay,” Bart said. “Meet Choose.” 
 
    She slid the sword into a bath of water to cool—it hissed and released a cloud of steam—and placed the hammer on a bench. Then she stared Tarin up and down. “Choose? An odd name. Your new man?” she asked.  
 
    Bart said, “He entered the melee and needs a weapon. A mace.” 
 
    Her eyes slid over Tarin once more, and he had the disconcerting feeling she could see through his clothes. “He doesn’t seem the type for such a brutal weapon.” 
 
    How does she know? How does she know I’ve never hurt anyone, much less fought in a real battle? 
 
    She will see, the voice said. They will all see. 
 
    “It is my weapon of choice?” Tarin said, trying to make his gruff voice sound even gruffer. Instead he thought he sounded like a confused child.  
 
    “You have gold?” Fay asked.  
 
    “Do you really have to ask?” Bart said, jingling a pouch he removed from a pocket inside his cloak.  
 
    “Then I have just the weapon for you. It’s a mace, but improved. Newly forged, never before tested in battle. Instead of a blunt implement at the end, it has a spiked ball of iron capable of piercing armor and flesh. And rather than a club, it has a long chain. Most men would not be able to use it effectively, but you might just be large enough.” She turned and strode back into her shop, reemerging a few moments later with the enhanced mace strung across her shoulders, the thick chains clanking as she walked. “I call it Morningstar.” 
 
    She held it out, and Bart inspected it. “The workmanship is fine,” he said.  
 
    “Of course it is.” 
 
    “But it looks too heavy. And I don’t want to test your new design for you.” 
 
    Tarin couldn’t take his eyes off the weapon. He reached out and gripped the handle. Something surged inside him, a flood of heat, white-hot and blazing with power. Fay dropped the spiked ball, but before it hit the ground, Tarin swung the handle like a sword. She dove for the floor and Bart dodged away as the Morningstar whipped overhead. It was heavy, but Tarin was unnaturally strong now, and with each flick of his wrist the spikes slashed the air to ribbons, like it was a combination of lightning and thunder and the hail of a fierce autumn storm.  
 
    He extended his arm to its full length and aimed for a suit of armor hanging on the wall. The ball slammed into the metal with a shriek, and the armor fell. His heart pounding, Tarin reeled the ball back in, until it hung from a short length of chain.  
 
    “Frozen hell,” Bart said. 
 
    “You owe me for the weapon and the armor,” Fay said. 
 
    The armor was sheared in half and pocked with holes.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Because he wasn’t a knight, Tarin would fight in the Commoner Division. The melee was traditionally the final event of any tourney, so he’d spent much of the day as a spectator, watching the true knights wipe out the commoners, and then do battle with sword and lance. Unlike the commoners, the knights could enter as many events as they wanted, and one particular knight continued to appear on the victor’s platform.  
 
    Sir Draconius.  
 
    Tarin couldn’t help but to admire the knight, with his shiny silver armor, flashing white smile, and grace and valor. His arrows hit the target every time. His sword slashes were crisp and well-placed. He was the people’s champion, as well as the true champion, winning every event that he entered to raucous cheers and applause. Tarin found himself cheering for the gallant knight, too.  
 
    Next to him, Bart only scowled. “I’ve sponsored several good fighters, but they always lose to him in the end,” he said. “Damn Draconius.” 
 
    He’d been in a grumpy mood ever since they’d left Fay’s shop. Because of the damage Tarin did to the armor, Bart was unable to afford to buy new armor for Tarin, and thus, he would be going into the melee without protection. Fay had been unwilling to provide credit to Bart: “You have to pay to play,” she’d said. Bart had dropped the pouch of gold on her table and grabbed the mangled armor from the floor. Then they’d left, Tarin hauling Morningstar behind him.  
 
    The joust finished with Sir Draconius as the victor. The knight lifted his faceplate and waved to the crowd, who tossed handfuls of pink hope flowers at his horse’s feet.  
 
    And then it was time for the melee. The knights would do battle first, so they would have sufficient time to rest before the finals. Out of the twelve knights competing, half would advance to the final round.  
 
    It was over quickly.  
 
    Sir Draconius fought not only well, but smart, avoiding any skirmishes involving more than three warriors, and picking off those who found themselves isolated on the fringes. Then, with great skill and agility, he’d forced the last few knights to submit by slipping his sword through their defenses and jabbing its point against their necks.  
 
    The crowd cheered once more, and Tarin had to hold back not to cheer with them. Bart only grunted and mumbled something under his breath.  
 
    Next it was time for the commoners to take the field. Tarin felt a rush of something that was part fear, part excitement, and it was impossible to determine which was the majority. “Remember, use your size to your advantage, and don’t take any unnecessary risks,” Bart instructed.  
 
    Tarin nodded, and moved toward the group of competitors. Unlike the Knight Division, where there were only twelve warriors with six advancing, the commoners would be represented by more than twenty fighters. And yet still only six would move on to face the knights.  
 
    Also unlike the knights, who were announced individually, taking turns marching onto the field of battle, the commoners were announced in quick succession as they slogged forward in a ragtag group. Tarin barely heard them say “Choose!” before it was time to start.  
 
    “Fight!” the tourney master said. He was presumably the lord of the castle, a man named Lord Wall, the current head of the house that had controlled Walburg for decades.  
 
    Everything happened so quickly that Tarin barely had time to think. Luckily, he didn’t need to, newfound instincts rushing to his limbs like lightning strikes. He stepped back, narrowly avoiding getting slashed by a rusty short sword wielded by a short man with tar-stained teeth. Tarin quickly remembered how differently the commoners fought from the knights. Their division always had more bloodshed, more “accidental” deaths. They were in it for the gold, not the glory, and honor played no part. 
 
    The yellow-toothed man was about to slash at him again, but someone grabbed the shifty fellow from behind and began choking him. The man tried to speak—probably to submit—but passed out before he could say the words. 
 
    For a moment, Tarin could do nothing but gape at the carnage and retreat from the worst of it. Then he heard Bart’s voice, rising like a scythe in a field of wheat. “Fight, you moron! Fight!” 
 
    Tarin shook his head and raised his Morningstar, his muscles tightening and contracting as he swung it overhead. A wiry man wearing a leather breastplate sneered at him. “What are you going to do with that, swat a few flies?” 
 
    Tarin released the chain and the ball slammed into the man’s chest, knocking him back. He crashed into another combatant, who was immediately swallowed up in the battle. The man with the leather vest was bleeding in several places, not moving.  
 
    Deep inside himself, Tarin was horrified at what he’d done, but at the same time he felt a surge of pleasure, the thrill of victory. Aye! someone screamed, and he wasn’t sure if it was Bart, the voice inside him, or his own voice, hollering with glee.  
 
    And then, suddenly, there were only six fighters left, and Lord Wall shouted, “Cease!” 
 
    Tarin let his spiked ball drop, and pulled it in. He was breathing heavily, ghosts of hot breath pluming into the cool, autumn air, and his heart was a ball of steel, battering around in his heaving chest. He wasn’t tired—he felt on fire. Alive.  
 
    It took all of his restraint not to throw himself at the remaining five contestants, slaughtering them all.  
 
    “Frozen hell,” he whispered to himself, trying to catch his breath. He’d heard of bloodlust before, when soldiers in the midst of battle gained great strength and stamina, fighting until their legs collapsed beneath them. Is that what this is? he wondered. But he already knew the answer, the voice inside him humming with excitement. This feeling was something else entirely.  
 
    While the commoners waited and the injured were carried from the field, blood staining the grass crimson, the knights were announced once more. Sir Draconius was last, striding onto the field, radiating confidence.  
 
    He is yours, the voice said.  
 
    Tarin found his teeth gritted together, his jaw clenched. A growl rose up from his throat, and then the final battle began. 
 
    The commoners threw themselves at each other and at the knights with reckless abandon, while the knights were more methodical, working together to eliminate each commoner. Tarin, on the other hand, couldn’t see anything or anyone but Sir Draconius.  
 
    The world became a ball of darkness, the brilliant knight a white flame, whirling and slashing and defeating one opponent after another. Tarin stalked the knight, tossing aside anyone who got in his way, smashing his spiked ball against armor and flesh, ignoring the cries of the fallen. Somewhere in the back of his mind he was aware of the cries of shock and gasps from the crowd. He was aware of their fear. But this knowledge only seemed to fuel the growing fire inside him, pushing him forward. He sidestepped an attack that came from the side, using his muscular arm like a clothesline, catching the attacking knight across the neck. He stomped on the knight’s chest and the man uttered a guttural submission.  
 
    The last remaining commoner, a man barely half Tarin’s height, threw a knife at him. The sharp blade sunk deep into his gut, stopping him in his tracks. He stared at the handle protruding from his flesh, and his enemy raised his lip in a sneer of victory.  
 
    The boy he once was would’ve cried out, would’ve fallen. Would’ve passed out at the sight of his own blood. 
 
    That boy had been fading ever since he’d drunk the witch’s potion. Now, the knife in his stomach seemed to cut away the last of his youth, unleashing the beast that had been growing day by day.  
 
    Tarin pulled the blade out, black blood dripping from the sharp steel. The man’s eyes widened in disbelief and he froze.  
 
    Tarin dropped the bloody knife. A voice inside him was crying for him to walk away, to admit defeat, to return to Castle Hill and his parents and Annise and his old life.  
 
    But that voice was weak now, barely audible, naught but a whisper of wind in his ears. There was no going back, no returning. Not ever.  
 
    With a roar, he whipped the Morningstar, crashing it into his opponent’s chest, where it stuck. The man’s mouth flew open, his tongue lolling out. He wrapped his arms around the spiked ball, as if hugging it to him, and then collapsed.  
 
    With a yank, Tarin wrenched the ball away from the dead man.  
 
    All was silent. 
 
    All was still. 
 
    Blood rushed in his head, a dark tide rising. 
 
    Warmth trickled from the slash in his stomach, streaming down his legs, forming a black pool at his feet.  
 
    Sir Draconius, the last remaining combatant, gaped at him, his eyes flashing behind his faceplate, his sword raised and ready.  
 
    And then dropping. “I submit,” he said.  
 
    It was as if the words were spoken in a different language—Tarin couldn’t quite make sense of them. This was the champion of the tourney, a gallant knight, and he was submitting before Tarin had even attempted a single blow.  
 
    “No,” Tarin found himself saying. But it wasn’t him—not anymore. Or was it? Was there any difference between him and the thing inside him? Was there ever a line between them, or were they one and the same the entire time? 
 
    “What?” the knight said. “I submit. You win the melee. Take your spoils and be gone.” 
 
    “No,” Tarin repeated, striding forward, whirling the ball around his head, slowly, slowly, and then gaining speed, faster, faster, faster… 
 
    Someone grabbed him from behind, and he reacted, flinging an elbow back and into the jaw of his attacker. Bart, a surprised look on his face, flipped chin over heels, landing on his stomach in the pool of dark blood. Tarin’s blood, from his gut wound. 
 
    And when Tarin turned back toward Sir Draconius, the knight was gone, having fled the field.  
 
    A coward, in the end.  
 
    But a smart one. 
 
    Because Tarin knew he would’ve killed him, several times over.  
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    “They hate me,” Tarin said. 
 
    They were back at Fay’s shop. Seeing Bart covered in Tarin’s dark blood, she’d immediately closed the shop door and shuttered the windows. Now she was soaking Bart’s shirt in a large washbasin.  
 
    Bart, naked from the waist up, was grinning, rubbing his sore jaw, which was already mottled with black and blue from the blow he’d sustained from Tarin’s elbow. The enormous sack of gold they’d been given for winning the melee was apparently enough to dull the pain. The coins were stacked on a table, tall shiny towers. 
 
    Tarin couldn’t look at the gold, not when all he could remember were the narrowed eyes, the frowns, the barrage of jeers from the spectators as he left the field of battle. The pure, white rage he’d felt burning through him had been extinguished in an instant.  
 
    “We can work on your bedside manner,” Bart said, biting down hard on one of the coins. “And now we can afford a full set of armor big enough for the likes of a man of your size.” 
 
    “No,” Tarin said. “I’m done fighting.” He remembered something Annise had told him, once. How she wished she could disappear into the Hinterlands forever. How she wished she could be free. 
 
    That’s how he felt now. 
 
    “What? You just defeated the greatest champion the north has seen in a decade without landing a single blow. No, this is only the beginning.” Bart stood and approached Tarin.  
 
    “I don’t want to be a monster,” he said. I’m just a boy, he thought, bitterness coating his tongue from the lie. Both the spoken one and the one he’d thought. The moment he’d killed that man he’d lost his childhood and become a monster.  
 
    “Then take off your scarf,” Bart said. “The people fear what they don’t understand, what they can’t see. The northerners will respect your brutality, but only if you can control it.” 
 
    Control. The word seemed to echo inside him. A flame was lit, small, but growing rapidly, feeding an invisible inferno. He gritted his teeth and tried to tamp it down. To his surprise, a flood of cool washed over him.  
 
    Maybe he could control it. Maybe the thing inside him could be broken, like a wild horse.  
 
    “How?” he asked.  
 
    “Practice,” Bart said. “Tomorrow we ride for the next tourney, a stopover on the way to Darrin. Now take off your scarf and let us have a look at you.” 
 
    Tarin didn’t want them to see what he was, but he found his hand lifting to the folds of cloth covering his face, grabbing them, his fingers clenching together.  
 
    And then releasing. “No,” he growled. “This is who I am. This is what I am.” 
 
    Bart frowned, but didn’t force the issue.  
 
    That was when Tarin realized he had the power to control his own destiny.  
 
    Bart said, “Let’s get you sewn up before you drip any more of that tar-blood all over Fay’s shop.” 
 
    “No,” Tarin said again. “We’ll seal the wound with fire.” 
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    Fay agreed to ride with them to Darrin, closing her shop for the tourney season. It seemed the prospect of significant amounts of gold was enough to convince her. She said it would take her most of the trip to the eastern mountains to construct Tarin’s armor.  
 
    For now, she patched together a temporary suit that would prevent injuries like the one from the throwing knife. They’d both marveled at the way Tarin had clamped his teeth together and suffered in silence while the hot iron had been pressed to his wound, sealing the broken flaps of skin together.  
 
    Because they couldn’t find a horse large enough to carry Tarin, Fay had agreed to let them use her wagon, which would be pulled by two old steeds that cost them the rest of the gold they’d won. “An investment in the future,” Bart had called it.  
 
    As they left Walburg, Tarin ignored the narrowed eyes piercing him from every side. They hate you and fear you, the voice said. Good. That is good. 
 
    Tarin didn’t want to be hated. Nor feared. But he kept silent, closing his eyes and focusing on every bump in the road.  
 
    When he opened them again, they were surrounded by countryside, Walburg well behind them. Only then could he release the sigh of relief that had been building in his chest.  
 
    Bart laughed. “You are an enigma,” he said.  
 
    Tarin didn’t know exactly what that meant, but he didn’t ask.  
 
    Bart said, “You fight like a lion one day, and the next you’re as meek as a lamb.” 
 
    Fay said, “Leave him alone.”  
 
    They rode in silence after that, except for the voice in Tarin’s head, which wouldn’t shut up. 
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    Tarin won the next tourney. And the next. Sir Draconius showed up for the first, but didn’t compete in the melee. He didn’t appear at the second.  
 
    Bart and Fay’s spirits were high as they counted the gold.  
 
    But Tarin felt cold and empty inside. He’d killed another man. This time he hadn’t even intended to, taking some strength off the blow. But the man had died just the same. Most of the others had submitted out of fear.  
 
    Once more, he’d been booed, the spectators raging against him, this giant man named Choose. 
 
    “They’ll come around, you’ll see,” Bart said, handing him a small pouch of coins. 
 
    “What’s this?” Tarin asked. 
 
    “Your share.” 
 
    Compared to the size of Bart’s pile of gold, Tarin’s was a hill next to a mountain. Fay received a smaller share still, the rest to be paid upon completion of Tarin’s armor.  
 
    Tarin didn’t know what to do with the gold, so he simply stuffed it in his pack, which he shouldered as he stood. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Bart asked.  
 
    “Nowhere.” 
 
    “We’ll come with you,” Fay said.  
 
    “No,” Tarin said.  
 
    And then he left. 
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    The town they were in was small, naught more than a waystation on the road to Darrin, with ramshackle huts built of shaved logs and mud, so it didn’t take Tarin long to locate the home belonging to the man he’d accidentally killed.  
 
    Lurking in the dark shadows, he looked through one of the windows. A woman was tending a fire. She was young, naught more than twenty name days in age, but still she had two small children to look after. Like their father—who Tarin had shoved so hard he’d flipped and landed on the back of his head, going completely still—the two boys had hair so black it was almost blue, and big green eyes. “When will Father be coming home?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Soon,” the woman said, dashing away a tear that trickled from the corner of her eye. She hasn’t told them the truth, Tarin realized. He felt something break inside him. His heart? Did he still have a heart, or had it turned to stone when his blood turned to darkness?  
 
    My fault. My fault. Myfaultmyfaultmyfaultmyfaultmyfault… 
 
    Tarin turned away from the window and rummaged through his pack, locating the gold. He stooped down and set it just outside the door. Then he raised his fist to knock, fully prepared to melt back into the shadows before he could be seen.  
 
    But before his hand dropped, the door opened. 
 
    If the wife of the dead man was startled or scared, she didn’t show it, her moist but steely eyes staring out at him. She glanced down and saw the pouch, the glint of gold evident through a slit at the top. “Keep yer gold,” she said. “Me husband’s life was worth far more.” 
 
    The right words escaped Tarin—were there any right words?—and all he could say was, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Tell that to me kids. Tell that to me heart.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Tarin said, and turned away, leaving her standing in the doorway, a silhouette of a woman who’d become nothing more than a shadow. There was silence for a moment, and then he heard the jingle of coins as she picked up the gold and slammed the door.  
 
    Because of me, Tarin thought as he walked back.  
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    By the time they finally arrived in Darrin, Tarin’s fame had already reached the city. He’d won another three tournaments, badly injuring a top knight in the process. At least he hadn’t killed anyone else. It was the only thing that kept him from digging a hole and burying himself in it. At each tournament, his self-control had gotten stronger, the voice in his head smaller; but still, when the battle raged, when his Morningstar whipped through the air, he wanted nothing more than to destroy everything in his path.  
 
    He’d sustained several more injuries—a slash to the shoulder and an arrow to the foot, but neither were as grievous as the knife wound from his first tournament. Each time he insisted the wounds be healed with fire. It was the only thing he seemed to understand anymore.  
 
    Sitting in his cart while Bart and Fay rode the horses, he stared at his huge gloved hands, trying to see the thin fingers he once had. But his past had faded away quickly, like a stone dropped into a deep, dark pool. He couldn’t even remember his parents’ faces. 
 
    Annise’s was still there, however, but day by day it became harder to pluck it from his memory. He feared she would soon be lost to him, too. Then again, he thought, maybe it is better this way. If his life was a sheet of paper, he’d rather fold it in half and rip the old piece to shreds.  
 
    People, mostly soldiers and their families—Darrin was a border city, after all, and the north was at war with the east—lined the streets, staring at him, whispering behind cupped hands. None cheered, but none booed either, which he took as an improvement.  
 
    He’d outgrown the makeshift armor Fay had given him, so now there were large gaps revealing his threadbare clothes beneath. She was secretive about the armor she was working on, hiding it in a locked chest that Tarin leaned against when they traveled.  
 
    When they finally reached the place they would be staying, an inn catering to traveling combatants, Tarin looked up. Darrin was a harsh city, all stone and mortar and blade. Walls lined the roads, and there were no sellers on the streets. Only marching soldiers wearing gleaming armor and swords in their belts.  
 
    Above the walls rose the Black Cliffs, dark, jagged teeth devouring the sky. They were known as the Razor, the last barrier before the sea, providing protection from eastern ships. To the south, the Mournful Mountains offered another natural barrier, though more and more the easterners had managed to breach the stone behemoths via tunnels and caverns, wreaking havoc on the north.  
 
    Evidently the second-to-last tourney of the season had almost been canceled due to the ongoing war, but King Gäric had decreed the contest must go forward, as it would raise the soldiers’ spirits. 
 
    Tarin was glad, which surprised him. It would be another opportunity for him to practice controlling the fire inside him, a burning sensation he was slowly growing accustomed to. He could win without killing, so long as he didn’t give in to the bloodlust, the monster lurking in the shadowy confines of his ribcage. So long as he remembered who he really was.  
 
    He stepped over the side of the cart and smiled beneath his scarf as the soldiers stopped everything to gawk at him. He was at least a head taller than all of them, and thicker too. If Annise could see me now, he thought, she wouldn’t be so quick to challenge me to a wrestle. The thought made him giddy with amusement, a feeling he hadn’t experienced in a long time, since before he became ill.  
 
    As usual, Bart took care of all the arrangements at the inn, and all Tarin had to do was trudge up the stairs to their room, which had a high, gabled roof capable of accommodating even his height. Knowing his sponsor, it was likely the most expensive room in the lodge.  
 
    “I’m going out,” Bart said. “I’ll return with half a cow and a flagon of ale.” He was jesting—Tarin seemed to eat more every day—but no one laughed.  
 
    When he was gone, Fay settled onto one of the beds, curling her hands behind her head. “Are you nervous about tomorrow? If you win you will be knighted and also invited to Castle Hill for the Tournament of Champions.” 
 
    He was nervous, but not about his performance. “No,” he lied.  
 
    “Good. Because I should have your armor finished soon. And it’s fit for a champion, so a champion you must be.” 
 
    Tarin wished he could smile, but the truth was he felt like he was sleepwalking half the time these days. He often asked himself: What’s the purpose?  
 
    “I will win,” he said. And then he went to bed, his stomach growling like a caged, half-starved lion.  
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    The next day dawned clear and cold, each gust of wind like a bite from some unseen creature with a single razor-sharp fang.  
 
    Tarin found the beginnings of winter exhilarating, a wonderful opponent to the fire burning inside him. It helped him ignore the stares, the whispers, the pointed fingers.  
 
    Bart had practically forced him to eat the cold meat he’d brought back the night before, as well as two loaves of bread and a dozen eggs. Tarin had choked them down, chasing the food with four large skins of water. 
 
    Bart had also seen something strange while he was gathering supplies. “I saw many of your melee opponents at the tavern last night. They were drinking and laughing and slapping each other’s backs. I’ve never seen them so friendly with each other on the eve of the tourney.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” Tarin asked. 
 
    Fay interrupted. “Nothing. They’re not focused. They’re fools. You will crush them.” 
 
    Though Fay’s confidence cheered him, Tarin felt a lance of fear slide through his gut. What if he was forced to unleash the monster he’d caged inside of him? What if they gave him no other choice? Then you shall, the voice said. He shook his head and tried not to think about it.  
 
    The tournament was a wonderful affair, and Tarin wished he was still a boy, here with Annise, cheering and clapping for their favorite knights.  
 
    The wish made him unbearably sad, and the sounds of swords clashing faded into the background, obliterated by the sound of his own thumping heart.  
 
    When it was time for the melee, he strode onto the field, dragging his Morningstar behind him, the spiked ball carving tracks in the sodden earth. Twice he checked that his scarf was secure; he still refused to let anyone see his skin, what he had become.  
 
    The melee at Darrin was different than others he’d competed in: there were no divisions for knights and commoners. All combatants took the enormous field at the same time, spreading out, some practicing their sword work, while others did nothing but stare at each other in an attempt to intimidate. There were more than three-score warriors in all, the largest melee Tarin had ever competed in, almost like a true battle. 
 
    When the lord of the castle, Lord Darrin the Eighth himself, announced the start of the skirmish, the crowd cheered so loud their presence was almost like a horde of warriors, attacking from all sides at once. Tarin sprang into action, immediately bringing his spiked ball into a slow orbit over his head. A few fighters feigned left and right, as if they might attempt to breach his weapon’s circle, but then danced away. 
 
    To Tarin’s surprise, no one came near him at all, the warriors gathering in a pod at one end of the field, not fighting… 
 
    Just gathering. 
 
    Bart’s words from earlier came back to him: I’ve never seen them so friendly with each other on the eve of the tourney. 
 
    So this was the answer to the mystery. They had formed an alliance. An alliance against him. Alliances weren’t unusual, and, given his prior success, he’d faced them before. He’d crushed them before, sometimes facing as many as half a dozen opponents at once. But never this many, never half a hundred.  
 
    I’m doomed, he thought.  
 
    Use me, the monster said. Calmly. Deliberately.  
 
    “No,” Tarin hissed.  
 
    They will kill you. 
 
    “Let them.”  
 
    Though Tarin had oft wondered about his purpose in this life, and whether he would’ve been better off without the witch’s potion, better off succumbing to the bone-eating disease, he’d never truly wanted to die. Do I now? he asked himself. Can I simply drop my weapon and let them kill me? In some ways he knew he deserved it; he’d killed people, after all, even if only by accident.  
 
    But deep in the trenches of his battered heart and soul, he knew he didn’t truly want to die.  
 
    “Let them come,” he said, rephrasing his prior sentence.  
 
    Aye! the voice roared, building the flame inside him into an inferno.  
 
    They came, charging from one end of the field to the other, where Tarin stood waiting, unmoving. To his surprise he was not scared. There wasn’t room inside him for both the monster and fear.  
 
    There were so many that they jostled for position to get to him, crowding in, canceling each other out when their own weapons got in each other’s ways.  
 
    And Tarin swung his Morningstar like it was an extension of his own arm, his own fist, connecting with helmets and breastplates and shields and blades, smashing them like ancient, brittle bones. Metal shrieked. Men groaned. 
 
    Before Tarin’s onslaught, knights and commoners alike became one foe. They were the same: human flesh to be broken, blood to be spilled.  
 
    At some point Tarin realized he was screaming—no, roaring—his voice rising over the crowd noise, silencing them.  
 
    Bodies fell on top of bodies, so many he couldn’t count. Blood streamed from dozens of wounds, some of which would almost certainly be fatal. It covered Tarin’s rusty armor, soaking through his underclothes, mixing with his sweat. Some of it was his, he knew.  
 
    But most of it was theirs, a thought that made the beast inside him cackle with glee.  
 
    When it was over, Tarin lay on his back, bleeding dark rivers from slashes to his legs, his arms, his stomach. The quills of several arrows poked from his flesh. The pain was everywhere, surrounding him in a sea of silence. 
 
    And then he stood, spinning in a drunken circle, taking in the desolation around him. Men were groaning, writhing, howling. Others weren’t moving at all, their eyes staring at nothing. For a few moments, the dark eyes of the crowd stared, shocked. Entranced by the devastation he’d wrought on the battlefield.  
 
    They hate me, he thought. But not as much as I hate myself. The bloodlust was gone, stripped away the moment that last foe fell, leaving only a huge empty cavern in his chest, cold and dark and… 
 
    Alone.  
 
    And then the crowd cheered louder than he’d ever heard them cheer before.  
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    Tarin still couldn’t believe all the attention he’d received since winning the melee in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds. Every day there were lords and ladies who wanted to “meet the victor,” but he’d asked Bart to keep them all away. Twelve of his opponents had died, something he tried not to think about. Many of the others would require months, if not years, to recover from the injuries he’d inflicted. He had been in bed for a few days, on Bart’s orders, though he knew it was unnecessary. His body seemed to heal much faster than normal men.  
 
    Bart counted the gold every night, his smile growing so broad Tarin thought it might crack through his cheeks and reach his ears. Fay wasn’t around much, but now she peeked through the doorway. “You awake?” 
 
    Tarin nodded. He was glad to see her. The truth was he was tired of Bart’s company, of his constant talk of the future tourneys they would win, of the gold they would pile in their little cart. He was tired of it all.  
 
    And Tarin had already made a decision.  
 
    Darrin would be his last tournament. He would not go to Castle Hill, a place he vowed never to return to. He didn’t know what he would do next, just that he would give all his gold to Bart and part ways. He wouldn’t miss much about the man, though he thought he might miss Fay, who’d been nothing but kind to him.  
 
    “I have a surprise for you,” Fay said, stepping into the room carrying a mighty load on her back.  
 
    The armor gleamed darkly in the daylight streaming through the window over his bed. His breath left him in a rush. “How did you know?” he asked, but he already knew the answer. She’d seen his blood after that first injury, all those weeks ago. She’d seen how black it was.  
 
    The armor was as dark as night, polished to a shine, each curve and edge forged to perfection. Just looking at the exquisite workmanship, Tarin knew it would fit him perfectly.  
 
    “Let me help you try it on,” she said.  
 
    Tarin stood. “Over my clothes.” 
 
    “There is room to grow,” she said. Piece by piece, she fitted the armor to his body, covering every inch. All that was left was the helmet. “You’ll need to remove the scarf.” 
 
    “Look away,” Tarin said.  
 
    “Look, I don’t care about—” 
 
    “Please,” Tarin said, and he was aware of the desperation in his voice.  
 
    Fay nodded and turned her back. Slowly, he peeled away the sweat- and bloodstained cloth, dropping it to the floor. Like everything else, the helmet was a perfect fit, padded on the inside for comfort. It even had a net of thin, metal mesh at the front to cover all but his eyes. Fay had thought of everything.  
 
    In some ways it made him sad that he would never wear it in a tournament. In other ways he was glad a suit of armor so perfect would never see battle.  
 
    He was surprised when tears threatened to spring from his eyes. He blinked them back, not wanting her to see the blackness rolling down the face mask. “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    Fay turned and said, “It was just a job.” But she couldn’t conceal the lie from her voice.  
 
    Tarin was about to ask for a looking glass, when a heavy knock thundered through the door. “Open up in the name of the king!” 
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    “We wanted to make sure you were human before conscripting you into the army,” the man said. He was a soldier, the commander of the army camped at Darrin. Commander Corry.  
 
    Tarin wasn’t sure how to respond, so he said nothing. Amidst her protests, the soldiers had forced Fay to leave. Now two of them—burly, weather-beaten soldiers wearing dark uniforms bearing the northern sigil—guarded the door while the commander talked to Tarin.  
 
    “We’re still not sure what you are,” the commander said, chuckling. “But we don’t really care. So long as you do to our enemies what you did to those men in the melee.” 
 
    Tarin’s first reaction was No, I’m done with all that, but then he considered it. This wouldn’t be a tournament. This would be real. This would help protect the north. This would save lives, rather than destroy them.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” he asked.  
 
    “Ride with me to Walburg. There you will be trained for several months before returning to Darrin, where you will help us defend the north from our enemies to the east.” 
 
    “And if I say no?” 
 
    “Don’t,” the commander warned, and Tarin knew he didn’t have a choice in the matter. Then again, he didn’t think he wanted one.  
 
    “Then yes,” he said. “I’ll go with you to Walburg.” 
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    Bart had already left. He’d shaken his head at Tarin and muttered something about lost opportunities before riding away. Fay had gone with him, but she’d at least offered him a thin smile and taken one last admiring look at the armor she’d made for him.  
 
    Tarin was on one knee, his head lowered. Lord Darrin stood before him, as well as Commander Corry. The lord of the castle accepted a long sword handed to him by the soldier. “By the power and authority vested in me by the Dread King of the North, King Wolfric Gäric, I dub thee—” He paused, and Tarin looked up. Had the lord changed his mind? Would he instead chop off Tarin’s head for what he’d done during the melee? “What is your name again?” he asked instead. 
 
    “They call him Choose,” the commander said. 
 
    “Sir Choose? Sounds odd.” 
 
    “No,” Tarin said, catching the glint of the sun off his armor. “I wish to be known only as the Armored Knight.” 
 
   


  
 

 2: Cecilia (Thorne) Loren 
 
    The Western Kingdom- Circa 514 
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    Although Cecilia had always been proud to be a Thorne, a house name associated with power, prestige, and unimaginable wealth, adopting on the surname of Loren had been an easy decision. The Lorens had ruled the west for many years, and becoming one of them was a magnificent honor. On her wedding day, now more than two years ago, just a few weeks after her seventeenth name day, she could see the pride in her parents’ eyes. Though Lord Grant Thorne and Lady Gertrude Thorne had never been particularly close with her, she could always tell they wanted the best for her—if only for the sake of the Thorne reputation. 
 
    And marrying Prince Gill Loren was most certainly the best thing that could ever happen to her or House Thorne. For one, the prince was exceptionally handsome, with intense sky-blue eyes that seemed to look inside her soul, wavy sun-kissed hair, and the typical broad-shouldered Loren physique. Secondly, Gill was a righteous man, well-versed in Wrath’s laws and with a full understanding of the proper path to achieve exaltation in the seventh heaven after death. Thirdly, someday Gill Loren would be king because of a unique set of circumstances:  
 
    Gill’s stern eldest brother, Ty Loren, original heir to the western throne, had died tragically and unexpectedly years earlier. And his stunning sister, Sabria Loren, had been married off to Prince Wolfric Gäric in the north as part of a political alliance that had crumbled like crushed ice less than two years after being established. Which left Gill as the heir to the throne, with Cecilia as his wife.  
 
    Queen Cecilia Thorne Loren, Cecilia wrote on a scrap of parchment on her dressing table. The parchment was already covered in a dozen imitations of the same signature. Some versions were simple and straightforward, while others were flowery and elaborate, with large looping letters ending in graceful flourishes. Truth be told, she preferred the baroque signatures, though she was certain Gill would prefer the more modest ones. Some excluded Thorne, but most did not. She planned on including her house name in her official royal signature, as it made her sound more…important. From her perspective, the more names and titles she had the better. As if being queen wouldn’t be important enough.  
 
    She dabbed the tip of her feathered quill in the inkwell once more, and signed again, crafting this effort into such an extravagant display of her signature that it made her laugh when she was finished. “You can’t take up half a page with your royal signature,” she scolded herself. And then she wondered, Could she? She shrugged. She’d have to decide when the time came.  
 
    It wouldn’t be long now. King Ennis Loren was seventy-three, a ripe old age for anyone in the Four Kingdoms, save perhaps the Orians in the east, who had unnaturally long lives on account of their dark ore magic. The truth was, the king had never fully recovered from losing his daughter, Sabria, to the north, four years earlier. In the two years Cecilia had known the king intimately, she’d found him to be despondent at best, miserable at worst. His mood had clearly affected his health, which had been on the decline season by season, if not day by day. Though he still hobbled to court to rule on the crimes of his people, and to settle petty arguments amongst his subjects, Cecilia could tell his heart wasn’t in it.  
 
    Queen Mira Loren, on the other hand, was as vibrant as ever, despite being only a year younger than her husband. Cecilia looked up to her as a role model, and hoped to one day be as beloved and respected a queen as her mother-in-law.  
 
    After studying the page once more, Cecilia crumpled the parchment in a tight fist and tossed it into the warm fire crackling in the hearth. It wouldn’t do for her husband to catch her daydreaming about being queen again. Fifteen years her elder, Gill already tended to treat her like a child. Well, most of the time. In the enormous bed that they shared, he seemed to forget her age entirely, especially when she disrobed and showed him just how much of a woman she was. She relished those moments, when his desire burned like a candle flame in his eyes, when all it took was a sultry blink of her alluring green eyes to capture the prince’s entire attention.  
 
    His yearning for her flesh hadn’t been dampened by her pregnancy. In fact, in many ways he seemed to want her even more as the skin around her belly stretched and her breasts grew fuller. Now, Cecilia lifted her purity dress and gazed at her round stomach, remembering the way his hands had, just the night before, desperately wanted to touch every part of her.  
 
    She loved Gill with all her heart, and couldn’t wait to bear his children. The only thing she loved more than him was the idea of being queen.  
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    Gill had told Cecilia time and time again that, in her current condition, she didn’t need to attend court. But she wasn’t about to let swollen ankles and a round belly stop her from being seen at the side of the withered king, nor her prince. She loved the feeling of importance, of seeing the grand red curtains bearing the rearing-horse sigil of the west surrounding her, of resting her hand on the back of the queen’s modest white-marble throne, which she longed to sit on.  
 
    And she loved the way Gill fussed over her. “Are you warm enough?” he asked now, offering her a blanket a servant had brought.  
 
    No matter how many times she told him that the child within her was like a fire heating her from the inside, he still expected her to be cold for some reason.  
 
    Just to see his smile, she accepted the blanket. “Thank you,” she said, raising her chin for a kiss. His lips met hers, briefly, and she whispered in his ear, “Though I’d prefer to have your unclothed body as my blanket.” 
 
    She adored the way his cheeks turned pink. Most of the time he was as self-assured a ruler as his father, but anytime she discussed matters of the bedroom with him in public, he became as bashful as a princeling. Just to get an even better reaction, she was tempted to reach behind him and squeeze his rump, but before she could, the next matter arrived at court.  
 
    To Cecilia’s surprise, a young boy was hauled into the large chamber by two members of the furia, the righteous order of female warriors that maintained lawfulness in Knight’s End and the west as a whole. Their skin was as pale as shells bleached white by sun and salt. Their eyes were narrowed and as sharp as scythes, framed by straight, crimson hair. Their strides were strong and crisp.  
 
    Though she recognized their importance in maintaining order in the realm, the furia scared Cecilia.  
 
    The boy, however, wasn’t fearsome at all. He was no more than twelve, with tousled chestnut hair and a splash of freckles across his soft, pudgy face. And yet his ankles and wrists were shackled, tethered together with thick, clanking chains.  
 
    The boy’s bright blue eyes were moist, and seemed to be pleading for someone, anyone, to help him. What has this boy done? Cecilia wondered. There were plenty of young thieves who worked the streets of Knight’s End, but typically they were caught and had a hand chopped off. Perhaps they spent a day in the Temple of Confession, forced to scrawl their sins on the rough stone walls. But that was it. They were released and commanded to sin no more. And usually they didn’t, because there was little mercy for repeat offenders.  
 
    But thieves were not brought to the king. Even those who committed more grievous crimes, like sins of the flesh outside of the marriage bond, were dealt with swiftly and mercilessly by the furia, their faces carved with a W for Whore. No, this boy’s crimes were almost certainly more serious. Could he have killed someone? Cecilia wondered. 
 
    The boy was shoved roughly to the floor, his chains clanking around him. He cried out, and when he lifted his hands they were skinned and bleeding.  
 
    “What is your name?” King Ennis asked. The question was a tired one, spoken by tired lips. 
 
    The boy looked up, the king towering over him on the raised dais and throne. “Th-Theo,” he stammered. “Yer—Yer Highness.” 
 
    The king sighed deeply, which apparently caused a tickle. He coughed several times, loudly, and then cleared his throat. “And what is your crime?” 
 
    “I dinnit do nuthin’, I swear it!” the boy said, his expression suddenly coming alive with determination. As if anything he can say at this point can save him, Cecilia mused. If the furia brought a matter to the king, the boy’s fate was likely already sealed.  
 
    The king looked at the furia on the left, who happened to be the taller of the two red-clad women. She spoke: “The boy is sinmarked.” The furia were trained to speak simply and without deception, and, unlike all other citizens of the kingdom, not required to refer to the king as “Your Highness.”  
 
    Despite their simplicity, however, those four words caused a stir in the court. Ladies gasped and covered their mouths. Lords shuffled to and fro and whispered to each other behind their cupped palms. Cecilia gripped Gill’s hand, thankful for the steadiness he was always able to provide.  
 
    She’d never seen one of the sinmarked before, and though his appearance surprised her—he seemed naught but a young, scared, harmless boy—her heart beat at a rate twice as fast as normal. For all she knew, this boy could summon fire from the ground and burn them all; or take on the strength of a hundred bulls and smash the court to bits; or pry deep into their minds, twisting them like coils of rope until they’d all gone mad. She’d heard the stories of the sinmarked, of their demonic sorcery. 
 
    But the boy didn’t do anything except cover his face with his hands and cry, his entire body shaking with each sob.  
 
    “Show me,” the king said, and though his tone was still weary with age, there was a sharpness in it that Cecilia hadn’t heard for many months.  
 
    One of the furia accepted a torch from a castle guard who strode forward. While the other red warrior held the boy’s dirty, bare foot, she shone the light across his heel. Cecilia stared at his skin, which suddenly flared with life. A mark. A sinmark. The mark was that of an arrow with feathered quills, a narrow shaft, and a sharp point. The furia retracted the torch and the mark vanished as if it never existed at all. The effect was…unnatural. Cecilia felt queasy inside. Perhaps sensing her unease, her baby began to kick. 
 
    “It’s naught more’n a birthmark. I swear it!” the boy said, tears trembling on his chin. The tears wobbled and then splashed to the ground.  
 
    “What dark power does this mark give him?” the king said, ignoring his pleas and speaking directly to the righteous warrior.  
 
    “Perfection in archery,” she said. “He won four consecutive tournaments before we caught him.” 
 
    The king nodded gravely, as if winning tournaments was a sin beyond redemption. But Cecilia knew it wasn’t that the boy had won those tourneys, it was how he’d won them. Despite the heat inside her, she shivered. She couldn’t look at the creature before her as a boy. Not anymore. It was unnatural to have a mark that could only be revealed by torchlight. Unnatural to have inhuman power. The sinmarks had appeared more than a century earlier, and were thought to be Wrath’s punishment of sinful parents, a curse upon babes in their mothers’ wombs, summoning forth demons in the place of children.  
 
    Now that Cecilia was with child, she hated the curse on their land. Not a day went by that she didn’t fear her own child would be born with a sinmark. Though unlikely—royal statisticians had determined the likelihood of being marked was less than one in a hundred thousand—the lowly odds hadn’t staved off a regular nightmare for Cecilia, one that had started before she even realized she was pregnant.  
 
    “I feel ill,” Cecilia whispered now. 
 
    Gill didn’t hear her, his attention focused on the boy. The room started to spin, and sweat trickled down her back, dampening her dress.  
 
    The king stood slowly, his joints creaking. “Under western law, there is no mercy for the sinmarked,” he said.  
 
    The boy cried harder.  
 
    The world turned to fog before Cecilia’s eyes, and her legs lost all strength. She was forced to clutch Prince Gill’s arm to prevent herself from falling. Finally, her husband noticed something was wrong. “You look pale. You need to rest,” he said. He spoke softly, careful not to cause a scene. The prince was ever sensible, though it was clear he was concerned for her, his brow wrinkled and his lips a tight line.  
 
    With the barest apology uttered to his mother, he helped Cecilia through the side door and away from the throne room.  
 
    Before the door closed behind them, she heard the king’s ruling. “Execute him.”  
 
    There was the piercing shriek of a knife being drawn from a scabbard. 
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    Water dripped on Cecilia’s face. Strong hands gripped her own. A calm voice told her to “Push! Push! Push!” Pain erupted from below, pulsating up through her body. She released a ragged scream, a sound so unlike any she would normally make that for a moment it stunned her.  
 
    And then there was relief and the wail of a child and the sound of Cecilia’s breaths coming in waves.  
 
    Blinking blinking blinking the sweat from her stinging eyes.  
 
    “It’s a boy, Princess,” the midwife said. “A beautiful baby boy.” 
 
    The squalling babe was placed in her arms and she cried tears of joy, dripping from her chin and onto the child’s head, which was a mess of birthing fluid and blond hair.  
 
    Her smile vanished, however, as she saw something on the babe’s tiny chest. A red light, brightening, turning yellow, then white. Forming a symbol.  
 
    A sinmark.  
 
    “Execute him!” a voice shouted, and this time it wasn’t the king, but her husband, Prince Gill Loren. He approached them, a knife glinting in his iron grip.  
 
    “Please, no!” Cecilia screamed, trying to shield the child. Trying to hide the mark, which pulsed with light between her fingers.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gill said. And he raised the knife… 
 
    Cecilia awoke screaming, thrashing at the covers, which seemed to be trying to strangle her. The sheets were pulled back, and cool air swarmed onto her skin, which was soaked with sweat. Gill’s face appeared, his hands reaching for her. “No! No! No!” She slapped at his hands, swiped at his cheek. He backed away, a look of confusion spreading across his face.  
 
    “Cecilia,” he said. “It was only a dream. A night terror.” Naked, he stood and lit a lamp using hot embers from the hearth.  
 
    Slowly, slowly, the images from her nightmare faded into reality. She was naked, too, her stomach bulging. She settled her hands on her round skin, rubbing up and down, up and down. She was still pregnant.  
 
    Only a dream. Not real. Only a dream. Not real. She repeated it several times in her head, until her heart stopped pounding.  
 
    “Can I touch you?” Gill said. His voice was still calm. She loved him for it.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. He slid across the bed and took her in his arms, his skin a rush of cool next to the heat inside her.  
 
    “Was it the same dream?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes. Our boy was killed.” Like always, she didn’t tell him he was sinmarked, nor that it was Gill who’d killed him.  
 
    His lips pressed against her forehead, lingering as he spoke against her skin. “Our child is healthy and strong.” He placed a hand on her belly. Right on time, the baby kicked. The prince laughed. “See? Nothing to fear.” 
 
    “I hope we have a girl,” Cecilia said.  
 
    “Would that make you happy?” 
 
    Oh, Wrath… “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I hope we have a girl, too.” 
 
    Alas, it was not meant to be. 
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    “Are you disappointed it’s not a girl?” Gill asked, letting the babe’s tiny hand grip his thumb.  
 
    Cecilia smiled. Though she was exhausted and sore from the ordeal of childbirth, she’d never been happier. Her nightmare had not come true. For one, her husband wasn’t even there for the birth, and afterwards he’d arrived with a knitted crown—not a knife—which he placed atop their son’s head.  
 
    The child—Roan Loren they’d named him—slept in her arms, swaddled in the softest linen blanket they could find in all of Knight’s End. Cecilia was happy because his chest was pale and smooth, not pulsing with light like in her recurring dream.  
 
    “No,” she said. “He is our child, and he is perfect.” 
 
    Gill moved his hand from the babe to her cheek, cupping her chin. “My heart is torn in two,” he said. “You have half. Roan the other.” 
 
    Warmth spread from her chin throughout her body. It was the warmth of gratitude. Wrath had blessed her in so many ways. This man would never hurt her son. He would make a great father, teaching the boy the mysterious ways of Wrath and the true path to the seventh heaven. Roan would be loved. And one day he would be the king of the west.  
 
    The door opened without a knock. One of the furia stepped inside the room bearing a torch, her pale skin dancing with orange and red streaks of light. Cecilia had the strange impression that her crimson dress was soaked in blood. She shivered. What is this woman doing here?  
 
    “Gill?” Cecilia said.  
 
    “This will only take a moment, my love. We have to set a good example for the realm.” 
 
    A tremor rolled through her bones. “What example?” 
 
    “That we are not above Wrath’s law. It’s no more than a ritual. Pass the torch over the prince. Declare him holy and unmarked.” 
 
    Images from her nightmare flashed through her mind, but she shook them away. They weren’t real. Gill looked at her with love, not violence. Though he did have an ornately forged knife in a hip scabbard, it was purely ornamental—the Prince’s Dagger it was called.  
 
    The woman approached, raising the torch.  
 
    Cecilia held her breath as the orange light passed over Roan’s tiny face. The babe continued sleeping, oblivious to the ritual being performed. “Remove the wrapping,” the woman said, her tone devoid of emotion. Gill started to peel back the cloth, but Cecilia stopped him.  
 
    “Let me,” she said. He nodded. First, she slipped the blanket away from his shoulders, then one arm and his two legs. A triangle of cloth remained draped across one arm and his chest, which rose and fell with each slumbering breath.  
 
    Cecilia paused only a fraction of a second before uncovering the rest.  
 
    She breathed out sharply when his skin remained pale and smooth.  
 
    Unmarked. Thank Wrath. Thank the heathen gods of the south. Thank the sun and the stars and the— 
 
    Red lines began to form, curving along the child’s skin, creating a strange pattern that seemed to make no sense until the lines came together, blazing forth with a bright light in the shape of a three-leafed plant.  
 
    “Oh, Wrath,” Gill said, desperation in his voice. “Why?” 
 
    Cecilia’s eyes flooded with tears, but she blinked them away so she could re-cover her sleeping babe. She held him to herself protectively. Let this be another nightmare. She pinched herself. Wake up. Wake up, Wrathdammit! She’d never cursed before, not even in her own mind, and certainly not against her god. But now she cursed him with all her fury.  
 
    The furia didn’t say anything, just retracted the torch and dunked it in a nearby washbasin. The flames sizzled and hissed as they died. When she turned back to face them, her eyes seemed to glitter darkly. “The boy is cursed. But you have a choice.” 
 
    Cecilia blinked. “What choice?” She’d never known the holy warriors to be merciful, but maybe they had to be when it came to the monarchy. Maybe there was a way out.  
 
    “Who will send the boy back to the underworld from whence he came? One of you…or me?” 
 
    “No!” Cecilia screamed. “You can’t have him! He’s mine!” Because of the commotion, Roan awoke, unleashing a high-pitched wail that she barely heard. Still holding her son, Cecilia swung to her feet, her teeth bared, daring the furia to try to take her child. I will die before you touch him.  
 
    The red-cloaked woman didn’t react, simply looked at the prince. “The choice is yours,” she said.  
 
    Incredulous, Cecilia’s eyes darted from her husband to the furia and back again. “Gill?” she said. “Please.” Tears trickled from her eyes, trembling down her skin.  
 
    Roan continued to scream, his tiny mouth searching for her breast. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the prince said. “The law is the law. There is nothing I can do.” 
 
    Cecilia bit her lip so hard she broke the skin. The warmth of blood joined her tears. This was the man she married. Devoted to Wrath and his laws. Unerring in his obedience. Holy to a fault. The man she loved. The man she now hated.  
 
    “I’ll do it,” he told the furia, who only nodded. He drew his knife.  
 
    All fight went out of Cecilia, who felt numb, broken. She crumpled to the floor, cradling Roan as he shrieked. He screamed so loud he was having trouble breathing, his wails interrupted by choking sobs. 
 
    And then his mouth found her breast, and he quieted, suckling hungrily. 
 
    Gill crouched beside her, and there was only sorrow in his eyes. “I only wanted for you to be happy,” he said. His words were truth. His words were a lie.  
 
    “Then if you kill my son—your son—kill me too,” she spat. She tossed back her head and exposed her neck. She could feel the blood pumping through her veins. Blood she no longer wanted, not if the cost was her child.  
 
    Her husband stared at her, horrified, indecision flickering across his face. “I—I can’t—I don’t know—” 
 
    “You have a choice,” the furia repeated. “Give him to me. Leave in peace. I will do Wrath’s will.” 
 
    Cecilia could see the moment the prince made his decision, a strange light entering his eyes. An almost blank look, like he himself couldn’t believe what he was about to do.  
 
    He stood, his grip tightening on the knife’s handle. And, just like in her nightmare, he raised the blade over his head...  
 
    And spun, whipping his hand around so fast there was no time for the furia to react, the dagger entering her chest, her heart. Her mouth gaped open, blood already bubbling up from her throat. Her eyes widened, and then she collapsed.  
 
    “Gill?” Cecilia said, shocked by the turn of events. “Gill?” 
 
    Roan stopped eating, falling back to sleep.  
 
    Prince Gill Loren, future king of the west, turned to face her. “Go,” he said. “Take the child back to our bedchamber. I will take care of everything.” 
 
    In that moment she knew she’d love her husband until the day she died.  
 
    She also knew she’d do anything to protect him and their son.  
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    Two years later 
 
      
 
    “Mama,” little Roan said, reaching for the baby girl, who was on Cecilia’s breast. Her latch was strong, and she was very hungry. Hungry and strong and healthy, she mused, just like Roan. 
 
    “Baby,” Cecilia corrected, helping her son to be more gentle. 
 
    “Baboo?” Roan tried. 
 
    “Your baby sister,” Cecilia said. “Rhea.”  
 
    A smile lit up Roan’s face. “Ree-ree,” he said.  
 
    “I guess she has her nickname,” Gill said, crossing the large bedchamber. He swooped in and picked up Roan, twirling him around as he giggled.  
 
    As Cecilia watched her husband play with their son, she marveled at how many faces he was able to wear. Child-like father. Stern and pious king. Iron-fisted ruler. He was a rare kind of man, as multi-faceted as the rarest of gemstones.  
 
    The last year had been a mixture of emotions, from deep sadness—upon the death of King Ennis Loren—to beaming pride—at Gill’s coronation—to unfettered happiness—when their daughter, Rhea, was born. Sometimes Cecilia could only shake her head in disbelief at all that had happened in a mere four seasons.  
 
    And yet, behind each of those emotions was another, darker one.  
 
    Fear.  
 
    Though Gill had promised her they would never be found out, that he’d covered his tracks well, that Roan would grow up a prince of the west, the secret of his sinmark known only by them, Cecilia worried every day that the furia would smash in their door and take their son away screaming.  
 
    It was that suffocating fear that drove Cecilia to take every precaution against Roan’s secret being found out: he was never permitted to remove his shirt in public, even during the day when the use of torchlight would be unlikely; when he did remove his shirt, only she and Gill were present—numerous times she’d been forced to chase off keen chambermaids seeking to be helpful. (Little did they know, Cecilia had saved their lives.) 
 
    Everything had changed in Cecilia’s world, as if she’d been spun and flipped, only to have landed on her head. She could no longer think of those who were marked as demons with monstrous power. Her son was no demon. Roan was an angel. Her angel.  
 
    Despite the fact that Cecilia had celebrated her twenty-first name day shortly after her coronation, she felt as if she’d aged a decade since those lighthearted days spent practicing her royal signature. And though the king did his best to hide it behind a smile and a laugh, she knew he had his own demons to deal with. Already, streaks of silver lined his golden hair; crow’s feet had penetrated the flesh on either side of his eyes; and purple bruise-like circles marred the flesh over his high cheekbones. In short, he looked as old as Cecilia felt.  
 
    While Rhea suckled and the queen watched her husband play with her son, she saw the future: Roan at four years old, fast and mobile and not wanting to be shackled by cloth and stitching, shucking off his shirt and running rampant throughout the castle. Torchlight scattering across his skin. Light bursting forth from his sinmark for all the lords and ladies and servants to see. Or no, maybe not at four, but at fourteen. Roan courting a girl, a beautiful maiden of the realm. Removing their clothes, exploring each other’s skin under the light of a full moon. A torch is lit and then— 
 
    “Love?” Gill said. Cecilia was dimly aware that her husband was shaking her shoulders, repeating the same question again and again. Rhea was crying, no longer suckling. Roan was toddling about the room, shouting “Ree-ree! Ree-ree!” with unabashed glee.  
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry,” Cecilia said. “I was lost in a daydream.” 
 
    Gill frowned, and she could tell he didn’t fully believe her, but he didn’t push the issue. Instead he said, “You’re tired. You should rest.” He gently pulled Rhea from her arms. “We’ll talk later.” 
 
    Yes, Cecilia thought. Later. After Roan is safe. Safe forever. 
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    By chance, or fate, or the will of Wrath, Queen Cecilia Thorne Loren knew a man from the south. His name was Markin Swansea. He’d once been a refugee from Calyp, where his people—the barbarians of the Dreadnoughts—were being persecuted by the Southron empire. A young, orphaned boy of only twelve, he’d fled to the west to avoid being enslaved in the Phanecian mines or sold to the fighting pits of Zune. Despite his grizzled gray skin and broad, flat forehead, he’d been taken in by a kindly, Wrath-abiding family living in the western border town of Felix. Unable to bear children of their own, they clothed him and fed him and treated him like their own flesh, much to the disdain of their neighbors, many of whom believed all Southroners were barbarians.  
 
    Eventually, when the violence along the border became too much for them, they travelled to Knight’s End, seeking a more peaceful life. Markin’s adopted mother was a seamstress named Maud. His adopted father was a talented bootmaker named Jordan Vaughn. Though both his parents worked tirelessly, gold was hard to come by in the big western city. Markin was apprentice to his father, and learned the art of bootmaking, improving year by year until his own abilities surpassed his master’s, which made many westerners willing to ignore the unnatural hue of his skin and outlandish features. He opened his own shop, and his fame grew, until word reached a very powerful western house: Thorne. Upon seeing the quality of his workmanship for themselves, Grant and Gertrude Thorne immediately offered Markin Swansea a place in their employ. What an opportunity! Not only would he be able to make the finest boots in the Four Kingdoms, Markin could send half of his earnings home to his parents.  
 
    Because of the quality of his boots and his even-tempered nature, Markin’s relationship with the Thorne’s grew to one of trust and mutual respect. When they had a daughter, Cecilia, he loved her like his own kin, and looked out for her like a father or elder brother. 
 
    And Cecilia loved him back. She trusted him with her life, and now, with the life of her only son.  
 
    “Take him south,” she said, thrusting Roan into the man’s arms. She’d told him everything. The boy’s secret. What Gill had done to protect their family. The fear she felt each and every day. The words had poured out of her like waters long held back by a dam. He’d listened intently, his jaw growing stiffer and stiffer with each word. Now, as Markin, the man she’d grown up loving like a brother, held her child, she held her breath, hoping her trust had not been misplaced. He could easily turn them in and collect a reward. The king would be shamed and they would both be punished severely by the furia. But she was counting on the fact that Markin Swansea came from a land where those with marks were not hated, not feared. A place where Roan would be able to grow up in relative safety.  
 
    Markin slung Roan onto his shoulder and said, “I will do this for you.” 
 
    “Protect him with your life.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Do whatever it takes to keep his secrets.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Do not let him use the power of his mark. Not ever.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise you,” Markin said.  
 
    Cecilia kissed her son for the last time and went to face her husband.  
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    Three years later 
 
      
 
    For the last three years, the Lorens had filled their lives with as many distractions as possible. Gill and Cecilia spent innumerable hours at court, ruling the realm. The Hundred Years War had intensified as of late, and King Loren was constantly in strategy meetings with his war council. However, when the king and queen had time away from ruling and war, they spent those precious hours watching Rhea grow up into a beautiful and rambunctious little princess. Cecilia got pregnant again, and gave birth to twins, Bea and Leo. The king and queen made love every night, and though it didn’t have the same excitement as it used to, it, like their many other activities, took their minds off the loss of their son, Roan. No one talked about the princeling’s mysterious disappearance three years earlier, because no one wanted to upset the king and queen.  
 
    It was as if Roan Loren never existed at all, which was precisely what Cecilia wanted. She knew her husband had never truly forgiven her for sending the boy south, but she knew it was for the best. The west was no place for one bearing a sinmark.  
 
    Though Cecilia strove every day to forget about her eldest son, his memory often sprang to mind unbidden. His toothless smile. His squeal of delight when she would kiss his belly. The peaceful nights nursing him, when all was quiet save for the wind brushing the branches and leaves of the alders in the royal gardens.  
 
    She wondered every day whether Roan was alive. Whether he was happy. As she’d requested, Markin never tried to contact her with information about her son. Now she was so desperate to hear from him, she wished she’d never made the request in the first place. No, she chided herself. It was far too dangerous. 
 
    With the invention of streaming, a rapid method of communication that relied on the strange properties of the ink from an inkreed—namely, that the ink, when dipped in water, would always return to the waters from which the original reed grew—there was always the possibility that the message could be received by the wrong person. And then what she did would be discovered.  
 
    These were her thoughts as she nursed her twins and watched Rhea play with a rope doll made by her nursemaid. These were her thoughts when there was an unexpected knock at her bedchamber door. 
 
    She unlatched Bea from her breast and set her in her bassinet beside her brother, who was already sleeping. Rhea looked up, but then went back to playing.  
 
    Cecilia covered herself, crossed the room, and opened the door.  
 
    A young man with a satchel slung from shoulder to hip across his chest stood before her. He was surrounded by guards, and looked scared out of his wits.  
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, Your Highness,” one of the guards said. “This messenger had strict instructions to deliver his scroll directly to you, and no others.” 
 
    Strange, Cecilia thought, but she held out her hand and accepted the rolled sheet of parchment, which was tied with a black ribbon in the center. Almost no one used messengers anymore, as streaming was far easier and faster, not to mention cheaper. “Thank you,” she told the messenger. “You have done well. Reward him with a gold coin before you escort him out,” she added, speaking to one of the guards. 
 
    “Th-Thank you, Your Highness,” the boy said.  
 
    They departed and the queen closed the door. Bea had begun to cry, but she barely heard her. She stared at the scroll, and a sense of foreboding filled her. It was tinged with a leap of excitement in her chest. This could be from Markin! The moment the thought entered her mind, however, she wished it hadn’t. Markin was not one to break promises, so he wouldn’t send a message all the way from the south unless it was horrible news.  
 
    Open it.  
 
    Now Leo was crying, too, the babies’ high-pitched voices joining together. Rhea tugged on her mother’s dress. “Make them stop, Mama,” she said.  
 
    But Cecilia was too focused on the black ribbon, which was tied perfectly, like someone had spent hours working the silky material to get it just right. In the west, black was the color of death. Of mourning.  
 
    Wrath, please give me strength, Cecilia prayed.  
 
    Bea cried. Leo cried. Rhea pulled harder on her dress. “Mama!” she complained.  
 
    With delicate fingers, the queen tugged on the end of the bow, watching with held breath as it uncoiled. The dark ribbon spilled from her hands, landing atop Rhea’s head. 
 
    Slowly, slowly, Cecilia unrolled the parchment. 
 
    With a gasp, she ripped the page into two pieces, rushed to the hearth, and thrust the message into the fire. Only after the scroll had blackened, shriveled, and turned to ash could she breathe again.  
 
    But that didn’t stop the words from echoing through her mind, burned into memory for the rest of her life: 
 
    We know what you did with Roan. 
 
    We know he was sinmarked. 
 
    And we can prove it. 
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    Cecilia didn’t tell her husband about the message. She didn’t tell anyone. Instead, she let the words eat her alive from the inside, until they became a part of her, consuming her mind with fire, each word burning, burning, burning… 
 
    They were at court the next day. A petitioner was on his knees, begging for mercy, but Cecilia wasn’t paying attention as the fiery words spilled through her mind.  
 
    I know what you did… 
 
    Sinmarked… 
 
    Prove it…  
 
    It was impossible. She’d been cautious. She’d covered her tracks. She tried to remember back to the day she’d given Roan to Markin. Had anyone seen her? Or did someone find evidence of what Gill had done to the furia, the woman who had discovered Roan’s mark in the first place? No. This message was for her. Her husband wasn’t the one being threatened, which meant he was still safe. But for how long? And what did this person want from her? Gold? She would pay whatever it took to keep her secret. Power? She would convince her husband to appoint this individual to any position he or she wanted.  
 
    But something told her the message sender’s motives were far more sinister. He or she wanted to destroy the Lorens. So a rebel, then. Someone seeking to usurp the throne and replace the Lorens with another house. There were many powerful houses in the west, most of which had long envied the Lorens and Thornes. House Gallow perhaps. They were a brutal family. Or House Chavon. Another dozen houses sprang to Cecilia’s mind, but none of them seemed quite right. Any one of them could be behind this threat. 
 
    Suddenly the throne beneath her felt more like a tomb than a place of honor.  
 
    The king, unaware of the thoughts of his wife, finished with the petitioner and settled back in his own throne.  
 
    Instead of the next petitioner, when the doors opened again there was a messenger. And in his hands was a tightly rolled scroll. 
 
    Cecilia froze.  
 
    It was tied with a black ribbon, perfectly formed into a bow. 
 
    But wait. Another messenger appeared behind him, carrying a similar sheet of rolled parchment. It also had a black bow. A third messenger entered just behind him. Then a fourth, and a fifth.  
 
    This is it, Cecilia thought. The end of everything we’ve worked for.  
 
    The first messenger stood before her and handed her the message. The second provided his message to the king. Each of the other three couriers passed their scrolls to one of the Three Furies, the leaders of the furia, who often appeared at court in case their righteous counsel was required.  
 
    With trembling hands, Cecilia untied and unfurled the scroll: 
 
    It was a petition, claiming witnesses had come forth in the south. A man of Dreadnought origin had arrived in Citadel with a boy who was clearly not of his own blood. The boy had sun-drenched hair and bright blue eyes. The witnesses had spied on the boy and his guardian, and had discovered something: the boy was marked.  
 
    Several days later, the boy and his guardian vanished.  
 
    One of the witnesses had been able to identify the dark-skinned man of Dreadnought heritage: Markin Swansea, a known friend to the Thorne’s, who had disappeared on the same day as Prince Roan more than three years earlier.  
 
    Further, a western witness, one of the castle servants, pledged to having seen Queen Cecilia Thorne Loren escort two-year-old Roan to Markin’s residence the day before they both disappeared.  
 
    The bottom of the message contained a litany of signatures, from all the witnesses, as well as from several prominent houses that were behind the accusations.  
 
    Cecilia tried to swallow, but couldn’t, her throat as dry as sun-heated stone. She glanced at her husband, whose face had gone pale. He didn’t look angry or scared or even sad. He looked determined.  
 
    She’d seen that look before, the moment he made the decision to kill the furia and protect his son, Roan. She knew he would risk everything to protect her, to shield his family. In short, he would take the fall if he had to.  
 
    And it would surely cost him the throne House Loren had held for hundreds of years. 
 
    She couldn’t let him do that. She owed him everything. Her love. Her children. 
 
    The life of her eldest son. 
 
    Her life.  
 
    The Three had finished reading their scrolls as well, which surely said the same thing. The furia would investigate the accusations. Perhaps only her guilt would be confirmed, but what if the king was found to be complicit? Even if he wasn’t, she would be guilty of treason, and the only punishment available would be death. The king would be forced to sentence her to death. 
 
    But she knew he wouldn’t. He would break his own laws to save her. And then there would be open rebellion against the crown, led by the furia themselves. The realm would be entrenched in a civil war, and her entire family would suffer. They might even be killed.  
 
    She made a choice—the only choice. She would protect her family, the way her family had protected her all these years.  
 
    Before her husband could react, she reached across and snatched his royal dagger from his hip scabbard. He cried out, tried to grab for her, but she squirmed away, turning the blade back toward herself, gripping it firmly with both hands.  
 
    I’m sorry, she mouthed. To him, to her children.  
 
    And then she plunged the blade into her own chest.  
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    Bright lights. Not sunlight, but something else. Something otherworldly. 
 
    Wrath. Wrath. Is that You? Is that the Face of my god? 
 
    The world rushed back to meet her, a blur of sound and colors and faces hovering over her. The Three, their cold faces devoid of emotion, staring down with dark, judging eyes. Several guardsmen, their mouths open, full of shock at what she’d done.  
 
    And him: 
 
    King Gill Loren’s brilliant azure eyes were wet, his lips quivering and bent. He was saying something, but she couldn’t make it out amongst the carnage in her mind. And then his face was all she saw, his voice all she heard. “I love you,” he said. “I always loved you.” 
 
    I know, she tried to say, but all she had left was a gurgle. He kissed her cheek, then her forehead. Finally, he closed her eyes, and he kissed them too. 
 
    As the life drained out of her, Cecilia considered how her life had changed from those days when all she wanted was the power and prestige of being a queen. Now she would die happy, if only because her children were safe.  
 
    And whatever heaven she ended up in, she would have no regrets. 
 
   


  
 

 3: Markin Swansea 
 
    The Southern Kingdom, Calypso- Circa 524 
 
    [image: markin swansea] 
 
    Red. So much red. As Markin Swansea passed through the Calypsian marketplace, it seemed to be the only color he could see. There were other colors, yes—bright yellows and pastel pinks and blues, and ashy grays and browns—but those colors seemed dull, fading away into the background, leaving only red.  
 
    Here, a long, silky red dress that would sweep the ground behind a woman’s step. There, a desert fruit called himsu, with its crimson flesh, as bright as a lit coal.  
 
    Red had been her favorite color, though most wouldn’t have known it. Like all the other women of Knight’s End, Queen Cecilia Thorne Loren had worn white, the color of purity, when in public. But in private… 
 
    That’s when she’d always taken his breath away.  
 
    Leaving Cecilia in Knight’s End had been the hardest thing Markin Swansea had ever had to do. And yet, it was for the best. He’d loved her, a woman he could never have had, never have touched, not the way he wanted to. When she was a child, his love for her was brotherly, but as she grew into a woman flowered…everything changed.  
 
    So when she had dragged him aside, into her private quarters, and asked him her desperate question—Will you save my son?—what choice did he have but to agree? 
 
    He’d taken the prince—Roan, the true heir to the western throne—to Calypso, a place he’d fled from as a child, a place that had recently become friendly to Dreadnoughters due to the southern civil war.  
 
    That was eight years ago, a lifetime. An eternity, when spent away from Cecilia.  
 
    Worse, five years ago he’d received the most awful news of his life: 
 
    Cecilia was dead, having taken her own life in public, shoving a knife through her own skin.  
 
    And five long years later he was still seeing red everywhere he went, her words eternally painted in blood on the edge of his vision.  
 
    Protect him with your life. Do whatever it takes to keep his secrets. Do not let him use the power of his mark. Not ever. Promise me.  
 
    I promise, Markin thought now, for the thousandth time, tossing provisions into his satchel, barely glancing at the merchant as he handed over the required number of silver dragons. The merchant, a balding dark-skinned man with a tendency to overcharge, gave him a strange look and shook his head. Though the Calypsians in this part of the city were used to seeing his Dreadnoughter features—grizzled, gray skin, and broad, flat forehead—they were never friendly to him, especially because he refused to haggle with them. And yet, they took his money at the markets, and paid top coin for the boots he made, which were considered the finest in the city. In the end, coin made up for all differences amongst people.  
 
    Markin hustled to the next stall, feeling anxious all of a sudden, and not just because of his thoughts of Cecilia. He’d left Roan home alone, something he was loath to do, despite the boy having reached his tenth name day. The lad seemed responsible enough, but from experience, Markin knew that bad things happened every day.  
 
    Protect him…keep his secrets… 
 
    He didn’t yet have everything he’d come to the markets for, but he didn’t care. Sweat ran down his back, beneath his thick, sun-protecting cloak. Too many people were blocking his way, their dark skin shining with noonday light. He stood taller and broader of shoulder than most of them, as did most who originated from the string of ancient islands known as the Dreadnoughts.  
 
    Using a meaty fist like a battering ram, he pushed through the crowds, ignoring the hissed protests from those shoved aside like children. Why did I come to the markets at the busiest time of day? he chided himself, skirting a cart pulled by a three-legged guanik, its reptilian scales reflecting sunlight. It snapped at him, its long pink tongue flicking between sharp teeth, but he barely noticed, such was his focus on escaping the throng.  
 
    More curses, more dark glances from the surrounding crowd… 
 
    And then he was free, launching himself into a run, his strides long and thumping. Dreadnoughters weren’t exactly known for their speed and agility, but Markin was determined to arrive back at his dwelling in as little time as possible. People stared at him as he pounded down the dusty streets, cutting a corner so sharply he scraped sandstone from a building with his thick shoulder.  
 
    The whole time he ran he told himself he was being a paranoid fool.  
 
    Until he emerged into the broad dustbowl that neighbored his residence and saw a scene that scared him more than anything, the fear of which would keep him up for countless nights after.  
 
    He slammed to a stop…so shocked he couldn’t move for several moments.  
 
    Roan was in the yard with the other children, his sun-kissed skin glowing, actually resonating white light, vapors streaming off of him. The young boy was kneeling beside one of the neighborhood girls, a dark-skinned beauty who was known to regularly best the Calypsian boys in sport, despite being somewhat smaller. There was something wrong with her leg, which was bent the wrong way, the apparent result of an accident while playing.  
 
    As Markin stood, dumbfounded, the white vapors streamed from Roan’s chest into the girl’s leg, and her bones snapped back into place with an audible crunch. She and another boy stared at Roan with a look of awe. 
 
    No. 
 
    Protect him…Keep his secrets…Do not let him use his mark. Not ever. 
 
    Life flowed back into Markin’s limbs and he finally moved, hurrying toward the trio, scanning the rest of the field for witnesses. None of the other kids seemed to have noticed what had transpired, chasing the leather sack that was the subject of their game. Around the perimeter there were few adults, and none showed any interest in the game, immersed in quiet conversation as was their way.  
 
    Perhaps we got lucky, Markin thought.  
 
    Roan reached forward to touch the girl’s face, perhaps to wipe her hair away from her eyes, but Markin was quicker, grabbing his arm and holding him back. The boy’s eyes widened when he saw his guardian—he knew he was in trouble. For years Markin had counselled the boy on the dangers of using his healing powers, both for him and for those he tried to help.  
 
    In the end, the boy couldn’t help himself, something Markin secretly respected, though he couldn’t show it now, not if he was to keep his promise to Cecilia.  
 
    Roan tried to utter an apology, but Markin had already hauled him to his feet and pushed him toward their dwelling, ordering the two Calypsian children to follow. So shocked were the children by the entire sequence of events that they didn’t argue, trailing behind obediently.  
 
    Inside, Markin dragged Roan up the stairs to his room on the second floor, locking him inside, ignoring his shouted protests.  
 
    Down below, the girl found her tongue. “My leg was broken, I felt it,” she said.  
 
    “You were mistaken,” Markin said.  
 
    She shook her head. “It was bent the wrong way,” she said insistently. “He did something. He was glowing.” The boy beside her was silent, but he nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Your fall wasn’t as bad as you thought,” Markin said.  
 
    She started to protest again, but Markin strode toward her, his hands curling into fists. This near, he towered over her, his shadow covering both children in darkness. She closed her mouth, but didn’t retreat, while the boy took a step backward.  
 
    “You were mistaken,” Markin said again.  
 
    The girl chewed her lip, looking him up and down with narrowed eyes that were either fearless or disguised her fear well. She was a bold one, this girl. “What’s my mistake worth?” she asked.  
 
    Ahh, the language of the Calypsians, Markin mused. Negotiation. The dark-skinned people seemed to live for it. Paying a copper dragon less for a bowl of mushki seemed a greater reward to them than the meal itself. Markin had never understood this mentality. In the Dreadnoughts, the value of something was the value. Everyone paid the same. Prices changed, yes, but uniformly. There was no arguing the price set by a merchant. Here, in Calyp, the price one haggler paid could be different from the next. Markin hated this, refusing to take part, which usually meant he overpaid by almost double in many cases.  
 
    But now he had no choice but to bargain with this girl. 
 
    “One golden dragon,” he said. 
 
    Though the girl tried to hide it, her eyes widened slightly before narrowing once again. I’ve started too high, Markin realized. A foolish mistake by a novice negotiator. “Six golden dragons,” the girl countered, hands on hips. It was an astronomical price, one that could almost purchase a guanik.  
 
    Markin laughed like she’d just said the most absurd thing he’d ever heard. And yet, if it came down to it, he would pay double that for her silence. Triple even, all that he had.  
 
    “One golden and one silver,” he said.  
 
    Now it was her turn to laugh, although he knew her stomach must’ve been doing backflips. There was no way this girl had ever even touched a golden dragon, much less owned one. To her credit, however, she covered her excitement like a professional. Her parents had trained her well. “Three goldens. Not a copper less.” 
 
    “You are a shrewd haggler,” Markin said, attempting to play to her childish bravado.  
 
    “Give me the dragons and prove it,” she said.  
 
    The boy finally found his confidence, taking a half-step forward. “What about me?” 
 
    “You will share the price with your friend.” 
 
    “No deal,” the girl said. The boy nodded in agreement. “Whatever we agree for me, you will pay him too.” 
 
    Markin thought on it for a moment. The agreed price would remove a good deal of the coin he had saved over the last year, but there was nothing for it. He nodded. “Agreed. But you will never speak of what you saw today. You will take your winnings to your family, and you will tell them to move to another city, as far away from Calypso as possible. You will tell them that if you don’t move, you will have to give the dragons back. That is the deal.” 
 
    “Three dragons each?” the girl confirmed. She was absently rubbing her palms together, as if she could already feel the heat of the coins against her skin. 
 
    I have her. “Three golden dragons each.” 
 
    “What if our parents won’t leave the city?” 
 
    “Then I come for you all.” He rose to his full height, drawing a knife from his hip scabbard. It was a leather knife, used for cutting the raw materials used to make boots, not particularly dangerous, but they didn’t know that. Violence was not in Markin’s nature, but he forced as much venom into his voice as possible, shaping the threat one word at a time. “I will kill you.” 
 
    It was not what the girl had expected, her mouth falling open slightly. The boy was already halfway out the door, willing to abandon the dragons. The girl, however, was as tough as they came. She stuck out her hand. “I will convince my family to leave Calypso forever.” She gestured to the boy. “He is my brother. We will both leave.” 
 
    Markin moved to a chest in the corner, using a small key to unlock it. He counted out their dragons, letting each coin drop into his palm with a clink. Then he shoved them into the girl’s hand and growled at her. All courage gone, she screamed and raced through the door, tight on the boy’s heels.  
 
    Markin’s legs felt like rubber as he sank into a crouch. Too close. If more people had seen what Roan had done, there would’ve been no covering it up. Word would spread like wildfire. The empress would come for the boy eventually. From there, the news would reach all corners of the Four Kingdoms, including Knight’s End, and everyone would know the long-lost prince of the west had been found in the south. And then the western king’s honor and righteousness would be questioned. 
 
    The Loren line would fall, after hundreds of years of rule.  
 
    “Cecilia,” Markin whispered. “I won’t fail you.” 
 
    Markin pushed back to his feet, lighting a fire in the center pit, feeding it with kindling and then larger logs. He wanted the blaze to be as hot as possible for what he needed to do.  
 
    Next he went to the cold chest and extracted the two lambs he’d been saving for a special occasion. He hated to waste the meat, but this was an emergency. He gently placed both small lambs into the fire. Smoke roiled around the meat, escaping through a long chute built into the roof. Soon the meat was charred, bubbling and melting away. The bones cracked, blackened around the edges. Slowly, slowly, the fire burned itself out; Markin watched it the entire time, his eyes stinging.  
 
    Step by step, he climbed to the second floor. Before opening the door, he forced anger onto his face, when in reality all he felt was utter exhaustion.  
 
    Roan pushed his long blond locks away from his eyes when the door opened.  
 
    “This is what your disobedience has done,” Markin said, snapping each word. Spitting them out like a bad taste. He needed it to be believable. He needed to scare the boy into never using his mark again.  
 
    The boy sniffed. He could smell the burned meat now. He pushed past Markin and ran down the steps, skidding to a stop just before the fire pit, which was all ash and smoke now. And two sets of bones. Small bones.  
 
    It broke Markin’s heart when he heard the despair in the boy’s voice. “No.” He backed away rapidly, too horrified to inspect the bones closer, something Markin had counted on. Roan’s stomach heaved and he threw up, collapsing to the ground. “You killed them,” he breathed.  
 
    Markin wanted to comfort the lad, to tell him the truth, to show him he wasn’t a murderer. But that would only encourage the boy to use his powers again, and then all would be lost. He needed to think the consequences of his actions were deadly.  
 
    “Death is but a change in existence, like rain turning to ice in the north or evaporating to mist in the south.” 
 
    “You’re a monster.” 
 
    The words were stabs in his chest. Let him think me a monster, he thought. It will save him in the end. It is worth it. He knelt next to Roan, pushing his lips close to the boy’s ear. “Maybe so. But I will do what I must to protect you. Using your power is dangerous for everyone. You are too important to risk.”  
 
    As the boy wept, Markin scooped him up in his strong arms and carried him back upstairs. Not too gently, he rolled him onto his bed. Then he left, closing the door but not locking it. The boy wouldn’t leave his room, not tonight.  
 
    For a moment, he stood outside the room, his hands shaking. His back against the door, he slid to the floor, sobbing. Too hard. This is too hard. 
 
    “I hate you,” he heard Roan whisper through the door.  
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    At some point, Markin finally drifted to sleep, but only a few hours passed before something awoke him. A feeling, like the one he’d had in the markets. A pit in his stomach, filled with icy dread.  
 
    They told someone, he thought. I’ve been backstabbed by a couple of children. 
 
    But when he peeked outside, there was no crowd gathered, no commotion. In fact, everything was utterly still and silent. He frowned and ducked back inside.  
 
    Check on Roan—that was the first thing. He had to make certain the boy kept up his strength, continuing to eat. He mounted the steps, each feeling like an individual mountain to climb. After what seemed an eternity, he made it to the top and quietly pushed open the door.  
 
    His heart skipped a beat, and then began pounding twice as fast. The bed was empty, the boy’s things gone. By the gods, no, Markin thought as he rushed down the steps and back outside, scanning the streets for movement.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The boy was gone.  
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    Four years later 
 
      
 
    He never stopped searching for Roan. Though it made sense that the boy would leave Calypso, hiding somewhere else, Markin had a feeling he hadn’t.  
 
    And so, day by day, he searched the city, one block at a time. Asking questions, paying far too much coin for information that usually turned out to be false or old, following leads that always seemed to come to a dead end… 
 
    He was old and tired and frustrated. But still he searched, because of the promise he’d made to Cecilia. 
 
    The good news was that if he couldn’t find Roan, it was unlikely anyone else had discovered his presence either. Apparently, the boy—he’s fourteen now, Markin reminded himself, almost a man grown—was exceptionally adept at hiding and surviving. And no information about a tattooya-bearing westerner had surfaced in the city gossip circles, so that was something. The children he’d paid the six dragons to had disappeared, along with their families. No one seemed to know where they’d gone, though some speculated they’d gone further south to live with relatives. 
 
    Now, it was dark, the brazen southern sun long having sunk beneath the burnt horizon. One more street, Markin thought, choosing a narrow alley known as a resting place for many of the street dwellers. He tiptoed along, earning grunts and muttered curses as he peeked under threadbare blankets and inside tattered canvas tents.  
 
    He reached the end of the alley, where a sandstone wall blocked further progress. He sighed. Another lost day. Another failure. Another broken promise.  
 
    He tried not to dwell on it—the hot sun would rise again on the morrow.  
 
    Shadows fell over him, long and narrow like spears. He whirled around, but was too slow, a hammer crashing into the side of his head, sending stars spinning and flashing across his vision. Still, his sheer size allowed him to maintain his balance as he clutched his skull. The next attack came a moment later, but this time he managed to duck, flipping the foe over his back. The man landed with a thud and a grunt. Markin had the presence of mind to draw his leather knife, the very same blade he’d once threatened those children with, what seemed like an eternity ago.  
 
    But Markin was no fighter, and the next attacker easily disarmed him, turning his own knife against him.  
 
    Markin was weary. Not just from the fight, but from life, from his endless search for Roan, from the weight of Cecilia’s death, from the sheer effort of trying to keep his promise to her.  
 
    “Here,” he said, rummaging through the pockets of his cloak and tossing out their contents—dozens of silver, bronze, and copper dragons tinkled to the ground, rolling and spinning. “Take everything I have.” 
 
    That’s when he realized the thieves’ faces were uncovered by scarf or mask. Though it was dark, he could identify all three of them to the shiva, the city peacekeeper, in a pinch. He nodded, resignation setting in. This was the end. 
 
    Roan was on his own now—he had been for a while. “Protect yourself, son,” he whispered. “Live the life you were meant to live.” 
 
    He fell to his knees and stopped fighting.  
 
   


  
 

 4: Sabria Loren 
 
    The Western Kingdom- Circa 510 
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    Sabria Loren, though a princess by birth, was never destined to be a queen. Her eldest living brother, Gill Loren, was born twelve years earlier, and, by rights, was heir to their father’s crown. She’d once had another brother, Ty, born far earlier than both of them, but he’d died tragically before Sabria had appeared, as if by magic, in her mother’s fifty-year-old womb.  
 
    But now everything had changed.  
 
    The Hundred Years War had crept its way into the Bay of Bounty, the largest trade port in the Four Kingdoms, and now the Crimeans were threatening to withdraw all merchant vessels if a treaty wasn’t established between the west and north.  
 
    And that meant trouble for the princess, who’d suddenly gone from beloved daughter to royal bargaining chip. 
 
    Sabria slammed a fist into her red silk pillow, hating the tears that sprung from the corners of her eyes. Why does it have to be me? she asked herself for the hundredth time. She stood and stared at her reflection in the mirror, and the answer to her question stared back at her.  
 
    Her eighteen-year-old eyes were so bright and blue they seemed to contain the sun-sparkled surface of the ocean. Her hair was so shiny it was as if it had been spun from golden silk. Her features were soft and delicate. She was the prettiest of her female cousins, and thus, she’d been chosen. 
 
    Her arranged marriage to Prince Wolfric Gäric was to take place in less than a fortnight. She’d never met him, and knew only that he was ten years older and first in line for the northern throne. Which would make her queen of the north one day. The Ice Queen, she would be called.  
 
    Sabria had always loved her beauty, spending mornings in front of the mirror while her maidens combed and braided her hair—but her father relentlessly cautioned her against vanity. Perhaps he was punishing her for it now. Perhaps Wrath was reaching down from the seventh heaven and plucking her up like a grape, only to drop her in the frozen snow of the north.  
 
    She hated her beauty now. Wished she’d been born with a crooked nose or crossed eyes or some other imperfection to make her less desirable.  
 
    “Please,” she pleaded to the angry god of the western kingdom. “I’ll never look at myself again. I swear it.” To demonstrate the truth of her promise, she flung her satin sheets from her bed and draped them over her mirror. There. It is done, she thought. Surely Wrath will forgive me. Surely Wrath will answer my prayer and save me from my fate. 
 
    She flinched at a sturdy knock on her door. Could it be? Had Wrath heard her pleas and responded so quickly? 
 
    “Come in,” she said, trying to keep the tremble from her voice.  
 
    The door eased open and her father appeared, his short beard full of both salt and pepper these days. “My daughter,” he said, his eyes soft and kind. His voice full of sorrow and regret. 
 
    Sabria’s heart melted in a puddle on the floor. Why did her father have to be so good all the time? It only made it harder for her to understand why he was punishing her. 
 
    His eyes roved across the room, to the unmade bed, to the covered mirror, and finally, back to her tear-streaked cheeks. “Sabria, the time has come—” 
 
    “No,” Sabria said, pleading. She fell to her knees, her hands clenched together in supplication. To him. To Wrath.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, and it only made things harder that she could tell he meant it. “We have no choice. Your marriage to the northern prince will solidify our alliance. For the first time in almost one hundred years, we could have a sliver of peace with the north. Trade with the Crimeans will resume. Knight’s End will prosper. We all have a role to play, Sabria, and this is yours.” 
 
    How does he do that? Sabria wondered. King Loren could make her feel guilty even when sending her to the last place in the Four Kingdoms she’d ever want to go.  
 
    She fought back tears. Unthreaded her hands. Stood. Lifted her chin, playing the role of the proud, courageous princess. She nodded, afraid to speak the truth in her heart. “I will be ready shortly,” she said, forcing the words between locked teeth.  
 
    “You are the best of us,” her father said, kissing her on both cheeks before departing.  
 
    When the door closed, Sabria’s legs lost all strength and she slumped to the floor once more. Her prayer was too late, her fate sealed.  
 
    Then she spotted it, a sliver of silver peeking out from beneath the shadow of her bed. A knife. It wasn’t particularly sharp, nor particularly long. The blade was primarily used by her chambermaid to repair clothing. She must’ve dropped it, lost it beneath the bed skirt. Long forgotten. 
 
    On hands and knees, Sabria crawled across the floor. Her hand shot out and she seized the knife’s handle between trembling fingers. She could do it so easily. Bring the blade up. Rake it across her face. Anywhere would do. She could even make it look like an accident, like she’d tripped and fallen and sliced her face on a sharp corner of her dressing table. Her beauty marred, her face the home to a long, bright scar…no lord or prince of the north would want her. Prince Wolfric Gäric would have to choose someone else. One of her female nieces, Sai or Gaia.  
 
    If Wrath wouldn’t answer her prayers, if her father wouldn’t listen, she would save herself.  
 
    Yes.  
 
    She raised the blade, the edge level with her eyes. Tightened her grip, until her fingers ached. Drew the blade closer, until it was touching her cheek, the cold metal drawing gooseflesh from her arms and the back of her neck. Took a deep breath, steadying her nerves. 
 
    “Do it,” she whispered. Then louder: “DO IT!” 
 
    The blade bit into her skin and she gasped, dropping the knife to the floor with a clatter. Warmth rose from her flesh and, shocked, she reached up to touch her face. Her fingers came away scarlet with blood.  
 
    She fought to her feet and rushed to the dressing table, flinging back the sheet she’d draped over the mirror.  
 
    Her heart beat steadily in her chest as she stared at herself. I’m pathetic, she thought. I’m so addicted to my own beauty I won’t destroy it to save myself. 
 
    For the truth was as plain as day on her cheek: a tiny cut, smeared with a spot of blood from where she’d touched her skin with her finger. It was nothing, no deeper a wound than a cut from the edge of a parchment scroll. By the time she’d made the journey to the northern stronghold in Castle Hill, the cut would be fully healed, her beauty restored.  
 
    Her door burst open and Sabria swung around to find her mother, Queen Mira Loren, staring at her. Her pearlescent blue eyes darted around the room, as if searching for something. “You’re not hurt?” she said.  
 
    Sabria shook her head, her vision blurring. I’m only hurt where you cannot see. 
 
    “I was coming to help you prepare and I heard a scream,” her mother said. She took a step forward. Even as she approached her seventieth name day, Mira Loren’s beauty was impossible to deny. Beneath the wrinkles that had crept in over the last ten years was a woman who had once turned heads as often as her only daughter. Instead of turning gray, her sun-kissed hair had become as white as the snowcapped mountains to the north, somehow serving to enhance her beauty even more.  
 
    Sabria’s mother frowned, her eyes narrowing as she finally noticed the spot of blood on her daughter’s face. “What happened?” She reached up and brushed away the clotting blood with the back of her thumb.  
 
    “I…I…” The tears rose like dew on the grass on a cool winter’s night, dripping down her cheeks, stinging the miniscule cut.  
 
    “Oh, child,” her mother said, pulling her into an embrace. “Oh, sweet child of mine.” 
 
    At any other time, Sabria would’ve been angered to be called a child when she was a woman grown, but not now. Now she felt like a child, lost and scared and needing the warmth of her mother’s arms to protect her.  
 
    “I don’t want to go,” she sobbed, her tears wetting the collar of her mother’s white purity dress.  
 
    “I know, dear. I know,” her mother whispered. “But it is your duty to our people.” 
 
    Sabria stiffened. She’d been looking for comfort, not more of this. She squirmed out of her mother’s grip, backing away until she sank onto the bed.  
 
    “You will save countless lives by making this sacrifice,” her mother said.  
 
    Sabria hated that it made her feel guilty again. She hated that her life wasn’t being considered. She hated that being born to a king and a queen meant she had duties and responsibilities that were out of her control.  
 
    She hated herself for her own weakness and fear.  
 
    And, in that moment, she vowed never to return to the west.  
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    A ship carried Sabria across the calm, still waters of the Bay of Bounty. Since she was a little girl, she’d dreamed of sailing on the open sea, seeing the world—and not just the Four Kingdoms. She longed to see Crimea and whatever was beyond, too. She used to sit with her father, gazing out the tower windows, watching the sun fall, fall, fall, and finally, splash into the ocean in a cornucopia of colors. He would say, “Sabria, the world is a wonderful, but scary place.” To which she would respond, “I’m not scared, Father.” 
 
    This wasn’t the way she’d dreamed of seeing the world, as a treaty-bride forced to sail north. And despite her childhood bravado, she was scared. More scared than she’d ever been.  
 
    Her brother Gill, heir to their father’s throne, had come as her escort, along with a retinue of guards. Standing beside her, his long blond locks blowing in the salty breeze, Gill spoke of the future, of the beautiful alliance that brother and sister would forge between the west and the north. His words were shadows, and Sabria found herself unable to do more than nod, refusing to tear her gaze from the western coastline, where the impenetrable walls of Knight’s End shone in the orange light of the dying day.  
 
    It was a view she knew she might never see again.  
 
    Once, she and her brother had been close, despite their ten-year age difference. Gill had been a dashing young princeling with enough energy to keep up with her youth, giving her “horse rides” on his shoulders and always letting her win at Knights ’n Trolls. But everything had changed the day her father let Gill sit on the throne. He’d been skinny then, a reedy stalk with arms and legs, and did little to fill the royal seat. Except with his ego, which grew ten sizes that day. “I will be king one day,” he declared. Not a fact. Not an opinion. A promise. When Sabria had asked if she could sit on the throne, her father solemnly said, “Nay. For Wrath will know the falsehood of your claim and punish you.” 
 
    A rush of bitterness at the memory filled Sabria’s mouth as she leaned on the ship’s railing, watching Knight’s End move farther and farther away. Regardless of whether she’d sat on the throne that day, Wrath had decided to punish her.  
 
    The ship jolted to a stop, and Sabria finally turned away from her home. A flurry of activity greeted them, men on the ship tossing lines across to dockworkers waiting to catch them, lashing the royal vessel to enormous wooden posts.  
 
    On the rough timber platform, a platoon of northern kingsguard waited, their armor shadowy and dull gray on one side and shiny and silver on the other. Sabria felt like the armor looked, torn in two halves, destined to be half a person from this day forward.  
 
    A long plank was stretched from the ship to the dock, and Sabria was urged to disembark. A hand on her shoulder stopped her.  
 
    “May Wrath shine on the north with you as its queen,” Gill said. 
 
    “May Wrath forever bless the west,” Sabria said automatically, forcing the formality past the lump in her throat.  
 
    Her brother hugged her stiffly, and turned away. A future king didn’t linger with heartfelt goodbyes.  
 
    Sabria blinked quickly, drying her eyes, and then faced the north. Beyond the docks, enormous metal spires rose like giant arrowheads along the coastline, stretching all the way to the western edge of the Mournful Mountains. Each spire was connected by hammered sheets of metal, the rectangular plates bearing the northern sigil—the golden shield, cracked but not broken. Never broken. Atop the metal wall were vigilant archers, prepared to fire upon an invading army from the west. She knew that beyond the iron defenses was the largest northern city, Blackstone, a series of castles with an ill reputation for sin and violence.  
 
    She reached up to brush a stray lock of hair away from her cheek, and her knuckles grazed the thin scab that had already formed where she’d cut her skin. At least she still had her beauty. Perhaps that would be enough to earn her the favor of her husband-to-be, and some semblance of happiness in the frozen north.  
 
    Steeling herself, she traversed the plank, accepting a hand offered by one of the dockworkers. The timber platform creaked under her feet as choppy waves brushed against it. One man stepped forward from the northern platoon, and a chill shuddered beneath her skin.  
 
    He was unlike any man she’d ever seen before—his skin white and smooth like painted glass; his eyes devoid of color; his fingernails long and filed to points, attached to long, thin fingers—and yet she immediately knew him by reputation alone.  
 
    The Ice Lord.  
 
    One of the sinmarked.  
 
    Sabria had never met one of the marked before, for they simply did not exist in the western world. According to her father, the marks born by those like the man standing before her were placed there by a mysterious Evil, the same Evil that had descended on the hearts of rulers in the east, north, and south. The sinmarked were bringers of death, bearers of unnatural power, enemies to Wrath. If one of their kind was discovered in the west, they were promptly executed, their bodies burned to ash and scattered in several locations, so they couldn’t reform.  
 
    Now one of the sinmarked was standing before her, beckoning her toward him.  
 
    Though her feet were like lead, Sabria forced them forward, until she was close enough to touch the Ice Lord, if she wished. He towered over her, a thin tree with narrow, snow-covered branches. She’d heard of the power contained in his touch. The power to turn flesh and bone into ice, which would crack as easily as sun-dried clay.  
 
    He could touch her now, and this nightmare would all be over. 
 
    Instead, he said, “Princess Sabria, you are most welcome in the north.” Though his words were kind, his tone was not, a sound akin to icicles being scraped across stone. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, her own voice whisper-thin.  
 
    “This way.” He gestured for her to move into the protective circle of armored guards.  
 
    With no other choice, Sabria obeyed, turning back at the last moment to wave to her brother. Her hand fell limply to her side—the ship was already gliding toward the west, Gill’s back facing her. She’d already been forgotten.  
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    Blackstone was ten times the size of Knight’s End. They passed several castles, rising on each side of the general hustle and bustle of the city. Compared to Knight’s End, the walls were higher and thicker, the roads longer and wider, the residents more numerous than the salt in the sea.  
 
    If they ever decided to invade Knight’s End with a full force…, Sabria thought. She didn’t know if they could defend themselves. That doesn’t matter, she reminded herself. That is why I am here. For the first time, she understood how important her marriage alliance was. For the first time, she stopped thinking about herself.  
 
    She shivered, and not from the thought—from the cold. Though she’d been given a thick woolen cloak upon arrival at the docks, the air in the north seemed to penetrate cloth and skin, needling its frigid chill into the very marrow of her bones. And she wasn’t even that far north yet, she knew. It wasn’t even snowing, aside from an occasional errant flake that descended from above, landing on her cheek with a cool splash.  
 
    It was only going to get colder.  
 
    The people of Blackstone stared at her as she passed, craning their necks to catch a glimpse through the blockade of guards. The looks they gave her were full of narrowed eyes and sneers. One man even spat in her general direction. 
 
    “Pay them no mind,” a voice said. A girl who appeared to be around her own age caught up to her, matching her strides. She was shorter than Sabria, and broader in the shoulders and hips. Next to Sabria’s graceful steps, her trod was heavy and disgruntled, like she was trudging through snow, even though the streets were clear. She wore a thick, black cloak rimmed with some kind of animal fur. Her cheeks were flushed and her breath misted out in ghostly vapors. 
 
    “It’s hard to ignore people who hate you,” Sabria said. She wasn’t used to this. As a princess of the west, she’d been adored. On the many occasions when she’d visited the commoners of Knight’s End to conduct her Day of Service, they’d sprinkled the cobblestone streets with flower petals.  
 
    “No it’s not,” the strange girl said. “You just pretend they don’t exist, and then they don’t.” She jutted out her broad, square chin, her green eyes fierce and defiant.  
 
    Sabria couldn’t help the laugh that slipped out. Several guardsmen shot her sharp glares and she slapped a hand over her mouth. “Who are you?” 
 
    “What? You don’t recognize the renowned beauty of a princess of the north? I’m Zelda Gäric, of course.” 
 
    Wrath be good, Sabria thought. She’d been speaking to her betrothed’s sister and didn’t even realize it. Prior to the marriage alliance being finalized, her father had insisted she be tutored in northern history, including the royal line of succession. She knew as much as a westerner could know about Gäric lineage, from the very first Gäric to breach the western coast, a Crimean explorer named Heinrich, to Zelda’s father, King Wilhelm Gäric, the Undefeated King.  
 
    And she knew about Princess Zelda, who was considered strange even amongst her own family, rumored to have been discovered walking in circles and talking to herself on more than one occasion. Sometimes she would go days on end without leaving her chambers, or attending court.  
 
    She’d become the runt of the Gäric litter after her maimed eldest brother, Helmuth, had been cut out of the line of succession, gone mad, and then vanished from the kingdom leaving only a note promising to return for his vengeance one day.  
 
    “Do I have mud on my chin again?” Zelda said gruffly, and Sabria realized she was staring at the princess, lost in her own thoughts.  
 
    “Sorry. No. I was just—” 
 
    “Surprised they let me out of my cage?” Zelda said. “Trusted me to meet the future queen of the north? Don’t fear, the Ice Lord is watching my every move.” 
 
    Sabria shook her head. She wasn’t going to say that. “No. I’m just glad to have someone my age here. And a lady at that.” 
 
    Zelda squinted and Sabria was pretty sure her eyes went slightly cross-eyed. “A jester, are you?” 
 
    Sabria shook her head, confused. “What?” 
 
    “I’m no lady!” Zelda said, roaring with laughter, which drew more looks from the guards. The Ice Lord appeared from the side, his long white hair visible as he strode through the wall of soldiers.  
 
    “We are approaching Blackguard,” the Ice Lord said. 
 
    “Thank you, Ice Lord,” Zelda said. “In the event we had no eyes, we might’ve missed it.” The Ice Lord narrowed his eyes at the princess, but didn’t respond. 
 
    Blackguard, Sabria thought. The royal castle of Blackstone. Sabria turned her gaze forward once more, immediately spotting the black spires shooting toward the sky in the distance. Well before the castle towers, however, was an enormous wall constructed of rectangular stones as black as jet. A heavy iron gate was slowly rising, groaning from the strain on the chains and pulleys.  
 
    The image was so surreal it felt like a waking dream.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a shout and the clash of steel. Sabria whirled to try to locate the origin of the sound, but it seemed to come from all sides at once. The ring of protection seemed to tighten, the guards pushed back by some unknown force, pressing in on all sides. One of the soldiers fell back, blood gushing from a slashed throat.  
 
    A man, his hair wild with brown curls, his face a mask of bristly fur, sprang through the gap and charged Sabria. He led with a sword, catching the light at just the right angle to blind her. I’m going to die, Sabria thought, just before a dark form sprang in front of her with animal-like quickness. The man slashed, but the form ducked, using the attacker’s forward momentum to flip him over.  
 
    Sabria blinked rapidly, trying to obliterate the spots dancing across her vision. She saw the man’s sword skitter away from him, and he scrambled after it, extending his arm to grab the weapon. A boot crunched down on his wrist and he screamed as the sound of bones snapping in half reached Sabria’s ears.  
 
    Sabria looked to see who had saved her. Princess Zelda wore an expression of amusement. “We got a feisty one,” she said, grinning with maniacal glee. She kicked the man in the ribs and he groaned.  
 
    There were a few more shouts and the clanks of sword meeting sword, and then everything went deathly quiet. Several more people, both men and women, were dragged into the inner circle, their hands bound, their teeth clenched together. They glared at Sabria like she was the one who’d attacked them.  
 
    The Ice Lord said, “You are found guilty of treason against your future queen. Your sentence is death.” There was no anger in his voice. A simple fact, like he was merely carrying out one of his daily tasks.  
 
    The first attacker was hauled forward, a woman with eyes so dark they could’ve been unlit coals. Though her hair was a tangled mess covering half her face, which was smudged with dirt and blood from the tussle, there was a stalwart beauty hidden beneath her angry expression. Sabria wondered who this woman was, why she hated her so much. Was it just because she was from the west? And if so, what kind of world were they living in, where your place of birth dictated who your enemies were? 
 
    “It’s her you should be sentencin’ to death,” the woman spat, nodding toward Sabria. Such venom. Such hatred, burning in her eyes. Sabria wanted to look away, but couldn’t bring herself to.  
 
    Zelda tried to step toward the woman—she was already bringing her leg up in a kicking motion—but one of the guards grabbed her and held her back. Sabria still couldn’t believe how well the princess had handled herself—how quickly she’d gone from laughing and talking to fighting and violence. Are all women of the north this fierce? she wondered. If so, I will be a sore disappointment to the prince. 
 
    The Ice Lord stepped forward, raising a single finger, easing it toward the woman’s face. For the first time, a breath of fear washed over her expression. “No,” she whispered. Then louder: “No! Please!” She fought the hands holding her steady, but they were too strong.  
 
    The Ice Lord touched the tip of her nose.  
 
    Sabria looked on in horror as the woman’s skin turned blue, the frosty hue spreading across her cheeks, coating her eyes, her head, her neck. Soon she was naught but an ice sculpture, her mouth frozen in a scream.  
 
    Sabria looked away, fighting the urge to vomit. One by one, the Ice Lord carried out the executions, leaving the frozen dead as a threat to any other aspiring rebels. 
 
    “Are you well, Princess?” Zelda asked, once the deed was complete.  
 
    No. Not even close. “I’m fine,” Sabria said.  
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    They would only be staying in Blackguard for a single night, for which Sabria was grateful. The famed castle was a dark, cold place, with age-dulled suits of armor decorating its halls, along with sculptures depicting the true violence of war. In one massive sculpture there was a giant beast, a mamoothen, its tusks red with blood as it rampaged across a field of western soldiers bearing the rearing-horse sigil of Sabria’s home country.  
 
    Zelda noticed her staring in disgust at the sculpture, and said only, “Frozen hell of a way to go.” 
 
    “Why would your brother want to marry me if the north hates my people?” Sabria asked. 
 
    Zelda chuckled. “Few northern women are as fair as you.” The statement made Sabria’s cheeks grow warm, which only made Zelda laugh harder. “But that wasn’t why. The king, my father, forced him into it. Long has my father desired peace with the west to ensure the Crimean trade route is secure.” 
 
    Sabria stopped short. Once again, she was chastened by her own selfishness. Not once had she considered that Prince Wolfric was as much a slave to this marriage alliance as she. He had no choice in the matter either, the pact secured between kings, not their children. Perhaps the common situation would bond them together. Perhaps this could work. 
 
    And at least it wasn’t Helmuth the Maimed she would be forced to marry. Things could be worse. 
 
    “Thank you for what you did earlier,” Sabria said, remembering that, as shaken up as she was from the attack, she had not shown the barest sliver of gratitude to the princess for saving her life. 
 
    Zelda raised an eyebrow. “Would you not save me if you had the chance?” 
 
    Before Sabria could answer, Zelda strode off, leading the way further into the castle, leaving her to ponder the question. 
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    The clothes Sabria had been given were in the northern style—thick, layered, and covering every inch of skin. Even her face was masked by a woolen scarf, leaving only her eyes peeking out, the frigid air stinging them.  
 
    The snow was falling in sheets, blowing almost sideways in the gale that had swarmed over them the moment they’d left the protection of Blackguard. Though this was the north Sabria had expected, nothing could have prepared her for the severe weather.  
 
    They rode in the shadow of the snowcapped Mournful Mountains, which rose on the right-hand side like the muscular arm of a god. Wrath’s Arm, Sabria thought, hugging herself against the cold.  
 
    Her steed was a white mare, graceful and lithe, like her, a detail she couldn’t help but appreciate. She wondered whether it was Prince Wolfric’s idea, or someone else’s. The trod of the larger, black horses ridden by the soldiers ahead of her packed down the snow so that her horse could prance lightly, its head bucking up and down.  
 
    Zelda rode beside her on a squat pony with a frizzy mane that covered its eyes. “Zulu” she called the beast.  
 
    “Tell me about your brother,” Sabria said to Zelda as they rode, her voice muffled by the thick scarves covering her mouth. 
 
    Zelda’s face was uncovered, her cheeks pink around the edges and brightening to scarlet in the centers. “I’m guessing you don’t mean Grizzy,” she said, smirking. 
 
    Sabria shook her head. According to her tutor, Lord Griswold Gäric was three years younger than his brother, and seven years older than Zelda. He was next in line for the throne, if some tragedy befell Prince Wolfric. “No, I mean Wolfy,” Sabria said, shortening her husband-to-be’s name in a similar manner. She assumed that was just something they did in the north. 
 
    “Who’s Wolfy?” Zelda said. 
 
    “Your brother. Wolfric. The prince.” 
 
    “Oh, him,” Zelda said. Sabria couldn’t tell whether she was being made fun of. “He’s a real icy one.” 
 
    Sabria frowned. “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning he’s got a nasty temper. When he’s kind, he’s as caring as they come, but cross him and…” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “Just watch your step,” Zelda said.  
 
    A sliver of fear lanced down Sabria’s spine. “Why are you telling me this?” Surely her brother wouldn’t want her to be so…honest. 
 
    Zelda said, “Because you deserve to have your eyes wide open when you arrive. And because I despise my brothers. Both of them.” 
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    Despite the cold and the dark, bleak clouds gathering overhead, Sabria had to admit there was something beautiful about the north.  
 
    As much as she tried to appreciate it, however, she couldn’t get Zelda’s warning out of her mind. Was Wolfric really as bad as his sister made him out to be? At least she said he could be kind and caring sometimes, she thought. Plus, should she really believe Zelda, a girl with a reputation for being a strange recluse?  
 
    Yes, a voice inside her said. Something about Zelda made her feel safe, like she had a friend, and not just because the princess had saved her life at Blackstone.  
 
    They journeyed for several days, camping at night, the tents shuddering overhead as the wind buffeted their sides. Sabria was given twice as many blankets as anyone else, and yet still she was cold. She wondered whether she would ever be warm again, whether she would ever feel the heat of the sun on her skin, see the ocean sparkle in the early morning light.  
 
    She wondered whether she would ever see her family again. 
 
    Every day, she would talk to Princess Zelda, who, in her own nakedly honest manner, would tell her everything she needed to know about the northern stronghold, Castle Hill, and its occupants.  
 
    “Lady Marion is hardly a lady at all,” Zelda was saying now. Sabria clung to her reigns with frozen-icicle fingers. “She’s rolled in the hay with at least a dozen of the lords—and those are only the ones we know about.” She winked at Sabria, which only made her blush deeper. Thankfully, her face was covered by her scarves. She wasn’t used to such brazen talk of…hay-rolling. A woman such as Lady Marion would be called a whore in the west, and subject to a severe punishment carried out by the holy warriors, the furia, who would carve a W on her face, leaving a permanent scar and marking her as a sinner.  
 
    “Doesn’t anyone care?” Sabria asked, trying to understand the way the north worked. 
 
    Zelda laughed, a throaty sound Sabria was beginning to not only grow accustomed to, but almost enjoy. “Her husband, for one,” Zelda said. “Though I suppose he comforts himself in the arms of his own mistresses.” 
 
    Wrath, where have you sent me? Sabria wondered yet again.  
 
    Zelda continued. “Personally, I don’t understand why a woman would want more than one fella. They’re a lot of work if you ask me!” 
 
    Sabria was beginning to feel bolder, so she asked, “Do you have your eye on anyone?” 
 
    Zelda shot her a wicked grin, her eyes gleaming. “I might. Technically, he’s a knight, though he gained the title by accident. Some would call him…roly-poly…and I’m being kind using that description, but there’s something about him that makes my heart tick a little faster.” 
 
    For some reason, Sabria felt slightly warmer hearing Zelda talk of her paramour. “You’ll have to introduce me to him. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Craig. Sir Craig.” 
 
    “How did he gain his knighthood?” 
 
    “Like I said, ’twas an accident. He got in the way of a stampeding mamoothen and saved the life of another knight. Almost got trampled himself in the process, but escaped with naught but a broken leg and an auspicious title.” 
 
    Sabria laughed, and the sound of her own mirth shocked her slightly. When she first embarked on this journey, she never expected to be happy. But right now, in this moment with Princess Zelda, she was.  
 
    Unfortunately, it was not meant to last. 
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    Castle Hill was a far more beautiful fortress than Blackguard. The walls and ramparts were constructed of large white stones polished to a shine, almost sparkling, despite the lack of direct sunlight. Even through the unrelenting snowfall, Sabria could appreciate the way the gates opened smoothly, with no creak or groan. Maybe this isn’t such a bad place after all, she thought. At least she had Zelda—who was grinning like a banshee beside her—as a companion. 
 
    Her breath caught as the gate finished opening and a figure stepped forward to meet their riding party. He wore a broad smile, his long dark hair perfectly framing a strong jaw, a dimpled chin, and a pair of twinkling brown eyes. Sabria immediately recognized the resemblance to Zelda, but the typical Gäric features were far more attractive on the prince. 
 
    …he’s got a nasty temper…watch your step… 
 
    Sabria blinked away the warning. Perhaps she could tame him, bring out the good in Wolfric. Though her nerves were firing, she managed to plaster on an elegant smile and slide from her horse, accepting his assistance by gripping his hand. He bent down and kissed the back of her palm gently before rising to his full height. She had to look up to meet his eyes, which were tethered to hers.  
 
    “My betrothed,” Wolfric said. “You are even more beautiful than the stories.” 
 
    Sabria blushed. She opened her mouth, trying to arrive at the correct response, but Zelda shoved between them. “Stick your tongue back in your mouth, brother,” she said. “You’re drooling all over the princess’s boots.” 
 
    Past Zelda’s stocky frame, Sabria saw something flash in Wolfric’s eyes, a blaze of heat, followed by the stiffening of his jaw. She could see his pulse pounding in a large vein protruding from his temple.  
 
    And then his smile was back, the anger gone.  
 
    See? she thought. I am already having a positive effect on his temper. 
 
    “Why, kind sister, I didn’t notice you, have you shrunk? I have missed you dearly at court. Your smile. Your japes. We have barely survived the days since you left.” 
 
    “Well I haven’t missed you one whip,” Zelda said, grabbing Sabria’s arm and pulling her toward the castle entrance.  
 
    Sabria looked back to find Wolfric watching them go. She mouthed Sorry and he nodded. “I will see you tonight at dinner, my lady,” he said. 
 
    “Not if I have anything to do with it,” Zelda muttered. 
 
    “He was trying to be nice,” Sabria said, scanning the walls as they passed. Large tapestries hung on either side, depicting battles, each more violent than the one before. She wrinkled her nose. 
 
    Zelda stopped and grabbed her chin, steering her gaze to meet her own. “Wolfric trying to be nice is like a snake inviting a mouse to dinner.” 
 
    Sabria knew Zelda was trying to help but… “You can’t protect me,” she said. “Your brother is going to be my husband. We might as well get used to it now.” She couldn’t believe she was the one to be saying this, but it was true. Any chance of avoiding the marriage alliance was lost the moment she stepped foot in the north. And anyway, like her parents had reminded her, this was her duty to the west. To her people.  
 
    “C’mon,” Zelda said, pulling her forward once more. Sabria’s arm was starting to hurt from being yanked about by the strong northern princess.  
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To see the king, of course. At this particular moment, my father is the only one that matters.” 
 
    Sabria frowned. Something wasn’t making sense. “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s dying, of course.” 
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    The bedroom was cloaked in thick shadows, the windows obscured by black drapes pulled tightly to each side.  
 
    The nursemaid whispered as they entered. “He’s having one of his good days. Be thankful for that.” 
 
    Sabria could hear two sounds: the beating of her own heart in her chest; and the hiss of deep, restful exhalations from somewhere within the room. She squinted, trying to force her eyes to adjust to the murk.  
 
    “Father?” Zelda said. “It’s me.” 
 
    “Mmm?” A murmur from the far side of the room.  
 
    “I’ve brought you a visitor.” 
 
    “Mmhm?” 
 
    “Princess Sabria Loren. Just as you instructed. Her passage was safe. There was a minor incident in Blackstone, but I took care of it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” His voice was sandstone rubbed against gravel. “Let me see her.” 
 
    Sabria could barely make out a flash of white skin as Zelda gestured her forward. She peered in front of her, following the foot of the bed to a thick blanket, a bump forming partway along, and then a face. 
 
    Oh, Wrath.  
 
    King Wilhelm Gäric was shriveled away to nothing, like an apple core left out in the sun for too long. His cheeks were gaunt and pale, his eyes plagued with milky cataracts, his gray hair wispy and thin.  
 
    The Undefeated King looked the opposite of all the stories Sabria had heard. According to the legends, he was a warrior on the battlefield, willing to lead his men into impossible situations only to emerge victorious every time. She cocked her head to the side, thinking. In fact, it was just last week that she’d heard of a victory he’d secured against the easterners at the Razor. But in his current condition, there was no way he could walk, much less fight… 
 
    “You are a vison,” the old king croaked. “And you will save my children.” 
 
    Sabria didn’t know what to say. She was a woman grown, yes, but she was no savior. “I will be the best queen that I can,” she promised.  
 
    “Peace,” the king said. “That is all I ask for. That is my dying wish.” 
 
    “Peace, Father?” a deep voice interjected. “Really? After a lifetime of war, that’s what you think you’re leaving us with?” 
 
    Sabria turned to find Wolfric standing in the doorway, limned with light from the corridor beyond.  
 
    “He’s resting,” Zelda hissed. “Don’t start this again.” 
 
    “Then when shall I start it?” Wolfric said. “When he’s dead and buried?” 
 
    Sabria’s mouth opened slightly, shocked by the brazenness of his tongue in front of his ailing father.  
 
    “It’s fine,” the king said. “My son has a right to speak. He will be king when I am gone.” 
 
    “May we all freeze in hell,” Zelda muttered. 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Wolfric said, stepping inside the room. He offered a half-smile at Sabria, and she found herself returning it. He brushed past her, the back of his hand grazing hers. Was it intentional? she wondered. Her skin was hot, and not just from the inadvertent touch.  
 
    “Son,” the king said, extending his hand. Wolfric gripped his father’s thin fingers in both of his. “Son, I know I have taught you too much of war, of bloodshed. It is much to undo in my last days.” 
 
    “Then don’t undo it,” Wolfric said. “ 
 
    “I’ve made many mistakes. It is nigh time I corrected a few of them.” 
 
    “No, Father. The only mistake you are making is seeking peace now. Our enemies will see it as weakness.” 
 
    Sabria couldn’t hold her tongue. “They won’t,” she said.  
 
    Wolfric turned, raising a dark eyebrow in surprise. “Have you fought in many wars, princess?” he asked.  
 
    His mocking tone annoyed her. “No. But I have been to court my entire life. The west desires peace with the north. I wouldn’t be here if my father didn’t.” 
 
    “The west wants riches,” Wolfric said. “This is about trade—not peace.” 
 
    Sabria started to shake her head, but then stopped. She knew he was right, in a way. She could see the gleam in her father’s eyes when he spoke of the trade route with Crimea being reopened. But that didn’t mean it couldn’t be about peace, too. She was about to say as much, but Wolfric had already turned back to his father.  
 
    “Weakness will be met with violence,” he said.  
 
    “I don’t want this life for you,” the king said. “There is so much more than war. Our ancestors knew that. The first Gäric to set foot in the north was an explorer, not a warrior.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Heinrich Gäric was a great man and all that rubbish. I’ve heard it all before. But that was five hundred years ago, Father!” 
 
    “And yet it’s study of the past that saves us from mistakes in the present,” the king said calmly. 
 
    “My bride was nearly murdered by your own subjects in the north!” Wolfric thundered, slamming his fist down on the bed. Sabria flinched back as the frame rattled. The prince’s voice dropped to a low rumble. “That is what your weakness has brought. Rebellion. Attempted murder. We cannot continue this charade any longer. The people know the truth, and they are laughing at you from their shacks. It won’t be long before our enemies circle like Southron vulzures seeking fresh meat.” 
 
    What charade? Sabria thought. Understanding dawned in a rush of light inside her dark mind. The king’s recent victories hadn’t been his at all. They’d been Wolfric’s. He’d been pretending to be the king on the battlefield. But for how long? 
 
    “I—I…” the king stammered. He sucked in a rapid breath, wheezing, coughing. To Sabria, it sounded as if a lung might heave from his mouth with each cough.  
 
    “This is the reason you chose me to inherit the throne, not the Maimed Prince.” 
 
    “Please,” the king said. “Do not call your brother that. His name was—is—Helmuth.” 
 
    “Does it really matter what I call him? You’re the one who cut him out. You’re the one who drove him away. Anyway, he’s gone and never coming back, so don’t fret about his nicknames.” 
 
    “I made a mistake with Helmuth,” the king said. His entire body seemed to give way as he slumped into his bed.  
 
    “Would you rather he be king when you’re gone?” Wolfric’s tone was sharp, cutting. Words made of knives.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant. I only meant that I should’ve been kinder.” 
 
    Wolfric scoffed at that. “This is exactly what I mean. Rest, Father. I will take care of everything. Never fear. The north will be strong again, even if you are not.” 
 
    With that, the prince whirled around and exited, offering Sabria’s hand a gentle squeeze on the way out. She barely felt it, her heart still beating too fast from his sudden outburst.  
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    The marriage ceremony was a small affair held within the bounds of the castle. “The people aren’t ready for you yet,” Wolfric said by way of explanation. “But I am.” 
 
    He’d kissed her cheek, his lips warm on her skin. In that moment, she felt something stir inside her that she’d held back for a long time in the west.  
 
    Now, his dark eyes were boring into hers as he took her hand, fitting a ring bearing the northern sigil on her finger. “Like the north, our marriage union will be strong. Cracked but never broken. Never defeated. Never challenged. Long shall our heirs rule the kingdom and its people.” 
 
    Though Zelda had previously recited the royal marriage vows for Sabria, the thought of heirs still sent a shiver of…something…down her spine. Perhaps because to create heirs she would have to… 
 
    The prince stared at her, his handsome smile looking somewhat amused. Your turn, he mouthed.  
 
    “Oh. I mean, yes, of course.” Sabria fumbled for the ring with the thicker band that bore an identical sigil. She attempted to slide it onto the prince’s finger, but missed, causing a rumble of laughter from the small audience of lords and ladies. On the second try, she got it, and then her mind went blank. She looked out over the audience, finding Zelda. I will honor you, Zelda mouthed, rolling her eyes and making a face at the same time.  
 
    Sabria turned back to Wolfric. “I will honor you as my husband. Together, we will be stewards of the north for as long as we both shall live. I will protect you with my life, even as you protect me.”  
 
    Before the marriage could be finalized by an officiant knight called Sir Jonius, Wolfric had reached behind her, his hand firm against the small of her back. He swept Sabria off her feet, kissing her deeply on the lips.  
 
    Sir Jonius’s official proclamation of their union was lost amongst applause and whistles, while Sabria tried to reclaim her breath. Wrath, was that what I’ve been missing out on all these years? 
 
    Wolfric’s lips brushed against her earlobe. “I’ve wanted to do that from the moment I saw you enter the castle gates,” he whispered, his hot breath tickling her skin. 
 
    Despite all her fears and Zelda’s warnings, Sabria felt warm inside. She felt right. She felt like for the first time in her life, she was doing something important, something that would help both her people in the west, and the northerners—her new people.  
 
    She smiled. And she was happy. 
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    Sabria was thankful for the long dresses that covered her arms.  
 
    They hid the bruises well.  
 
    She’d been married to Wolfric for only four weeks, but already she’d become a ghost of the girl she was before. She could handle his violence in the bedroom—the first time he’d hurt her it shocked her, yes, but now she was prepared for it—but not the emotional abuse she suffered every day.  
 
    She wasn’t pregnant yet. Useless, he called her. Barren. Pathetic. After he’d bedded her the night before—she’d laid entirely still until it was over, conjuring up images of the sparkling waters of the Bay of Bounty, of the shimmering castle at Knight’s End—he’d said, “You must provide an heir.” 
 
    Sabria had lost it. Her husband wasn’t prepared for the explosion that roared from her—truth be told, neither was she. She’d rolled him off of her, tumbling him from the bed to the floor. Naked, she’d leapt from the bed, her fists balls of fury, pounding every part of him. As she’d hammered his flesh, she’d felt the release of all the anger, all the pain, all the regret.  
 
    Of course, she’d done little damage, and the prince had easily subdued her with his superior strength. The look he’d given her as he held back her arms was one part amusement and two parts utter contempt—a strange mixture. Then he’d left her, bare and used, sobbing on the cold, hard floor. Tears running down her cheeks, she’d uncapped the vial Zelda had given her as a wedding gift and drank the last few drops. Morgwart, Zelda had called it. When the seeds of the plant were ground up and mixed with vinegar it could prevent childbirth if taken soon after the act was completed.  
 
    Sabria wasn’t sobbing now. Her eyes were dry, her lips pulled into a tight line of indifference. 
 
    The prince was conducting court on behalf of his father, who’d taken yet another turn for the worse. The throne room was a cold place, the décor stark and thin. Gray stone walls surrounded the lords and ladies in attendance, which didn’t include Zelda. A long banner bearing the northern sigil hung behind the throne, capping an enormous ice bear’s head, which was mounted on the wall.  
 
    As was custom, Sabria stood beside the throne, but slightly behind it, too. The throne was made to look like ice, with clawed arms on either side and a high back. On the opposite side was the Ice Lord, a man Sabria had learned to fear more than Wolfric. Far more. He was gazing intently at the current petitioner, a shabbily dressed woman with curly brown hair spilling out from the edges of a woolen cap.  
 
    “Petition denied,” Wolfric said, impatiently rapping his fingers on the arm of the throne. “Be gone.” 
 
    “Please,” the woman begged, her hands clenched together as if in prayer. She was hauled from the room still pleading. All she’d wanted was justice for her daughter, who’d been allegedly raped by a soldier. She was asking for a trial. Denied—Sabria must’ve heard that word half a thousand times since arriving at Castle Hill. 
 
    “Frozen hell,” Wolfric muttered as the next petitioner was brought in. The old man had to be at least a hundred years old, wheeled in on a cart by a woman with thick forearms and thicker eyebrows. Wolfric glanced at Sabria. “You want to take this one, my dear wife?” 
 
    Sabria ignored him. It wasn’t a serious offer. He would never even pretend to give her a semblance of actual power, queen-to-be or not. Instead of responding to her husband, she addressed the man on the cart, who was without arms or legs, the stumps wriggling slightly. “Your name?” 
 
    “You are more beautiful than the lovechild of the moons and the stars,” the man said.  
 
    Sabria wanted to smile, but she knew it would only cause her more pain later on. And yet she loved how her popularity amongst the northerners had grown; mostly because it angered Prince Wolfric. “Thank you for your kind and poetic words,” Sabria said. “Your name?” 
 
    “My name is of no import,” the man said, wiggling the left stub just below his shoulder. 
 
    Wolfric breathed in deeply. Growled, “State your business or get out.” 
 
    “I have no business,” the man said. His eyes still had not left Sabria, a brazen act that would surely enrage her short-tempered husband. She liked this man already. She also feared for him. 
 
    Wolfric lifted his fingers and Sabria knew what was about to happen: a subtle flick of his wrist; the Ice Lord stepping forward; cold and shattered ice and death.  
 
    “Why have you come?” she asked quickly, watching as her husband’s hand dropped back to the arm of the throne. 
 
    “To deliver a message.” 
 
    “A message from whom?” Wolfric asked, frowning.  
 
    The man paused, his eyes continuing to bore into Sabria’s, a fact which was beginning to unsettle her. “The Western Oracle,” he said.  
 
    Several lords and ladies gasped, and a general commotion arose amongst the court. Wolfric, however, was not impressed. “A jape. And not a funny one. The Western Oracle, if she ever existed at all, died a long time ago.” His fingers rose once more.  
 
    “What message?” Sabria asked, once more delaying the inevitable. Truth be told, she wanted to hear what this man had to say. The Western Oracle’s legend had begun to dim in recent years, but this man’s strangeness and words made the thought of the sorceress blaze like lightning across Sabria’s mind.  
 
    In the west, speaking the name of the Western Oracle was an act of treason. 
 
    “Death shall come from a royal womb. A king shall die at the hands of his own kin. The fatemarked shall play the game of kings, and many will suffer before peace comes.” 
 
    “End him,” Wolfric said, not even bothering to give the signal with his fingers.  
 
    The Ice Lord strode forward, touching the man’s head with a single finger. The moment before the ice covered his face, the man nodded once to Sabria, his unblinking eyes never leaving hers.  
 
    And she knew. 
 
    She knew. 
 
    The message wasn’t for Wolfric at all. No. 
 
    The message was for her.  
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    Wolfric had insisted Sabria attend to his father with him. She didn’t mind. She didn’t know the warrior that King Wilhelm Gäric had been before, only the kind, gentle man he’d become as he’d shriveled with age and disease.  
 
    She’d only known him for several weeks, but already she loved him like a second father.  
 
    “Father—you have allowed the commoners too much freedom. They have grown bold and disobedient,” Wolfric said.  
 
    Sabria shook her head. The man was dying. He deserved peace, but every time Wolfric visited his father he brought only argument and fire.  
 
    “Douse your flames, son,” the king said. “Anger will bring you and the realm nothing but pain.” 
 
    “You would have me be weak?” Wolfric said, his voice rising slightly. “You would have our enemies subvert my rule and destroy all you have built?” 
 
    “I would have peace in the north before I die.” 
 
    “Peace?” The word sounded foreign on the prince’s tongue, like he’d spoken it in some strange language. “There will be no peace until the north has conquered the Four Kingdoms.” 
 
    Sabria stepped forward. She’d had enough of listening to this never ending disagreement. And she’d made a decision.  
 
    She kissed the king on the forehead, turned on her heel, and walked out. 
 
    She went to find Zelda. 
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    Sabria said, “You missed court again today.” 
 
    “Pity,” Zelda said. “Anything interesting happen?” 
 
    Sabria smiled. “There was…something.” She told Zelda about the old man and his message from the Western Oracle. 
 
    “He sounds like he had a peg or two loose in his brain,” Zelda said.  
 
    “Most would say the same thing about you.” 
 
    Zelda laughed at that. “Which is exactly what I want them to think. Do you really think the old man spoke to the Western Oracle?” 
 
    When Zelda tried to turn away, Sabria grabbed her wrist. “Maybe not recently. But he was very old, ancient almost. It’s possible he knew her.” 
 
    “When he was seventy and she was one hundred?” Zelda said, removing Sabria’s hand from her wrist. The princess tugged the sleeve up to Sabria’s elbow, revealing finger-shaped bruises tattooed into her skin. Zelda bit her lip, hard. 
 
    Sabria shrugged. “I got in a few good licks this time.” 
 
    “Evil bastard,” Zelda muttered, pulling the sleeve back down.  
 
    “He’s my husband by law, but not in spirit. And the old man’s message was for me. You should’ve seen the way he was staring at me.” 
 
    “Even if it was, even if he actually spoke to the Western Oracle—which is impossible—why would he wait seven decades to relay the message?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sabria said. “For one, I wasn’t born yet. Regardless of his reasons, my stomach says he was telling the truth.” 
 
    “The only thing my stomach tells me is that it’s time for lunch,” Zelda said, smirking. She turned back to the wooden table in her small hut disguised as a washerwoman’s residence. This is where she hid whenever she didn’t want to be found. Which, Sabria had noticed, was most of the time. Her hands deftly maneuvered a knife, chopping vegetables into perfectly sized morsels.  
 
    “Zelda,” Sabria said, reaching beneath the folds of her dress.  
 
    “Mmm?” Zelda looked back as Sabria held up the empty vial of morgwart. “Frozen hell, you’ve run out already? I’ll cook you up some more before you leave. You might need it tonight.” 
 
    Sabria shook her head. “No. I won’t be needing anymore.” 
 
    Zelda frowned. She placed the knife beside her pile of vegetables on the table. “There’s only one reason you wouldn’t need it: if my brother was dead. Is he dead?” 
 
    Sabria shook her head again. “No. But I’m going to have his child. And his child is going to kill him.” 
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    One year later 
 
      
 
    Using two hands, Sabria held her belly, which sagged like a ripe melon hanging from a clothesline. The child she carried was strong—she could tell that much. The baby kicked and punched all day long. All night, too. Sabria hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks, but she didn’t mind. This child meant everything to her. This child was perhaps the only gift Sabria had left to give.  
 
    She also loved the child because Wolfric barely came near her anymore. When she’d first announced she was with child, he’d been overjoyed, but as the months wore on, he’d been distracted by the only thing that seemed to matter anymore: his father. Not that the king was sick, withering away like unpicked grapes on a dusty vine, but that he was still alive. Wolfric cursed his father’s name constantly under his breath, as if the man was purposely hanging on to thwart his son’s claim to the throne.  
 
    Sabria loved the king all the more for his unexpected months of life. She tended to him each day, washed his brow and spoke with him in soft tones. He smiled at the roundness of her belly, which, according to him, “Grows bigger every day.” He was already referring to the unborn babe as his grandchild. And every night, Sabria prayed to Wrath that the king would hang on just a little longer, so that he could meet the child.  
 
    Sabria waddled down the corridor, searching for her chambermaid. She’d already finished her entire breakfast, but her hunger wasn’t sated. The child inside her had a ravenous appetite and wanted more. The thought made her smile, even as her ankles ached from bearing the added weight.  
 
    She stopped suddenly when the child kicked hard. Bent over and half-gasping, half-laughing, Sabria marveled at the strength of her unborn babe. She started forward once more, but stopped again when the child kicked even harder. Clutching the wall, she called out, “Gemary? Are you nearby?” There was no response from her chambermaid.  
 
    She sighed.  
 
    And then there was an explosion of moisture, soaking all the way through her thick dress, running down her legs, and pooling at her feet.  
 
    That’s when the pain began. 
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    Sabria couldn’t stop staring at the baby girl sleeping in her arms. Though she was exhausted from the ordeal, she didn’t want to sleep. The pain had been immense, but she was used to pain, and it was all worth it now.  
 
    When she’d made the final push and the girl had come screaming into the world, Sabria had finally known true, unconditional love. She’d reached for the babe, who had nestled into her bosom, immediately latching onto her nipple with the strength of a blacksmith’s clamp. The child had drunk deeply and then fallen asleep. Sabria had barely noticed as her chambermaids cleaned her, changed her sheets, and dressed her in fresh clothes.  
 
    Wolfric had yet to make an appearance, caught up in court. Sabria had forbidden her servants from revealing the gender of the child to her husband. She wanted to see his reaction herself.  
 
    Finally, when the sun had yawned and slipped beneath the horizon, scattering shadows through Sabria’s windows, Wolfric filled the doorway. “My wife,” he said. “What tidings have you brought me?” 
 
    “A child,” she said. 
 
    “My son?” he said. She almost laughed at the hopefulness in his tone.  
 
    “Your daughter,” she corrected. 
 
    He took a step closer, peering at the babe in her arms. “No matter. We will try again. At least we know all the parts are working properly.” 
 
    His reaction didn’t surprise her one wit. “Of course,” she said. Unless… 
 
    “What shall we name her?” Sabria asked. 
 
    “You choose. I will name our son, when he arrives.” Without another word, he turned and left. 
 
    She shook her head in wonderment. The future ruler of the realm was colder than the frozen north itself.  
 
    Once more, she gazed at her daughter. She was all Gäric, a fact that she knew should’ve disappointed her. She should’ve hated seeing her husband’s nose on her daughter’s face. His square, dimpled chin, his black hair, his dark eyes…but she didn’t. The girl was perfect in every way. Beautiful. Immaculate. One of Wrath’s angels brought to life.  
 
    “What shall we call you?” Sabria asked the babe, who continued to slumber. But she already knew. She’d known for some time.  
 
    “Annise,” she said. “You are Annise, and you will be stronger than your mother.” 
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    “Hurry,” Sabria said, as Zelda scrambled to light the torch. Her husband was due back from court at any moment, and she didn’t want to be caught in the act.  
 
    Though Zelda wasn’t taking this nearly as seriously as Sabria was, she’d finally agreed to help her inspect Annise for skinmarks. For the last three nights, while her daughter had screamed and been inconsolable, the words spoken by the legless, armless man had haunted her.  
 
    Death shall come from a royal womb. A king shall die at the hands of his own kin. The fatemarked shall play the game of kings, and many will suffer before peace comes. 
 
    Annise screamed, her arms and legs moving nonstop in her bassinet. Sabria was used to it, though Zelda seemed frazzled by the ruckus.  
 
    Finally, the torch caught and a flame blazed in a ball of heat. “Give it to me,” Sabria demanded, grabbing the torch.  
 
    Slowly, methodically, she drew the flame past her daughter’s skin, careful not to get too close. For the first time in hours, the babe went quiet, watching the fire dance and writhe. Her skin was pale and clear. Sabria was careful to inspect every nook and cranny, having Zelda hold the baby so she could check her back and buttocks.  
 
    Sabria sighed when she was finished, and she wasn’t sure if it was an exhalation of relief or disappointment.  
 
    Annise was unmarked. She was not Death. She was not the king-killer the old man had spoken of before the Ice Lord silenced him forever.  
 
    “I will try again,” Sabria said. 
 
    Zelda shook her head. “This is folly. You are chasing a phantom.” 
 
    “Even so, it is my phantom to chase. My sacrifice to make.” 
 
    As if in response, the babe let out a shrieking wail.  
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    It was the first time Sabria had been away from her daughter for even a single moment, and she felt naked. The babe had been sleeping when she left, but still… What if she woke up hungry? What if she choked in her sleep? What if what if what if… 
 
    So this was what it was like to be a mother—always worrying. 
 
    She wondered if her mother still worried about her. She wondered if her mother was still alive. 
 
    Sabria’s thoughts were chased away when she heard raised voices coming from the king’s bedchambers. She’d heard the king was having his best day in a long time, and thus she’d left her daughter to see him. Perhaps by the week’s end he’d be in good enough condition to meet his first grandchild.  
 
    “You will not dictate the laws of my kingdom to me!” a voice roared. It was familiar, and yet…so different than what she was accustomed to. King Gäric’s voice was strong, powerful, a far cry from his usual weak rasp.  
 
    “Your kingdom?” another voice answered. Her husband, Prince Wolfric. “While you’ve built an army of bedsores, I’ve built an army of warriors. And they are prepared to sweep across the kingdoms, taking what is rightfully ours.” 
 
    “An act of war requires a king’s decree; and you, my son, are no king. Not yet.” 
 
    “I have been the king for a long time,” Wolfric shot back. “I have ruled. I have prepared. I am ready.” 
 
    “And yet you’re not the king,” the king reminded him. “I am. And I am recovering quickly. I can feel it in my bones. I’m not sure how, or why, but I can feel my old strength returning. Frozen hell isn’t ready to receive me yet, and I have more to accomplish before my lifeblood runs out.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Wolfric said. “You are still too weak. You will remain in this room as I return the north to its former glory.” 
 
    A mocking laugh. “Really? Are you going to imprison your king, your own father? Is that your plan, son?”  
 
    Sabria reached the doorway and peeked around the corner. The king had swung his legs over the side of the bed and was staring at his son, wearing an amused expression. Though his legs were pale and thin, they looked a hundred times better than the last time Sabria had seen him. 
 
    “Don’t test me, old man,” Wolfric growled.  
 
    The king stood. His legs wobbled and he grasped the head of the bed for support.  
 
    “You can’t even walk,” Wolfric said. “You can’t let your subjects see you like this.” 
 
    “Better like this than on the battlefield,” the king said. “I shall wave the banners of peace, not war.” He released his grip and took a step forward, more confidently this time. His legs held his weight.  
 
    “No. You will not,” Wolfric said. He shoved his father back onto the bed.  
 
    “How dare you?” the king shouted, trying to rise once more. “How dare you tell me what I can and cannot—” 
 
    His words were cut off as Wolfric launched himself atop his father, grabbing a pillow and shoving it over his face.  
 
    Sabria stared in horror as the king’s legs and arms danced from side to side, trying to fight back. No, she thought. No! 
 
    She charged into the room and flung herself onto her husband’s back, clawing at his skin, trying to pull him off of the king.  
 
    Surprised, Wolfric looked back, momentarily losing his concentration. The king’s mouth escaped from the pillow and sucked in a shallow, wheezing breath.  
 
    Wolfric slammed a fist into Sabria’s face and she tumbled backwards, seeing stars. Tasting blood. Dazed, she shook her head, each passing second feeling like an hour. Time was running out for the king. He hadn’t even met his granddaughter. She couldn’t live with that.  
 
    She fought to her feet, wobbling slightly. Her eyes roved the room, searching for a weapon. She located a clay pot used to collect the king’s waste. She grabbed it, holding it high over her head, prepared to bring it down with enough force to knock the father of her child senseless.  
 
    Somehow, by some innate sense, Wolfric was ready for it. He turned at the last second, slamming his elbow into her jaw. The chamber pot went flying, arcing well over the bed, spilling its filthy contents across the blankets.  
 
    Sabria saw more stars, blazing streaks of light falling from the heavens.  
 
    And then she saw nothing.  
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    Wolfric Gäric was declared king after his father was found dead “of natural causes.” 
 
    Sabria’s husband had threatened to kill their daughter if she breathed a word of what she’d seen Wolfric do. “No one will believe you anyway,” he’d said.  
 
    She knew he was right. She knew the only way she could protect Annise—beautiful, perfect Annise—was to stay far away from her. Any affection she showed for her own daughter would be meted out tenfold on the poor girl.  
 
    Sabria was determined to give her daughter a better life, eventually. And so she and Zelda prepared for the future, a future neither of them ever expected to see.  
 
    And Sabria dutifully went to her husband’s bed each night, sacrificing herself in the hopes of bringing forth the child who was destined to kill him, the one who would one day be known as Kings’ Bane.  
 
   


  
 

 5: Sir Jonius 
 
    The Northern Kingdom- Circa 521 
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    Keeping his wife alive was the most selfish thing Sir Jonius had ever done. 
 
    He could see it in the pale lines of her gaunt cheeks, in the dark, sunken depressions that were once her vibrant brown eyes, in the thin smudges of her lips. He could see her desire so clearly, it was as if she wore her heart and soul on the outside, like a second skin.  
 
    Frieda wanted to die. Was ready to die.  
 
    She’d been fighting the disease for three long years, years in which they should’ve been starting a family of their own, watching their children grow into fine young lords and ladies.  
 
    Instead, Jonius was chained to the crown. Because of his selfishness.  
 
    I could let her go, he thought, watching her sleep. I could let her slip away into the night, like a warm breath vanishing in the frozen, inky air.  
 
    Jonius held up the glass vial of the clear elixir he’d sold his soul for. He shook it, but there wasn’t enough left to swish around—only a drop or two. He could smash the bottle, or pour the scant contents into the fire, watching them sizzle and spit. Physically, he could, aye. 
 
    But as he gripped the vial with white-knuckled fingers that were beginning to ache, he knew it was a lie as brazen as the one he was living.  
 
    I can’t lose her, he thought. For he knew if his Frieda died, the sun would no longer rise in the morn’ and the stars would refuse to appear in the even’ sky. Not for him. The rest of the world might go on living, breathing, suffering. But not him. If his beautiful Frieda died, she would take the best part of him with her, a part he could barely recognize these days as it was.  
 
    So, selfishly, he plucked the cork stopper from the vial and eased his wife’s lips open with two fingers. She stirred in her sleep, but didn’t awaken, her deep breaths as ragged as those of an old man who’d seen too many winters. Sir Jonius emptied the last two drops of the elixir onto her tongue, and watched as they rolled down her throat.  
 
    In a few moments her breaths became clearer, deeper still, and he could almost believe she was the woman he’d married a decade earlier, when life was simpler, when love was free.  
 
    After tucking the warm blanket under her chin, Sir Jonius secreted the empty bottle into a pocket and slipped through the door and out into the frozen dark. Though he wore the title Sir, he was no knight, but a devil in knight’s armor.  
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    He walked along the ramparts of Castle Hill, the proud northern stronghold overlooking Frozen Lake. Though storm clouds were gathering in the west, the eastern sky was clear, and a waxing moon cast a green light across the enormous waters, which, in the dead of the coldest winter the north had known in many years, was currently living up to its namesake. Typically, the walls of the castle shined white in the daylight, but at night, even covered with a fresh layer of snowfall, they appeared dark to Sir Jonius, like gray stones dipped in tar.  
 
    The knight knew he was projecting his own tumultuous thoughts onto the castle, but he couldn’t help himself. He was taking the long way to his destination on purpose, delaying whatever horrors this night was sure to bring.  
 
    Along the way, he passed several royal guardsmen, who nodded in his direction briefly, before returning their gaze to the area beneath the walls. Sir Jonius ignored them. The respect they gave him was out of fear.  
 
    A fear he’d earned. 
 
    What would Frieda say if she knew the truth of what I’ve done? Would she still love me? 
 
    Sir Jonius stopped abruptly, realizing something. It didn’t matter. As long as she was alive, his wife could hate him all she wanted. He’d rather wear her hatred like a thousand scars than see her lifeless body embalmed in the crypts.  
 
    One of the guards was staring at him, he noticed, and he forced one foot forward, then the other, until he’d left the walls and entered through an archway into the north tower. Descending the steps was easier, because the earth pulled him downwards, an inevitable force that seemed representative of the whole of his life.  
 
    He made his way along a curving wall barren of decoration save for the occasional torch-bearing sconce. The staircase to the lower levels appeared on his right, a shadowy maw that made him shiver each time he saw it.  
 
    Grabbing a torch from the nearest fixture, he took a step toward the opening.  
 
    “Sir?” a voice said from behind. 
 
    He froze. No. He didn’t need to turn to know who had spoken, her voice full of the typical curiosity that was reminiscent of any seven-year-old in all of the Four Kingdoms. He loved that voice, and the girl that was attached to it, but he also hated her, too, because she reminded him of everything he would never have, could never be. 
 
    A family. 
 
    A father. 
 
    Innocent. 
 
    He wanted to pretend not to hear her, but knew she would only follow him down the steps. Princess Annise Gäric didn’t like to be told she couldn’t do something, and that was because most of the time she could.  
 
    “Now what in the name of the Four Kingdoms would a princess be doing wandering the castle in the middle of the night?” Sir Jonius asked, turning around. He forced amusement into his tone and a twinkle into his eyes. 
 
    Annise grinned, jutting out her square chin in an expression that eerily reminded the knight of her father. Her round, pale cheeks were smudged with ash in a way that almost seemed purposeful, and her green dress was dirty and wet at the bottom. She wore thick deerskin boots that were too large for her feet by half. She held a stick like a sword in one hand. “Exploring,” she said. “I’m not scared of the dark.” 
 
    You should be. “No, I suspect you’re not. Still, what would the king think of you being out of your chambers at such a time?” 
 
    Though she tried to disguise it, Jonius saw the wings of fear flutter across her expression. She was a brave girl—wrestling with larger boys in the yard, and usually emerging victorious—but smart enough to know her father was a man to be feared. “You won’t tell him, will you?” 
 
    Jonius pretended to consider it, but then winked. “Course not. So long as the little mouse princess scurries her way back to bed.” 
 
    “Can I be an ice bear princess instead? They could call me the Lady of the Hinterlands!” She raised a fisted hand into the air with her declaration. 
 
    “Princess Annise, you can be whatever you want to be in this life,” Sir Jonius said.  
 
    Her eyes widened with glee and a smile lit up her face. She dropped her stick and raised both hands into the air, making her fingers look like claws. She growled and the knight chuckled. “Am I scary?” she asked.  
 
    “I’m shivering in my armor,” he said, still marveling at the girl’s spirit, which remained unbroken despite the tragedy of her infant brother’s death four years earlier.  
 
    Annise snorted, and then curtsied grandly, a gesture that was out of place next to her rumpled condition. With another loud roar, she stomped off in the other direction. Jonius hoped she would find her way back to bed before her father really did catch wind of her nightly activities.  
 
    His own words came back to him, like a whisper echoing down the long corridor: You can be whatever you want to be in this life.  
 
    He hated having to lie to the young princess, but he refused to take away her childlike innocence so early in her life. There was plenty of time for that. In truth, he thought of Annise as if she was his own daughter, always remembering her name days and surprising her with little gifts. In the back of his mind, he knew it was his own attempt at redemption; but still, he loved the way he was always able to make the girl smile. And Jonius knew she needed a role model in her life, considering her mother, Queen Sabria Loren Gäric barely looked at her, and her father, the Dread King of the North, cared more for instilling terror in the hearts of his subjects than pandering to the interests of his eldest child.  
 
    He shook his head, clearing his thoughts away. Her unexpected appearance had been a welcome distraction from reality, but he knew he shouldn’t tarry any longer. He slipped his hand into his pocket, closing his fingers over the empty vial.  
 
    And then, torch held high, he descended the steps to the lower level.  
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    The particular elixir Sir Jonius’s wife needed was concocted by a grumpy old man everyone called Darkspell. Though he wasn’t a wizard—not using spells or magic of any kind, but natural herbs, roots and liquids—his elixirs felt like magic sometimes. Darkspell’s work, which was very expensive, was paid for by the king himself, out of the royal coffers. Sir Jonius only had sufficient gold to buy a drop or two of the elixir, while the king could provide a fresh vial each fortnight, enough to sustain Frieda on the right side of the knife’s edge between life and death.  
 
    Sir Jonius was forced to pay the king back in blood.  
 
    While the knight watched, Darkspell hunched over his stone worktable, which was covered with glass containers of various shapes and sizes, wooden tablets scrawled with senseless notations, and small bowls filled with powdered ingredients—red, yellow, blue, green. Concentrating, the man pushed his long gray hair away from his mottled face, his dark eyes trained intently on the transfer, careful not to spill a single drop of the valuable liquid. Using a glass funnel, he filled Jonius’s empty glass vial with the clear liquid, sealing it with the cork stopper when he was finished. Even after the wizened old man handed him the tiny bottle, Jonius couldn’t take his eyes off the enormous supply of the medicine leftover in a much larger, green bottle. It would be enough to care for his wife for years to come, maybe for the rest of her life.  
 
    He blinked, as Darkspell said, “Here. Take it,” and for a moment he thought he meant the rest of the supply. But no, it was a small scroll, a roll of tan parchment sealed with a circle of wax printed with the royal seal, a cracked-but-not-broken shield.  
 
    Instructions from the king. Suddenly, Sir Jonius’s blood stopped running through his veins and curdled, like milk left out for too long.  
 
    Still, he took the scroll, because what choice did he have? Then he left, acutely aware of the strange man’s dark stare following him through the door.  
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    He didn’t crack the seal and unfurl the scroll until he was alone in the shadows of the royal gardens. Spindly, leafless trees shredded the moonlight to ragged slashes of icy light, which he used to read the words on the parchment, which were written in the king’s dark cursive. 
 
    Tomas Henry is a western spy. 
 
    Sir Jonius didn’t know who Tomas Henry was. He didn’t even know if the words were the truth, or if the king was simply testing him. He didn’t care, because it didn’t matter—it didn’t change anything. Truth or lie, the king had found this man guilty of treason, and Jonius had been commanded to carry out the requisite punishment.  
 
    Death.  
 
    He considered his options, as he always did, a pointless ritual that wouldn’t change his decision. He could pretend he’d never received the scroll, had never heard of the name Tomas Henry. Aye, I can blame it on Darkspell. The wrinkled potionmaster was old, after all, so he could’ve forgotten to give him the king’s instructions. But even if the king believed Jonius, it would only delay the task at hand. Or Jonius could arrest poor Tomas on suspicion of treason and force the king to hold a public trial. At least that will give the man a chance, and then I won’t have to carry out the execution. It would anger the Dread King, aye, but not so much as to impact their arrangement. He knew this was the coward’s option. Tomas Henry would still die, and Sir Jonius’s soul would still be soaked in blood.  
 
    There was nothing for it. Sir Jonius would do what he always did, for the sake of his wife’s life: 
 
    Obey. 
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    It wasn’t difficult to find Tomas Henry’s residence. The man was a drunkard with a big mouth, apparently. Every tavern owner under the shadow of Castle Hill knew the man’s name, and had a similar opinion of him.  
 
    He was a wife beater, a lush, a swindler.  
 
    But he was no traitor to the north.  
 
    A test then. A test of Sir Jonius’s willingness to obey the king’s every order without question. He was a mindless pawn to the Dread King.  
 
    Frozen hell, Sir Jonius thought, standing in the snow outside Tomas Henry’s door. How did I get to this place? How did I become this person? His thoughts strayed to another day, to another time, when he was as different as a snow cloud from a blue sky: 
 
    He’d left home, a small town between Darrin and Walburg, three days past, seeking adventure. He was young, full of energy and hope. He believed in the future. A future that would always be better than the past, if he had anything to say about it.  
 
    He dreamed of being a knight, as he had since he was naught but a lad pretending with a wooden sword and shield, parrying the attacks of his childhood friends, who preferred to play the role of invading barbarians from the east. He always made them submit, one by one. Everyone knew young Jonius was destined for greatness. 
 
    Jonius was daydreaming about the future when he chanced upon the stalled wagon while riding along an autumn road, scattered with fallen leaves.  
 
    The wagon had broken a wheel, but it had not been a stroke of bad luck.  
 
    No, a trap had been set by vagabonds. They’d dug a long trench across the road and covered it with leaves. Then they’d waited, like spiders in a web.  
 
    They’d already slain the driver, a travelling merchant with spiky white whiskers and eyes so gray they seemed to reflect the stormy sky above. Jonius would later learn that the man, Chester Choffney, had died defending his family from the thieves.  
 
    Jonius, having not been spotted, wisely angled his mare into the woods, roping him around a tree. Then he crept through the forest, placing each foot carefully, so as to not crunch the brittle leaves under his trod and alert the enemy to his approach. His sword, an old but well-made antique given to him by his father on his eighteenth name day, was already out of its scabbard and at the ready.  
 
    A woman was screaming, shattering the silence. Mourning the death of her husband, the old merchant.  
 
    “Shut yer pie hole,” one of the thieves growled. “Or you’ll be next.” 
 
    The woman quieted somewhat, but continued to whimper. Through the trees, Jonius could just make out her long white hair hanging like a frozen waterfall. She was on her knees, at her husband’s side. There were three thieves, one with a bow, one with a dagger, and one with a longsword, which was tucked under the woman’s chin, though she barely seemed to notice, her attention firmly fixed on her husband. The back end of an arrow protruded from his chest. 
 
    Nearby, a young girl struggled against the hold of one of the thieves, the one with the dagger. “Quit fightin’ me or I’ll slit yer pretty throat,” the man said.  
 
    She didn’t quit. Her hair contained many of the same colors as the fallen leaves, with shades of red, orange and brown, like the careful brush strokes of a painter. Her hair flew around her face as she struggled, breaking free of the man’s grip as she charged toward her mother’s captor.  
 
    She was too slow. The man with the dagger grabbed her from behind, slinging her to the ground. “We got a live one,” he said, pressing his weight on top of her. “This mare’s got spirit!” He sounded strangely excited by the prospect.  
 
    Jonius knew this was his chance, while they were distracted. He slipped through the trees silently, like a man made of wind.  
 
    Though he’d never killed anyone before—only playing at sword fighting with his friends—he didn’t hesitate, not when the lives of women were involved.  
 
    The first thief died without uttering a cry, run through from behind. It wasn’t the most honorable way of killing, Jonius knew, but what honor was there in thieving a helpless merchant and his womenfolk?  
 
    Despite Jonius’s silent approach, the man atop the girl turned to see what had made his comrade slump to the ground. His eyes widened when he saw Jonius and his bloody sword. “Who the frozen ’ell are you?” 
 
    “Jonius of Carstill, defender of the innocent and keeper of the realm,” he said, words he’d tried out hundreds of times in his childhood.  
 
    The man laughed, pushing off of the girl, who grunted. He rose to his feet, tossing his dagger back and forth, occasionally spinning it expertly. Jonius immediately knew he was in trouble. Though his sword had length, this man was clearly experienced with his short blade, and could likely attack from a distance without losing accuracy.  
 
    Something his father once told him sprang to mind. ‘Confidence is your enemy. Thankfully, it’s also your enemy’s enemy.’ 
 
    This man was overly confident in his ability, something Jonius could use against him.  
 
    “I can hit him from ’ere,” the third man said. “Git out of the way.” 
 
    Damn. Jonius hadn’t considered the archer. “If you’re a coward, that’s what you’d do,” he said, staring at the man with the dagger. 
 
    “Don’t,” the man said to his friend, who’d already nocked an arrow to his bow.  
 
    The archer stared down the arrow at Jonius, considering, but then lowered it. “Fine. Have yer fun. But when yer dead, the spoils will all be mine.” He laughed heartily. 
 
    The other man tossed his dagger back and forth, closing in. Jonius refused to be mesmerized by the motion, recognizing it for what it was: a distraction. Instead, he watched the man’s feet, waiting for the moment when they moved into a typical knife-throwing stance, the one he’d learned as a boy.  
 
    Unfortunately, this man was far more skilled than that. He could throw from all different positions, even while moving. Jonius was caught unprepared, and the moment the man’s wrist twitched, flicking the knife, he knew he was dead.  
 
    That was also the moment the girl decided to mount her own attack. She lunged at the man’s ankles, grabbing them tight, pulling them together, throwing him off balance.  
 
    It was enough to disrupt his aim, and his knife wicked past Jonius’s ear, slicing off the top-most bit of cartilage. Though he was stunned, he took advantage of the distraction, leaping forward at his opponent, who fought out of the girl’s grip, stumbling away. 
 
    The knife-thrower fled, crashing into the undergrowth with reckless abandon. Spurred by adrenaline, Jonius whirled, charging toward the archer, who was too shocked to react fast enough. Jonius slashed his sword down hard, splitting the bow in two. The archer tried to flee, but Jonius managed to trip him up with a well-struck blow to the back of his legs with the broadside of his blade.  
 
    The man cried out and fell, striking his head on a rock and going still. Blood drained from a gash in his temple.  
 
    Jonius spun around when he heard a sound, gripping his sword in front of him. “Oh,” he said, quickly lowering the blade. It was the girl, who now had the dagger in her hands. The one that had nearly taken off Jonius’s head. If not for her. 
 
    “Go,” she said. “I don’t want to kill you.” 
 
    He was so shocked by her declaration that he backed away a step. “My lady? I mean you no harm. I was only trying to help.” Her eyes were like trembling raindrops, her cheeks flushed from the fight.  
 
    “I don’t believe you,” she said.  
 
    Jonius wasn’t sure what to say to that, so he found himself repeating his practiced introduction. “I’m Jonius of Carstill, protector of—” 
 
    “—the innocent and keeper of the realm,” she finished for him. “You don’t look like a knight, and yet you recite the knight’s mantra like a child reading from a book.” 
 
    He was stunned. This wasn’t the reaction he’d expected after saving a damsel in distress. Then again, if not for her quick actions, he’d be dead. If anything, they’d saved each other. 
 
    The sound of muffled sobs drew his attention back to where the older woman was collapsed atop her husband. “Mother?” the girl said. “We have to go. We cannot linger here. It is not safe. Help me with the wagon.” 
 
    The woman didn’t seem to hear her daughter, such was the depth of her grief. “I can help,” Jonius said.  
 
    “What do you want in return?” the girl asked. “Because I’m not for sale.” 
 
    Jonius frowned. “I would never…there’s no honor in such business. I only want to help. Your thanks is all I ask in return.” 
 
    The girl stared at him with narrowed eyes for a moment, before finally releasing a sigh that seemed to contain a wintry gale. “Thank you,” she said. “We would appreciate your help in repairing our wagon and burying my father.” 
 
    “I’m Jonius,” he said for the third time.  
 
    “Are you now? Well, Jonius, I’m Frieda Choffney. My mother is Nora. My father was Chester. He was a good man who deserved a better end.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Please. Mourn with your mother while I get to work.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The time for mourning is after we’re safe and on the road again. Else we’ll all be dead.” 
 
    The memory faded, and Sir Jonius realized he was still standing in front of the door to Tomas Henry’s house. He glanced around him, but luckily no one was there. Echoes from the memory continued to flit around him like phantom doves. After burying her father, he’d worked tirelessly with Frieda to repair their wagon wheel and haul the cart from the rut. He offered his protection for the rest of their journey, which she’d grudgingly accepted, and they’d ridden until nightfall and then made camp. The entire day, Frieda’s eyes had remained dry.  
 
    It wasn’t until Jonius awoke in the middle of the night that he heard her cries for her father.  
 
    That was the moment he knew he’d fallen in love with her, a love that would grow over time, into something magnificent, almost otherworldly. Frieda had told the tale of Jonius’s daring rescue—not taking any credit herself, though she had saved his life—again and again, until the crown had no choice but to bestow the realm’s highest honor, knighthood, on him. It was a dream come true, and yet he soon realized that becoming a knight had never been his true destiny. No, she was his destiny all along.  
 
    Which was why he was standing here now, on this cold and snowy night, before the door of a stranger.  
 
    A stranger he now had to kill. 
 
    He lifted a fisted hand, and rapped on the door with his knuckles.  
 
    Then he drew his sword.  
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    When he opened the door, Tomas Henry’s eyes were bloodshot, his lips twisted into a snarl. His breath reeked of mead as he shouted, “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Then he saw the sword, as they always did, and he stumbled away, his hands held in front of him. Sir Jonius stepped inside, slamming the door behind him.  
 
    A woman, her face battered and bruised, gasped. Wearing a long dressing gown, she backed up until she hit the wall, a lantern swinging wildly in her grip. Tomas tripped on a chair, knocking it over. He dropped to his knees, knitting his fingers together. “Please,” he said. “I won’t hit her again. I’ll stop drinking. I’ll stop whoring. I can change.” 
 
    Jonius wasn’t surprised at the reaction. He’d seen dishonorable men before, men like Tomas Henry. They were full of bravado and courage when on the drink and facing a wife who was more scared of them than facing the Ice Lord himself. But when presented with someone stronger, they cowered like mice, begging and pleading, the lies spewing forth like bitter vitriol from the tongue of a serpent.  
 
    No, this man was no traitor to the crown. But he was a bad man, and almost certainly deserved death.  
 
    Sir Jonius knew he was rationalizing, but he had to sleep at night, and this was the only way he knew how. He backhanded Tomas across the face, spittle and blood flying from his mouth as his head whipped around. He collapsed into the fetal position, whimpering and clutching his face. A tooth lay on the floor nearby, next to a few drops of blood where it had been ripped from his gums. The knight didn’t feel bad about it, not one bit.   
 
    Mrs. Henry dropped to her knees beside her husband, crying, raising her gaze to meet Jonius’s. “Please. He’s all I got. I love him. It’s the drink that makes him hit me. You should see him when he’s sober. He’s kind. Sometimes. Sometimes.” 
 
    Sir Jonius wasn’t necessarily moved by her speech. She was clearly a woman in denial, so used to the beatings that she could make excuses for them without a second thought. And yet, something gave him pause, even as he raised his sword, the tip hovering over Tomas’s fallen form.  
 
    Guilt. Not his own, though that was there, too, but Tomas Henry’s. The crime he was being executed for was not his own. He wasn’t guilty of treason, though he was guilty of a lot of other things.  
 
    He brought his sword down with a thunk. The hilt wavered in the air, springing back and forth. Tomas Henry was half-laughing, half-crying. The tip of the sword was buried two fingers deep into the wooden floor.  
 
    “Thank you for your mercy,” Tomas sobbed.  
 
    “Don’t thank me,” Sir Jonius said. “Go. Leave Castle Hill forever. You will not take your wife. You will not take your belongings, save for a small satchel with food, water, and clothing. If you disobey, or ever return, I will kill you myself. Is this understood?” 
 
    “No,” the woman wailed. “Please, let me go with hi—” 
 
    “Yes, I understand,” Tomas said, pushing his wife away from him. “Leave me, woman!” 
 
    The woman’s bottom lip quivered, but then she snapped, “Good riddance, you drunk!” She threw a boot at him, hitting him in the head.  
 
    Tomas tried to stand to go after her, but Jonius stood in his way. “Enough. Go before I change my mind.” 
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    Sir Jonius watched Tomas Henry leave in the black of night, his broad-shouldered form disappearing into the snowfall.  
 
    Jonius waited a few minutes longer, and then left. He was certain Tomas would honor their agreement. A man like him would sacrifice his own mother to save himself. Jonius bit his own lip as he walked. Here he was thinking about honor when he himself had none.  
 
    “What have I done?” he whispered to himself. Though Tomas Henry’s wife had been told to tell the story Jonius had given her—that the knight had entered their home in the middle of the night and slayed her husband in the name of the crown—there was still every possibility that the king would discover the truth. Mrs. Henry might tell someone. Or someone might see Tomas leaving Castle Hill. He’d taken a grave risk. And all for what? To save the life of a horrible man? He shook his head, trying to understand his own motivations.  
 
    That’s when he felt it: 
 
    A throb of warmth in his chest. A rightness he hadn’t felt in a long time. Strength. Courage.  
 
    Honor.  
 
    He didn’t know if it was too late, but Sir Jonius was ready to be a true knight again, a protector of the innocent, a defender of the realm.  
 
    Sticking out his chin, he headed back to the castle. He was going to see Darkspell one more time.  
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    A candle oozed wax onto the table, its flickering light casting dark, blood-like shadows on the stone walls of Darkspell’s potion room.  
 
    Darkspell, however, was nowhere to be found.  
 
    Could I really be this lucky? Jonius thought to himself. The green bottle containing the life-giving elixir he needed for his wife sat in plain view, unprotected. Pressing his lips together, he strode forward and grabbed it, holding it up to the light to ensure it hadn’t been emptied. Sure enough, the clear liquid sloshed back and forth, more than three quarters to the top.  
 
    Yes, he thought. Yes. This was his chance to save Frieda and break away from the crown all in one night. His mind whirled with a hastily concocted plan. He would hurry home, pack a few things, almost the same way he’d forced Tomas Henry to pack, and then depart under the cover of darkness. After giving Frieda a healthy dose of the elixir, he could lash his wife to him and ride his trusty steed south. They would make for Raider’s Pass. They could seek asylum in the east in exchange for providing information on the northern king. He would beg if he had to. Nothing was beneath him, not anymore.  
 
    Hurriedly, he wrapped the glass bottle in a thick skin, which he tucked under his arm.  
 
    He spun around, half-expecting to find Darkspell hovering in the doorway, pointing a wrinkly finger at him in accusation.  
 
    The way was clear.  
 
    He ran.  
 
    When he emerged from the lower levels, he slowed his stride to a steady walk. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself. In reverse, the same guardsmen regarded him with the same forced respect. As before, he ignored them. His heart pounded and, despite the cold, sweat rose from his skin under his armor. He could hardly breathe, and he was forced to open his mouth. 
 
    He only let out a deep sigh of relief when his cottage came into view, its curtained windows glowing around the edges from the fire he’d left burning. Everything was as he’d left it. Nothing was out of place. 
 
    For some reason, when he reached the door, he paused before opening it. Something drew his attention downwards.  
 
    Needles of fear prickled his scalp when he saw the footprints in the snow. There were at least three sets—maybe four—besides the ones that were clearly made by his own boots. And one of the sets was speckled with drops of blood, the crimson stains standing out against the snow’s whiteness like sparks in the dark.  
 
    He knows what I’ve done. The king knows. 
 
    Oh, Frieda. Please, don’t hurt her. 
 
    He drew his sword as quietly as possible. If it came down to it, he’d fight for his wife’s life, as he’d done on that first fateful day when their paths had crossed on the road. “Love amongst thieves,” Frieda had liked to say, when she spoke of the origins of their romance.  
 
    Slowly, slowly, he eased the door open.  
 
    The first person he saw was Tomas Henry.  
 
    The man was tied to a chair, his head lolling forward. One of his eyes was swollen shut, and blood oozed from a wide cut on his bottom lip, dripping from his chin. His shirt had been ripped off of him, hanging from his waist in tatters. Several thin slashes had been carved down his chubby chest, which was now covered in a thin layer of blood.  
 
    “Run,” a weak voice said. “Run, Jonius.” 
 
    Frieda. You’re alive. 
 
    “Run?” a booming voice said.  
 
    Jonius’s heart sank further into his stomach as he pushed the door open the rest of the way. King Wolfric Gäric sat beside Frieda’s bed, one hand stroking her hair while the other played the tip of a dagger along the pale skin of her throat. His dark, well-trimmed hair and goatee shined with moisture. Besides a long cape and bronze breastplate, the king wore an amused grin. He was flanked by two burly guardsmen, standing at attention. 
 
    “Please,” Frieda said, swallowing slowly. She spoke directly to Jonius, still urging him to flee, to save himself. But he knew it was far too late for that, and anyway, he could never leave her, no matter what the risk.  
 
    “Your husband will not leave,” the king said, still stroking her brittle hair. “He’s not the type.” 
 
    “Please.” This time it was Jonius who spoke, begging for his wife. “This was my mistake. I should be punished, not her.” 
 
    “You disobeyed a direct order, broke our agreement, and stole from my potionmaster.” The king nodded in the direction of the parcel still held under Jonius’s arm.  
 
    “I—I—just wanted enough to keep her alive,” Jonius said, stumbling over the lie.  
 
    The king shook his head and tsked several times. “I provide enough. I keep her safe, so long as you remain loyal.” 
 
    “I know. I just—” He didn’t know what to say. Any excuse would be a lie. “I will make it up to you. I will never be disloyal again. On my honor as a knight.” 
 
    You have no honor, a voice said, in the back of his mind.  
 
    “Honor means nothing,” the king said, as if reading his thoughts. 
 
    “Then on my wife’s life,” he said quickly. “I swear it.” 
 
    “You already broke that promise once.” 
 
    “I know, but I never will again.” He dropped to his knees, blinking back tears. He placed the parcel on the floor. Knitted his hands together. “Please. I’ll do anything.” 
 
    “I know,” the king said. “Which is why I’ve decided to give you another chance. Your last chance.” 
 
    Truth be told, Jonius was shocked. He’d never seen the king offer even a shred of mercy to anyone. Then again, having a loyal attack dog bound by the life of his wife was perhaps too tempting, even for a king. “Thank you. You won’t regret it.” 
 
    “I know,” the king said again. “Now prove your loyalty, and I will leave you and your wife alone.” 
 
    At first Jonius wasn’t certain what the king meant, but then Tomas Henry groaned and spit a gob of blood on the floor. “Not in front of my wife,” he said. “Please.” 
 
    “Do it or she dies,” the king said. “My patience is waning.” 
 
    “Jonius, no,” Frieda said. 
 
    Ignoring her, refusing to even look at her, the knight stood. Somewhere in the background he could hear his wife’s pleas, begging him not to do this, but he had already gone to that other place, a place where reality vanished into nightmare and each time he awoke he was a new man.  
 
    He raised his sword, gritting his teeth. 
 
    For her for her for her for her anything for her. 
 
    And then he slashed.  
 
   


  
 

 6: Gwendolyn Storm 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom- Circa 448 
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    Gwendolyn’s father, Boronis Storm, would not approve of the human boy. This she knew. She even knew exactly what he would say. “Gwenny, there are so few of us left, pure Orians. We have a duty to uphold. A duty to our people. A duty to the great Orion who watches over our forests and all those who inhabit them. This boy is not right for you. It’s better to keep your distance.” 
 
    Their secret relationship had been going on for several months, and she longed for the precious days, like today, when her father was away from the forest on the king’s business, and she could meet Alastair Freestep deep in Ironwood.  
 
    Because she knew what her father would say, she was glad he didn’t know about Alastair. She was even gladder he didn’t know what she was doing with him at this particular moment in time, because she was most certainly not keeping her distance.  
 
    They were lying on a bed of moss, lit by slivers of sunlight sliding through the thick canopy of Ironwood. All around them, the iron-sheathed trees stood sentinel, silent witnesses to their passion. Alastair’s hips pressed against hers, his lips painting the soft skin at the base of her neck, roving upwards, finding her mouth. She hungered for him and her lips parted, allowing his tongue to slip inside, dancing with hers. One of her hands massaged the back of his head, ruffling his thick dark hair, while the other entwined with his fingers, his thumb tracing circles on her skin. His other hand sought entrance to her shirt, a thought that made her giddy with excitement.  
 
    At eighteen years old, she’d kissed other boys—all Orian, of course—but none of them like this. 
 
    She prayed his fingers would find her skin. 
 
    And then they did, his fingers like trembling flames, scorching her firm abdomen, brushing the outline of her ribs with his knuckles, exploring higher… 
 
    She arched her back, allowing him to once more kiss her neck, sending a summer storm of lightning through her body.  
 
    Alastair pulled back suddenly, and it was like her very breath had been sucked from her lungs. “Gwendolyn,” he said, and she loved the way he refused to call her by her nickname, Gwen, like everyone else. “I have to stop or I might not be able to later.” He breathed heavily, his mouth open, his eyes shimmering gray pools. Though he’d removed his hand from under her shirt, he continued to grasp her other hand, as if letting go would be more than he could bear.  
 
    Gwendolyn said, “Then don’t stop.” She retracted her hand from behind his head and caressed his jawline, relishing the thin even stubble that resembled a dark shadow on his cheeks.  
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” Alastair said.  
 
    “Why not?” Gwendolyn released his hand and tugged at the base of her shirt, revealing a long, pale sliver of skin.  
 
    “Orion, save me,” Alastair breathed, biting his bottom lip. “Your father will murder me.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be worth it?” Gwendolyn said, running her tongue over her lips. She couldn’t believe her own boldness, but this boy made her feel crazy, out of control. It was a much-needed break from the rigidity of the other Orians, and she wasn’t going to waste one moment.  
 
    She craned her neck and kissed the side of his mouth. He tried to protest, but the moment his lips parted she devoured him. His satisfied groan sent a burst of adrenaline through Gwen’s veins.  
 
    With an agile twist of her hips, she rolled him over and pressed down on top of him, her strong hands and arms pinning him to the ground. Finally, he gave in.  
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    “You are perfection,” Alastair said later, running a thumb over her bottom lip. His other hand stroked her thigh. He can do that forever and it won’t be long enough, Gwen thought to herself. 
 
    She looked at the boy who’d stolen her heart, wondering whether the rest of her life could ever live up to this moment. For some reason, the thought made her sad. “Only when I’m with you,” she said.  
 
    “Slender rays of moonlight, cast by godly hands. 
 
    Formed into a woman, shifting desert sands. 
 
    Strength forged by iron, a mighty fighting sword. 
 
    Tender as a flower, a supple leather cord. 
 
    Wisps of smoke, cool raindrops. 
 
    An eastern wind that never stops, 
 
    A bow pulled ’cross a violin. 
 
    A perfect chord, oh, Gwendolyn.” 
 
    She gasped on the last word. Though she’d oft listened to the beautiful imagery of his poetry, he’d never before written anything for her. “Recite it again,” she requested. 
 
    He did, and this time she soaked in every word. Was this really how he saw her? As a wisp of smoke? Shifting desert sands?  
 
    He smiled at her reaction, and it made her want to kiss him again, to start all over. Then, unexpectedly soon, his smile faded away. “I can’t lose you,” he said.  
 
    She tried to laugh his comment away, but it sounded forced. “Lose me?” she said. “Orians live well into the hundreds of years, while you, poor human, will be lucky to make it to seventy.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Alastair said. “Your father.” 
 
    Gwen frowned, hating the return to a subject she constantly tried to avoid. “I might not be an adult Orian by the standards of my people, but our ancient traditions aren’t adhered to nearly as strictly as they once were. There are girls my age who have already bonded to humans from Ferria.” 
 
    She hadn’t intended to mention the word bonded—it had just kind of slipped out, naturally, like liquid ore from a spilled forger’s kettledrum. And yet, the word seemed to draw them even closer.  
 
    “I want to bond to you, Gwendolyn,” Alastair said. “More than anything.” 
 
    Though the very idea took her breath away, she heard the unspoken words at the end of his sentence. “But…you can’t.” 
 
    “Your father will never accept me as his son.” The pain in his expression was pure torture for Gwen.  
 
    “He will. He just needs time. We have to get him used to the proposition.” 
 
    Alastair shook his head. “I don’t want to cause trouble between you and your father. Plus, your father doesn’t like my father, and I’m certain the feeling is mutual.”  
 
    Levi Freestep was a captain in the eastern legion. According to Alastair, his father’s platoon was responsible for patrolling the eastern seaboard. In the twelve years since he’d been made captain, he’d seen little action. Every attack lately had been from the west, along the shores of the Spear, the long silver river that separated the eastern kingdom from the west. Twice now Gwen had heard her own father complain about Captain Freestep’s tactics, and she was forced to bite her tongue.  
 
    “None of that matters,” Gwendolyn said. “All that matters is I—” She stopped suddenly, the three words tingling on the tip of her tongue. I love you. Though they’d implied much to each other in their conversations of late, none had so overtly declared their feelings.  
 
    “I know,” Alastair said. “I love you, too.”  
 
    Gwen’s heart skipped a beat, her entire body trembling. He’d said it. It didn’t matter that she already knew how he felt, the words still sounded beautiful to her ears. “I love you,” she said, unafraid to hold back anymore. Unafraid to risk everything for this man. This human. 
 
    “That’s why I’m so scared of what your father might do if he knows the truth,” Alastair said. 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said. 
 
    “I do.” 
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    Gwendolyn waited for her father at the edge of Ironwood. One of the beautiful ore cats, a tenacious but playful female named Sasha, had informed her of his impending arrival, having spotted his company riding across the great eastern plains. Gwen had stroked the cat’s sleek, metallic skin and offered her a few slices of the roasted waterfowl she’d been eating. Though the ore cat was more than capable of hunting for herself, she had accepted the meat, purring loudly.  
 
    Now, standing on the outskirts of the iron forest, Gwendolyn’s heart was lodged in her throat. It was not that she feared her father—she was no weakling—it was that she feared not having his approval. Especially because she planned to move forward with a life with Alastair regardless of whether her father gave his blessing. Why couldn’t she have the man she wanted without risking her father’s love? 
 
    Boronis Storm rode at the head of the column, his hair as long and silvery as hers, his eyes as purple as the deepest sunset. He saw her and a smile spread across his face. Spurring his horse onwards, he closed the remaining distance quickly, nimbly springing off his mount before it had fully halted. Moments later he picked her up and spun her around, as if she weighed no more than a short blade.  
 
    “My princess,” he said, placing her back on her feet. “How kind of you to come and greet me after a long journey.” 
 
    “What tidings do you bring from the south, Father?” Gwendolyn asked, delaying the other words she needed to say to him. The king had sent him to the Barren Marshes on a scouting mission. There were concerns that the Southron emperor, Jin Hoza, was planning an invasion, but thus far not a single southerner had been discovered on eastern land.  
 
    “Why should a child care about such things?” her father said, his eyes narrowing. His silver braid hung down the center of his broad chest, and he threw it back behind him with an annoyed flourish. He was garbed in the full body armor of their people, the iron perfectly molded to his muscular body. The ore even covered his neck, protecting all the vital areas, curving along his jawline and curling above his eyes to the center of his brow.  
 
    Gwen sighed loudly. Her father was a traditionalist, believing that Orians were nothing more than children until they reached the ripe age of thirty. But Gwen didn’t feel like a child, and whenever she was with Alastair she certainly felt like a woman grown. She had aspirations to follow in her father’s footsteps, becoming a scout for the Ironclad monarchy one day. It was a dangerous occupation, but one she was well suited to for many reasons, not the least of which was the heromark that she bore on her cheek. 
 
    On the other hand, most humans considered their children to be grown at sixteen. Though Alastair was a poet at heart, he’d been conscripted into the eastern legion the day after he turned sixteen. However, he’d yet to see battle because most legionnaires were trained for half a decade before marching to the front lines in the west. Gwen hoped to be there with him when the day finally came. “Will there be war with the south, too?” she asked.  
 
    Her father relented, if only because he likely knew she wouldn’t stop asking questions until he did. “There has been no firm evidence that the south is planning an attack,” he said. “Yet, we will remain vigilant.” 
 
    To Gwen’s ears, it sounded like a planned answer, with no real meat behind it. He might not be willing to be honest with her, but she was done hiding from him. If she wanted him to treat her like more than a child, she needed to stop sneaking around with her paramour. It was time to stab him with the truth, and see whether it was a flesh wound or a mortal blow.  
 
    “I have something to—” she started to say, but just then the rest of the company arrived. There were several other Orians, both men and women, their vibrant orange, gold, purple, and pink eyes giving away their heritage. There were also several humans, and Gwen was surprised to see Alastair’s father, Levi, amongst the scouting party. It was strange because he was no scout. 
 
    Gwen had never been formally introduced to Levi, but she’d seen Alastair with him on numerous occasions. He was a handsome man, his dark beard slightly longer than usual due to days of travel. Alastair, with his razor-sharp brows and dark eyes, was clearly his father’s son, which wasn’t a bad thing at all from Gwen’s perspective.  
 
    “Levi,” Boronis said, “come meet my daughter, Gwenny.”  
 
    Gwenny, always Gwenny, she thought, even though she’d asked him to call her Gwen a dozen times. Regardless, the introduction surprised her, especially because she knew the two men didn’t see eye to eye on most things. 
 
    She bowed to Levi formally, in the manner of her people, and said, “May this be the first of many meetings.” It was the traditional first greeting, and she was pleased to discover he knew the proper response: 
 
    “May Orion shine on our friendship.” Though many of the humans had either willingly or grudgingly adopted the Orian traditions, there were plenty who hadn’t, a cause of occasional strife within Ferria.  
 
    “Well met,” her father said, in appreciation of them both. “Gwenny, Levi is a—” 
 
    “Captain,” she said. When she saw her father’s eyebrows flare upward in surprise, she added, “I’ve seen him sally out from Ironwood with his platoon. Eastern seaboard patrol, if I’m not mistaken?” 
 
    Boronis laughed. “As you can see, Captain Freestep, my daughter takes far too much interest in the business of war.” 
 
    “We all have a responsibility to protect our lands,” Gwen said.  
 
    “Hmm,” her father mused, not sounding convinced. “Now, Gwenny, was there something you were going to tell me?” 
 
    Oh. He’d noticed her unease earlier. She wanted to tell him, but hadn’t expected an audience. Especially not Alastair’s father. Yet, there was nothing for it. Rip it off quick, she thought, like a bandage stuck to the skin with clotted blood.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I wanted you to know that I’ve met someone.” 
 
    Her father’s eyes widened in mock surprise. “Oh? Someone special? Who, pray tell, is this lucky Orian lad?” 
 
    Like a bandage, she reminded herself. “He’s not Orian,” she said.  
 
    Boronis Storm’s eyes narrowed. Then he seemed to share a look with Levi, whose lips were pulled into a tight line. The situation is even worse than I thought. She’d always believed her father would be the problem, but what if both fathers opposed them? “Choose your next words carefully, daughter,” her father said.  
 
    She jutted out her chin defiantly. “Father, I cannot choose my words any more than I can choose the yearnings of my heart. Both my words and my heart have made their own choices. And I’ve chosen this very man’s son, Alastair Freestep. Oppose me if you will, but you cannot stop us.” 
 
    “Can we not?” Her father stepped forward, his violet eyes flashing.  
 
    Suddenly she felt less confident.  
 
    And then Levi Freestep’s lips quirked up and a chuckle escaped the back of his throat. He tried to disguise it as a cough, but it was too late. Her own father’s stern expression melted into a broad smile as he laughed. He wrapped Gwen up in an embrace, kissing her forehead. “I will not oppose you, nor your heart,” he said.  
 
    Gwen pulled back and stared at him. Was this really happening? Could she have so poorly misjudged her father’s reaction? Had she agonized over this moment for no reason? “You will give your blessing?” 
 
    Her father’s eyes twinkled like twin fields of dew-covered lavender in the morning sun. “I already have,” he said. Levi stepped forward and slapped him on the back like they were old friends. Both men looked past her.  
 
    Shaking her head in wonderment at this unexpected turn of events, Gwen twisted her neck to see what had caught their attention.  
 
    Her heart stopped.  
 
    There, standing just beyond the edge of the forest, was Alastair. He wore his green legionnaire’s uniform, complete with shiny silver buttons and the eastern sigil, twin swords crossed over a field of black. His long dark hair was combed back, tucked behind his ears. He’d freshly shaved the shadow from his cheeks. His lips curled into a dazzling smile, brighter than the noonday sun. His stormy eyes radiated determination, and to her delight, a sliver of anxiety.  
 
    He strode forward, step by step, his eyes tethered to hers. When he reached her, he raised a hand to her chin, and gently pushed it up, closing her mouth. She hadn’t even realized her lips had fallen open.  
 
    Then he dropped his hand, holding it palm upwards. Oh, Orion, am I dreaming? Gwen thought. Is this real? It was an offer, in the Orian tradition. Take my hand, and take me. It was an offer to bond. 
 
    She took his hand, her palm pressing against his, their fingers threading together. Then she made her own offer, extending her opposite hand in the same manner. Alastair didn’t hesitate, grasping her hand and accepting her for his bondmate.  
 
    And then he kissed her. 
 
    Their promise had been made, and Gwendolyn hadn’t even had to sacrifice her father’s love.  
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    A week later, Gwendolyn Storm still couldn’t believe that Alastair Freestep had been so bold as to ask her father for his blessing to bond with her. And he did it before my father had departed for the south, Gwen marveled. Unexpectedly, Boronis Storm’s scouting company had crossed paths with Captain Freestep’s platoon. The two men had shared a laugh and struck up a warm friendship based on their children’s budding relationship. Evidently, once their preconceived notions of each other had been struck down, they had more in common than they thought. 
 
    How it had been kept secret from her, Gwen had no idea. Perhaps she was so love struck that she’d been blind to the deceit. No, she thought, Alastair’s fear of my father had been well put on. He was a talented actor, nearly as talented as he was a poet. She would get him back, one day.  
 
    Regardless, as she prepared for their bonding ceremony, set to occur later that day, she couldn’t be happier. Though she didn’t have any sisters of her own, the other Orian maidens had descended on her in force, channeling the forest’s ore deposits to manipulate her marriage armor to perfection. The symbolic armor wasn’t meant for battle, and thus, they had significant flexibility as to the design. They’d done a wonderful job, and Gwendolyn hoped Alastair would find her as alluring as ever. Sheathed firmly against her slender but muscular body, the armor revealed just the right amount of skin: the small of her back, her lithe shoulders, the hollow in her neck that Alastair liked to kiss so much. The design was finished with a thin metallic band that wrapped around her head, studded with a clear multi-faceted gemstone. Sprigs of lavender were tied amongst the braids in her long, silver hair.  
 
    Her father came to see her when she was ready. He held both her shoulders, shaking his head. “You are a sight,” he said. “Your mother would’ve loved to see you like this. So happy.” 
 
    Gwendolyn’s eyes blurred with unshed tears. “I miss her,” she said. Her mother had been fifty years older than her father. She was taken far too soon, having lived for only a century and a half, passing on when Gwendolyn was just a little girl and her father barely older than a century.  
 
    “So do I,” her father said. “But she smiles upon this day from the Great Forest of Orion.” 
 
    “I know.” She blinked away the tears and smiled. Cupping a hand to her father’s face, she said, “I never thought you would give your blessing for us.” 
 
    “This again,” her father said, but his tone held no anger. His eyes twinkled. She’d asked him half a dozen times what Alastair had said to gain his support, but her father refused to tell. Alastair was no more helpful, saying only, “That’s between your father and me.” Gwen knew she shouldn’t dwell on it, but the curiosity was eating her alive.  
 
    “Please tell me,” she implored him. “This is my bonding day wish.” 
 
    Her father laughed. “You don’t always fight fair—you know that?” 
 
    Gwen shrugged. “Not when I want something.” 
 
    He grasped her hand. “I see so much of your mother in you. I could never resist her either.” 
 
    “So you’ll tell me?” 
 
    “Maybe later,” he said. “The sun is stretching for the horizon. It is time.” 
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    It was the most beautiful bonding Gwen could have imagined. As she stood on the iron platform that stretched over the forest floor, she took in everything, memorizing every detail: the shiny ore sculptures set amongst the Orian and human guests, depicting prowling cats and soaring hawks and proud legionnaires; the flower petals sprinkled on every surface, pink and purple and orange and blue; the line of legionnaires—Alastair’s fellow soldiers in training—encircling the entire ceremony, their dress armor gleaming in the last rays of sunlight; hers and Alastair’s fathers, garbed all in white, standing side by side, proud as ever. She even saw Sasha the ore cat stalking through the woods, watching with shining silver eyes. 
 
    And finally, Alastair, wearing ornamental armor that sleekly accentuated his strong arms, his broad shoulders, his muscular chest and abdomen. He ascended the iron steps to where she stood. His eyes roved over her body, lingering on the bared skin before meeting her gaze.  
 
    He took her hand and she fought off the urge to kiss him before the ceremony had well and truly started. “I have no words sufficient to describe you today,” Alastair said.  
 
    “We don’t need words. Not anymore,” Gwendolyn said.  
 
    One of Orion’s humble servants, a woman named Arwen who’d been a friend of the family for years, and something of a mother figure to Gwen as of late, stepped forward to officiate. “We stand before our fellow Orians, our human allies, and the Great Orion, to bond these two individuals together in this—” 
 
    She stopped suddenly, when a commotion arose from somewhere in the audience. Someone shouted for silence, and it sounded like the commanding voice of Gwen’s father.  
 
    The officiant began again. “As I was saying, we are here to bond these two—” 
 
    Again, there was a noise, and this time it was sustained, a palpable buzz running through the audience, like the current from a lightning-struck tree. All heads turned toward the sound, including Gwen’s and Alastair’s.  
 
    Someone ran down the path. The path that led directly to the forest city, the stronghold of Ferria. The runner was fleet of foot and, based on the coppery tinge to her hair, clearly had significant Orian blood coursing through her veins. She was shouting something as she ran, her words garbled at first, but slowly taking shape. 
 
    “We’re under attack! Ferria is under attack!” 
 
    As if to emphasize the runner’s warning, something shrieked from above, a dark sinewy form blotting out the sun. Several people screamed in terror, and beneath the iron walkway, guests scattered like fallen leaves, seeking shelter amongst the enormous trees. The circle of legionnaires broke, and they filled the pathway, charging for the city, to which their ultimate duty was bound. Next to Gwen, Alastair’s body tensed, shocked by the sudden change in mood. Gwen, on the other hand, was made for intense situations like this one, her cheek burning with fire as her heromark flared to life.  
 
    Though her skinmark was strange to others, it had been a part of her from the day she was born, giving her a measure of strength, speed, and agility far superior to any human or Orian she’d ever met. 
 
    And it was a good thing she didn’t freeze up now, because the dragon dove with otherworldly speed and violence, spewing a gout of flames from a maw so large and black it could’ve been a cave.  
 
    Gwen grabbed Alastair roughly and dove from the platform, hauling him behind her. She landed on her feet, cat-like, while Alastair grunted and rolled, his armor rattling. Their escape wasn’t a moment too soon, either—she could feel the heat of the flames in their wake, enveloping the platform in a fiery inferno. Liquid ore splashed all around them, the metal instantly melted by the dragonfire. Several drips hit Gwen’s exposed skin, burning her, and she wished she’d worn full armor rather than the impractical, but gorgeous, suit she was garbed in.  
 
    A burning body collapsed nearby. Arwen, who would never get the chance to bond them. The realization hit Gwen like an arrow to the heart. 
 
    Both of their fathers were by their sides in an instant, having fought through the crowd to get to them. “Are you injured?” Boronis Storm asked, clutching Gwen’s arm. Somewhere above them, the dragon shrieked again. Gwen glanced up, but couldn’t see the beast. 
 
    “No,” she said.  
 
    “I’m fine, too,” Alastair echoed, though as they helped him to his feet it was clear he was favoring his left foot.  
 
    “Find a place to hide,” Levi Freestep said, a pained expression on his face. His command was unlawful, considering his own son was a legionnaire and duty-bound to defend the city to the death. He was allowing personal feelings to determine his actions in the midst of a battle. 
 
    “Yes,” Gwen’s father agreed. “Stay out of sight. The dragon cannot breach the deep parts of the forest.” Evidently, the two fathers were in agreement—their children’s lives took precedent over any sense of duty.  
 
    Gwen’s father kissed her on the forehead and said, “We have to go. Be safe.” The two men spun and ran down the path toward Ferria.  
 
    Alastair winced. “You’re not fine,” Gwen said.  
 
    “It could be worse.”  
 
    Tears bit at Gwen’s eyes as his words rang true in the burning remains of the woman nearby. She’d known Arwen her entire life, and she’d been the closest thing to a mother Gwen had had since her real mother’s death.  
 
    She couldn’t allow herself to dwell on the woman’s death, however, not now, not when danger was all around. “We can make it to the trees,” Alastair said, even as the dragon shrieked and dove once more. “Hurry!” 
 
    He tried to pull Gwendolyn along, but at that moment she saw a little boy, naught more than seven. He was stuck in the center of the clearing, having tripped while trying to make his escape. His parents were gone, perhaps assuming he was right behind them. He cried, his eyes wide with horror, staring at the monster swooping down from above.  
 
    Her skinmark blazing with heat, Gwen ripped herself free of Alastair’s grasp and charged for the boy, moving faster than humanly, or Orianly, possible. She could feel the dragon closing in, its wings buffeting her with displaced air. She scooped up the boy under one arm and dove, flames washing past her, as hot as a blacksmith’s forge. As they rolled, she focused on protecting the boy, hugging him to her chest. When they came to a stop, she could see the ends of her silver hair sizzling and burning away.  
 
    The boy’s eyes were huge and wet, but he was unhurt. Above them, the dragon circled, its dark scales shimmering. On its back, Gwen could make out the shadowy silhouette of a rider, backlit by the sun. Thankfully, the clearing wasn’t large enough for it to land, and yet they were a long way from safety, and there could be other victims still in danger. Where is Alastair? she wondered, but she didn’t have time to dwell on the question, because the dragon could strike again at any moment.  
 
    Gwen fought to her feet and was about to carry the boy toward the forest, when Sasha the ore cat appeared next to her, her head cocked to the side expectantly. Without words, Gwen knew exactly what the beast offered. “Protect him with your life,” she said, and the cat bobbed her head in understanding.  
 
    She placed the boy on Sasha’s sleek back and helped him wrap his arms around her silver neck. “Hold on tight,” she instructed, and the boy clasped his fingers. Then they were gone in a blur of ore, slipping into the forest.  
 
    The dragon, or perhaps its rider, seemed to realize that most of their prey had moved on, and it veered off, a black spear rocketing back toward the city.  
 
    The rest of the clearing was empty, save for several charred, smoking bodies and one other, who was limping toward her. 
 
    Alastair. Thank Orion. Gwendolyn raced toward him, dropping down to help him out of his boot and inspect his leg. “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “You need a healer,” she said, shocked by the amount of swelling. 
 
    “I need to get to Ferria,” he said. “I need to do my duty.” 
 
    “You’re injured. Your father commanded you to seek shelter.” 
 
    “Others will be worse off. And my father was wrong in his command. My duty lies with Ferria.” His tone was resolute, and she realized he’d sounded the same way when he’d told her he loved her. Stalwart. Certain.  
 
    “We’ll go together,” she said.  
 
    She knew plenty of male Orians who would insist she, a young woman, remain behind, but Alastair wasn’t like that. He’d never once tried to stifle Gwen’s dreams of being a scout for the king, and never treated her like she was anything less than capable. He nodded and they started down the path, avoiding puddles of liquid ore—the melted statues that were once so beautiful.  
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    Though Gwen had expected the attack on the city to be bad, nothing prepared her for the scene in front of her. Half a dozen dragons circled the walls of Ferria, systematically diving and testing the kingdom’s defenses. Outside the castle, the half-metal, half-forest dwellings were destroyed, iron beams mangled and twisted or simply melted down, tree trunks and branches charred and scorched. Hundreds, if not thousands, of bodies littered the straight, narrow streets. People wandered about, their eyes blank, searching for loved ones who were most likely already dead.  
 
    “Orion save us all,” Alastair breathed.  
 
    It’s too late for that, Gwen said, bile threatening to creep up her throat and into her mouth.  
 
    She swallowed it down. It was too late for the dead, but not the living.  
 
    Avoiding the corpses, they wound their way toward the castle. When they reached the enormous iron gates, they found the thick doors torn from their hinges and discarded as easily as loose bark from the trunk of a tree.  
 
    Inside the first ring in the multi-ringed castle, legionnaires fought Southroners. The enemy soldiers wore thick leather armor and were armed with whips and dual-edged blades. Calypsians. Using a strategy the southerners were known for, they attempted to herd the legionnaires into “flocks” which could then be attacked by dragonriders hoping to extinguish large chunks of easterners.  
 
    How they’d managed to attack without warning was a question that kept rattling around in Gwen’s mind. The rumors of invasion were true, but hadn’t come from Phanes, as expected. Instead it was the Calypsians. 
 
    Alastair said, “Happy bonding day,” and picked a sword from the ground. The previous owner wouldn’t need it anymore, his eyes blank and staring.  
 
    Gwendolyn said, “Fight with honor,” and obtained her own weapon, a long metal bow and a satchel of arrows.  
 
    As one, they joined the fray.  
 
    Alastair may have been injured, but he was highly trained, and he likely had plenty of adrenaline to chase away the pain in his twisted ankle. Still, Gwendolyn kept an eye on him as he fought his way toward a platoon of men and women who found themselves backed against a wall. They were in danger of becoming dragon fodder if they didn’t push their enemies back. Alastair managed to defeat two Calypsians before coming up against a determined trio with crackling whips. With their long range weapons, they landed several blows, eventually forcing him to his knees.  
 
    Gwen took aim as they closed in, three arrows simultaneously strung on her taut bowstring. Alastair raised his sword to defend against a potential killing blow that would never come.  
 
    With a melodic twang! her arrows flew. Two easily passed Alastair on either side, finding their targets’ throats, while the third whizzed by his left ear and entered the third soldier’s mouth, which was open wide with a snarl.  
 
    His enemies collapsing before him, Alastair looked back and mouthed a silent Thank you, and then continued onward, uniting with the platoon. In the midst of allies, Gwen felt he would be safe, so she turned away, seeking others in need.  
 
    As it turned out, she was the one in danger now. Several of the enemy had seen her triple-arrow feat, and raced toward her, leading with broad shields to protect themselves.  
 
    Her heromark burst to life once more. Shooting arrows straight and true was something she’d learned the hard way, through countless hours of practice, but this next challenge required power beyond that of a mortal. Instead of running from her foes like they might expect, or trying to pierce their shields with her arrows, she wrenched two arrows from her satchel and charged them.  
 
    Surprised, their pace slowed, but didn’t stop. She reached the first enemy, a woman with silky black hair twisted into a braid and a black whip. The soldier swung the whip with a crack, but Gwen moved like lightning, dodging the blow, swerving around the woman’s shield, and jamming the arrow through her leather armor and into her chest.  
 
    Before the woman had fallen, Gwen was onto the next two enemies, a pair of men who seemed intent on using their shields as battering rams, coming at her from either side. This time she went airborne, leaping far higher than any normal Orian, much less human, could jump. Soaring over them, she kicked one in the face, while flinging an arrow into the other’s eye.  
 
    The remaining enemies fled, but she shot them in the backs, dropping each in turn. She felt no remorse, not after what had happened to Arwen and so many others.  
 
    Despite her efforts, it wasn’t nearly enough. The dragons wiped out entire platoons with their flames, while the foot soldiers continued to herd the remaining legionnaires deeper into the inner castle circles. Eventually they would run out of room to retreat and would be sitting ore monkeys.  
 
    That’s when reinforcements arrived, from both the air and the forest.  
 
    Legionnaires riding ore hawks descended on the city, ripping holes in the clouds, attacking the exposed flanks of the dragons, sinking their talons into the riders, throwing them from their mounts. Like dead flies, they dropped from the sky, landing with screams and sickening thuds. The dragons fought back viciously, melting the skin of several ore hawks and slapping them from the air with their spiked tails. But there were hundreds of ore hawks, their metallic wings reflecting the sun in blinding bursts, and eventually the dragons had no choice but to retreat, heading for the ocean. The ore hawks and their riders chased them off amidst cheers from the soldiers below.  
 
    From the forest came the ore cats. Sasha was not amongst them, Gwen noted with pride—her friend had kept her word and stayed with the young boy. The agile beasts slashed through the invaders, ripping out throats and clawing through leather armor. Gwen helped where she could, sending volley after volley of arrows into the enemy, until there were none left standing.  
 
    The fighting ceased, though ore cats continued to prowl amongst the piles of bodies, seeking injured Calypsians to finish off with animalistic fury. One by one, the ore hawks and their riders returned, landing atop the high castle walls to provide a warning in case the dragons arrived with reinforcements. The surviving legionnaires searched for survivors, directing Orian healers to those in need.  
 
    And Gwendolyn searched for Alastair and their fathers. 
 
    She found her father first. When he saw her, he ran to meet her, one of his arms hanging unnaturally, tucked into his side. Rather than chiding her for disobeying him, he said, “I’m not surprised you came to fight. You are my daughter, after all.” 
 
    She hugged him and he grimaced. “Your arm,” she said, searching his flesh for the source of the river of blood cascading down his arm, dripping from his fingertips.  
 
    “I took a blade through the shoulder. My arm is dead for now, but perhaps the healers can help.” 
 
    Gwen nodded, thankful it wasn’t worse. “Have you seen Alastair?”  
 
    A pained expression slashed across her father’s face, sending a ragged bolt of fear through her. “I have not, but his father is dead,” he said. “Levi was killed. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Gwen hated herself for the relief she felt in that moment. She’d feared it was Alastair who was dead. Though she could feel the sadness and pain at Alastair’s father’s death, she was overwhelmed with gratitude that it wasn’t her bondmate. 
 
    She hugged her father again. “Will you help me find Alastair?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    They searched together, starting at the last place she’d seen him, with the platoon that’d been backed against the wall.  
 
    The bodies were piled three high. “Alastair!” she shouted. The silence was deafening.  
 
    They picked through the bodies for a long while, and Gwendolyn felt her heart stop every time she spotted a face that could be him. She only started breathing again when she determined it was some stranger.  
 
    Then her father found him. “Over here!” he said.  
 
    She ran to him, dropping to her knees beside the man she loved, the man who was still alive, still breathing, though his breaths were ragged, his lips cracked and slick with blood.  
 
    “It’s too late,” her father said, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Gwen shrugged him off. “It’s not!” she snapped. “Healer!” Alastair raised a finger and pressed it to her lips. That was when she noticed the blood flowing freely from the edges of the armor across his chest. A pool had already collected beneath him. 
 
    “I am lucky…to have loved…one such as you,” he said, his voice weak and trembling.  
 
    “No,” Gwen snarled, tears swamping her vision. “You are not going to die on me. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    Alastair didn’t seem to hear her, his eyes distant. “I was saving this poem…for our bonding night,” he said.  
 
    “Then keep saving it,” Gwen said. “I’m not listening. Tell me tonight, when you’re bandaged and clean.” 
 
    “Night black, day bright, 
 
    Stars sparkle, moonlight.” 
 
    “Stop,” Gwen said. She grabbed his hands, squeezing. “Please, stop.” 
 
    “Leaves rustle, streams flow, 
 
    Lightning flashes, winds blow.” 
 
    “Please,” she said, but there was no command left in her voice, which had been stripped of all strength.  
 
    “Gleaming ore hawks, a silver dove, 
 
    So much beauty, but none like you, 
 
    My love.” 
 
    She choked out a sob and pressed her head into his chest. His lips were cold on her brow. “Don’t go,” she begged. “Don’t leave me.” She remembered the night her mother had died. How she’d begged her the same way. How it hadn’t made any difference, in the end.  
 
    “It doesn’t hurt, Gwendolyn,” Alastair said. “Do not fear for me. I will wait for you in Orion’s Forest.” 
 
    “No. I need you now. I need you here.” 
 
    “I will wait.” 
 
    And then Alastair died.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The sudden Calypsian attack had been coined the Dragon Massacre. Evidently, more than a dozen enemy ships had sailed from Calypso days earlier. They’d not been spotted by eastern scouts, because they’d travelled in a wide arc, so far offshore as to not be visible from land. By the time they’d made their move back toward shore, on a collision course with Ferria, it was too late. Though the Southroners were defeated, they continued to attack the borders to the south. Gwen’s father was killed shortly after in Barrenwood. Several witnesses informed her that it had been Emperor Roan Sandes, the famous dragonrider, who had killed him. She cursed his name every night, along with every Calypsian and Phanecian. All told, ten thousand died before the easterners fought off their enemies. More than six thousand had perished in the assault on Ferria alone, including both Freestep men.   
 
    Before Gwen’s father had departed on his final ride south, he’d told her what Alastair had said to win him over. “I will love her until the day I die,” Alastair had promised. And that had been enough for Boronis Storm to give his blessing. “All I ever wanted was for you to be loved,” he’d said, with tears in his eyes. And then he’d galloped away, never to return.  
 
    Every day Gwendolyn would place fresh flowers, their petals wet with tears, on the graves of her lost loved ones.  
 
    Her mother. 
 
    Her father. 
 
    Arwen. 
 
    Captain Levi Freestep. 
 
    And Alastair, her beloved legionnaire poet. Her reason for breathing. 
 
    And each day she vowed never to love anyone as much as him again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7: Bear Blackboots 
 
    The Northern Kingdom- Circa 352 
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    Back then, he wasn’t known as Bear Blackboots. Back then, he was just Henry, a boy of sixteen, undersized for his age, timid and quick to tears.  
 
    On this night, the tears wouldn’t stop falling, a waterfall of despair, streaking his pale cheeks so smooth he might’ve been a boy only ten name days old.  
 
    His mother had been sentenced to die. And die she would, on the morrow, burned to ash by fire as western law required for condemned sorceresses.  
 
    The thought drew a fresh wave of tears from his eyes, blinding him as he stumbled along the dark, stony corridor.  
 
    She is all I have. What will I do? 
 
    “Hurry up, boy,” the dungeon master growled, shoving Henry from behind. He tripped, almost falling, but managed to steady himself with a hand on the rough wall. Heat washed over him; he’d almost plunged headlong into a torch. He squinted and jerked away, the thought of fire on skin bringing bile to his throat.  
 
    I don’t want to do this, I don’t want to see her, I just want to go home… 
 
    It was too late. He was already here, manhandled to the front of the cage holding her. They called her the Black Witch. They called her the Western Oracle. They called her Evil Incarnate. Once, she had been known as the first of the Three Furies, a Wrath-loving woman who advised the king on spiritual matters. Henry knew her only as Mother, the woman who kept him safe, who fed and clothed him, who comforted him when he awoke sweating and screaming, in the throes of one of his night terrors.  
 
    “Dear Henry,” his mother said now. Her dark hair was unwashed and greasy, hanging in listless curls to her shoulders. Her eyes were a rich brown, flecked with forest green. She wore a dirty brown dress. The dress she would die in.  
 
    (Already, the other Furies and their followers, the furia, had adopted the practice of dying their own hair red to distance themselves from their condemned leader.) 
 
    Her long spindly fingers reached through the bars, trying to touch Henry, to wipe away his tears. Even as a prisoner, she thought it her job to comfort him.  
 
    “Mother, no,” Henry said, shaking his head. However, his actions belied his words, and he fell into her arms, letting her cradle his head in the crook of her shoulder and chest.  
 
    “Hush, sweetness, for the night carries a weight of its own enough for all of us.” 
 
    Her words, as always, felt like a wash of warm breeze on his skin, melting through him, calming his heartbeat and nerves. She was doing it again, using something unnatural, something that went against the Laws of Wrath, to make him feel…right.  
 
    Nothing was right.  
 
    He wrenched himself back, tearing his small-framed body from her grasp. His feet tangled together and he tumbled backwards onto his rear, the stone rough and cold through his baggy trousers.  
 
    “Henry,” his mother cooed. “You fear me too?” 
 
    He bit back tears, swallowing hard. “Never, Mother, I could never.” 
 
    “Come here.” Once more she held out her arms.  
 
    He wanted to. Wrath, how he wanted to.  
 
    “I can’t,” he whispered, the words seeming to rip out his breath as they escaped his lips. He felt empty inside. Numb.  
 
    “Henry?” 
 
    He looked down, inspecting his feet, those narrow, short boots that were small enough to fit a child. Two years earlier, his mother had had them custom made for him by the best bootmaker in the realm, a man named Vaughn. Henry still hadn’t outgrown them, a fact he was teased about mercilessly by the other boys his age.  
 
    “Touch my hand, Henry,” his mother said, and this time it was a command. No, he thought, not a command, not exactly.  
 
    A spell. 
 
    He began moving forward, marveling at his mother’s power. Who can cast a spell with naught by a few words? And if she can, why doesn’t she save herself, melt down the bars, break through the walls? Perhaps the Furies are right. Perhaps my mother is too dangerous to live. 
 
    He hated himself for thinking it.  
 
    Of its own accord, his hand reached out to meet hers. He stared at it, willing it back, but his body was no longer his own. Her fingers were surprisingly warm as they threaded through his.  
 
    This was what she had become. It had all started when they’d gone on a journey south, beyond Phanes and Calyp, sailing across the Burning Sea, all the way to Teragon. “A journey of revelation,” his mother had called it.  
 
    She’d never been the same since. 
 
    “Henry,” she said, her eyes pouring into him, as if they were liquid copper, seeming to fill his entire field of vision. “I need you to gather my notes, my prophecies, to hide them across the kingdoms. They shall not be found until their appointed time.” 
 
    He wanted to speak, to say all the things he’d been feeling, to release his anguish, his fear, his desperation, but his mouth was sealed shut. Again, his dark thoughts about his mother returned. No one should have that kind of power, should they? 
 
    Not that it mattered—he knew he would obey, as he always had.  
 
    His mother’s eyes rolled back into her head.  
 
    He wanted to look away—please look away—but couldn’t, his eyes tethered to hers by a force he knew he might never understand.  
 
    She spoke, the timbre of her voice deepening, like someone else was communicating through her: 
 
    “Their hearts will fail, their lives will end, 
 
    But yours will last, it will extend, 
 
    Beyond all measure, on land or sea, 
 
    From skin to skin, from teeth to teeth.” 
 
    The dungeon master growled something unintelligible, stepping forward. On the edge of Henry’s vision, he saw the man freeze. The hunched prison keeper strained to push forward, but an invisible force held him back.  
 
    She is doing it. Does she control us all? 
 
    His mother continued speaking, the second stanza of what was sounding more and more like one of her poems, her prophecies.  
 
    “Fang of wolf and fur of bear, 
 
    To warm, to change, to save, to tear, 
 
    A climb to the mount, a jaunt through the wood, 
 
    Their fates will be yours, to help them is good.” 
 
    With a swiftness that took Henry’s breath away, his mother’s eyes rolled forward once more. She blinked. Whatever force held him to her was gone, and yet he refused to pull back, to let go.  
 
    Like so many of her other words, Henry didn’t know what these ones meant. 
 
    All he knew was that something had changed forever. He could feel it in his bones, in the beat of his heart, in the breaths pulling themselves in and out of his lungs. He could feel it in the silence and in the growl of the dungeon master as he was released.  
 
    “Enough!” he snapped. “Your time is up.” 
 
    Henry clung to his mother, forcing the man to pry his fingers away one by one.  
 
    “Mother?” he said as he was dragged away. “Mother?” 
 
    She said nothing, watching him go.  
 
    And then she was out of sight.  
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    Three years earlier 
 
      
 
    When Henry and his mother had departed on their journey south to Teragon, he had been excited. No, more than excited. He was going to see the world! He’d loved seeing the jealousy on the faces of his tormentors, the obnoxious youth of Knight’s End who built themselves up by tearing him down. Most of them would never leave Knight’s End, much less go on a real voyage across a real sea. Their jealousy had grown even greater when they’d learned Henry and his mother were departing with the king’s full blessing.  
 
    And, for a while, the experience had been everything Henry had hoped it would be. Riding in a horse drawn carriage along the Western Road, stopping in famed wayvillages like Restor, teeming with travelers, merchants, and outlaws; hiring seats with a floating barge company that roamed the Spear, riding the currents all the way to the ocean; boarding a large merchant ship and riding the tumultuous waves over the Burning Sea…it had all been so wondrous that Henry hadn’t even minded the seasickness.  
 
    Now Henry wished he’d never left home. 
 
    At first, Teragon’s capital city, Shi, hadn’t been so bad, its red-skinned, copper-haired people welcoming, clamoring around Henry and his mother everywhere they went. The Teran men wore their hair long, occasionally braided down their backs, while the women’s hair was shorn short, sometimes all the way to their scalps. In their own way, they were a beautiful people. The sights were beautiful, too, their dwellings resembling arrowheads, constructed of timber and rope, thatched with large frond leaves. Everything was new. The food, a contradictory mixture of spicy and sweet, was delicious. Their rituals, which involved little clothing and seductive dances, made Henry blush, all the more so because his mother sat right beside him. And yet he’d loved every minute.  
 
    Everything changed when his mother got down to business, her true purpose for the journey—revelation, as she’d said.  
 
    She met with a man. His name was Carona, and he was Teragon’s equivalent of a Fury, a holy man. Though the Teran people knew nothing of Wrath, their god, Absence, was known to speak to Carona from time to time.  
 
    Henry was not permitted to attend his mother’s meetings. 
 
    When she returned each day, there was something different about her, something foreign. Though she looked exactly the same, her hair and eyes the same color, her skin the same shade, there was no mistaking the changes. She spoke differently, for one, her words charged with something Henry couldn’t quite describe. When she spoke, it was like he couldn’t not listen, like she held some power over him.  
 
    She felt almost like a stranger. 
 
    He didn’t like the way it made him feel, but she was still his mother, his only friend, and he ignored the feelings, doing his best to remember that she was the same woman.  
 
    It got worse.  
 
    The first time he awoke in the middle of the night to find her on her knees, swaying side to side, murmuring indecipherable words under her breath, he was so scared he hid under the covers and pretended he was back in Knight’s End.  
 
    The second time he tried to wake her, only to find her eyes rolled back in her head. He ran back to bed and, once more, dove under the covers.  
 
    The third time, he sat beside her, closed his eyes, and listened. 
 
    Her words sent chills down his spine. She spoke of another war in the Four Kingdoms, one that would tear the realm apart for more than a hundred years. She spoke of corpses, of cities running red with blood, of wild beasts tearing soldiers limb from limb. She spoke of death and destruction and the end of the world.  
 
    The next day, Henry asked his mother how she knew these things.  
 
    Her eyes widened. She didn’t even know she’d spoken of them, a thought that scared Henry more than anything. “It’s working,” she said. “Carona’s god holds great power, and he bestows a portion on me.” 
 
    Henry didn’t know what that meant, exactly, but before he could ask, his mother instructed him to write down everything she said the next time it happened.  
 
    Henry did, sitting beside her in the firelight with quill and parchment, writing furiously so he didn’t miss anything. It helped, the writing. It was something to focus on, rather than the meaning of her words.  
 
    In the morning, she read over his notes, nodding and murmuring and adding notations in the margins. “War is coming,” she said, when she’d finished.  
 
    Henry shook his head. “Mother, there is peace. Can’t you see it? We would not be here otherwise.” It was true. None of the Southroners had accosted them at the southern border. Trade between the four kingdoms was flowing like the waters of the Spear. The rulers of each realm were content with the land and wealth they had. War was a thing of the past. 
 
    “It has already started,” she said, ignoring him.  
 
    Henry knew there was no arguing with his mother, and anyway, what was the harm? She could think what she wanted—it wouldn’t change reality.  
 
    “There has to be a way to stop it,” she said, pouring back over her notes. Henry watched her for a while, but it was as if he no longer existed, naught but a ghost. Finally, realizing she didn’t need or want his input, he left, wandering aimlessly through the village.  
 
    Well, not so aimlessly, perhaps, as eventually he found himself outside of Carona’s holy circle of huts, the temple. In the center of the circle was a wide hole in the ground. Henry approached it, peeking over the edge.  
 
    Nothingness poured from the space, a blackness so complete it seemed to suck the light from the air around it. Henry stumbled back, suddenly scared of falling to his death. After a few moments spent gathering his nerve, he scooped up a rock and moved toward the hole once more. He reached over the edge and dropped the stone, craning his ear and listening. Seconds passed. Then minutes. Then hours, the sun sinking to the horizon, spilling fingers of red ink across the orange sky. Still he listened, desperate to hear something. The plop of the stone hitting water. The clink of the rock bouncing off the bottom. Something. Anything.  
 
    Instead, the only sound was wind whistling through the circle of huts.  
 
    And then a voice: “Absence.” 
 
    Henry rolled over, spinning around— 
 
    One leg slipped over the edge of the hole and a portion of the ground cracked under his weight, tumbling away— 
 
    The earth seemed to pull at him, the depths of nothingness like a giant hand grabbing his ankles and yanking— 
 
    He was falling. 
 
    He was dead.  
 
    No, worse than dead, Henry thought, his mind racing. He would never land, falling forever and ever through utter darkness, until his stomach closed in on itself from lack of food, until his body shook and trembled from thirst, until his heart stopped beating in his chest.  
 
    Even after he died, he knew, his corpse would continue its endless descent. 
 
    Whoosh! His fall reversed course as a strong hand grabbed his shirt and flung him upwards, tossing him back onto solid ground, where he landed with a thud that pounded the breath out of him. Carona, the priest, stood over him. His skin no longer looked bright red, darkening to deep crimson as night fell. His long, coppery hair was tied in three places, a long rope that twisted over his shoulder, angled across his chest. “You must be careful around Absence. She is an unforgiving god.” 
 
    Henry struggled to breathe and talk at the same time. “What…have you…done…to my mother?” 
 
    The man cocked his head to the side. His skin was so smooth it could have been marble. “Done to her? Nothing, youngling. I have simply opened a path that was hidden from her. She has chosen to go down it. Or perhaps the path has chosen her. Either way, she is destined for great things. She has the favor of two gods now, which is two more than most can claim.” 
 
    Henry sat up, his breaths coming easier now. “She’s becoming paranoid. She’s rambling at night.” 
 
    Though the man tried to hide his surprise, Henry saw the slight twitch of his cheek. “What does she say?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Henry lied. His mother could tell Carona if she wished to.  
 
    “Mmm,” the man mused. “Perhaps she is ready for the Words.” 
 
    “What words?” 
 
    “They are not meant for your ears, youngling. Now go, your mother needs you.” 
 
    Henry stood and started to leave, but then stopped. “Does the hole have a bottom?” 
 
    “Absence has no bounds, no beginning nor end. It is and it isn’t. It takes away but only after giving in equal portion.” 
 
    Henry struggled to make sense of the man’s words. “So don’t fall in?” he said. 
 
    “Don’t fall in.” 
 
    Henry returned to his mother, who had set aside Henry’s notes and was preparing dinner like it was any other day. She didn’t ask Henry about his day, and he didn’t tell her what had transpired.  
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    Three years later 
 
      
 
    Thinking about their journey to Teragon three years earlier, Henry felt like his entire existence had been dictated by his mother’s decisions. Until now, that had never really bothered him, even if he sometimes felt scared by what his mother did. But now he was angry. As he watched her being tied to the pyre amidst a barrage of jeers and thrown fruit, he wished he was stronger, more capable, a master of his destiny rather than a follower of hers.  
 
    He wished he could save her. 
 
    Is it too late? 
 
    Even in her last words to him, she hadn’t given him a choice. She’d fallen back into prophecy or sorcery, or something in between—he wasn’t certain. And, he knew, as she took her last breaths, she would expect him to search her words for meaning, to carry on her life’s work, no matter what the cost to his own.  
 
    I won’t. 
 
    His thoughts felt empty, meaningless, devoid of passion or feeling.  
 
    I even lie to myself. I am nothing, I am nothing, I am… 
 
    He closed his eyes, which were blurring again. His lips quivered. His legs shook.  
 
    I am weak. I am broken. I am lost. 
 
    The truths spoken in his mind were knives, cutting, carving, removing pieces of him on the butcher’s block of fate. 
 
    Though he hadn’t eaten breakfast, the thought of knives and blood made his stomach heave. He vomited a stream of bitter, brown liquid onto his fancy boots. The onlookers parted around him, muttering in disgust.  
 
    An announcement was being made, a list of the charges his mother had been found guilty of. It was a long list. Henry had heard it all before, more times than he could count, and he didn’t want to hear it again.  
 
    Nor could he watch his mother burn.  
 
    He turned away, pushing through the crowd. He could barely see through the tears in his eyes and the curtain of black curly hair that fell over his face. My hair is too long; it needs to be cut. The mundaneness of the thought sent a sharp jab of fear through his gut, because, of course, his mother had always cut his hair. Who will cut it now?  
 
    He jammed the heel of his hand into his forehead, chastising himself for his stupidity. His mother, the only person he had in the entire world, was about to be executed, and he was thinking about his hair? 
 
    Cheers rose up and the acrid smell of smoke bit at his nostrils.  
 
    Tears dripped from his chin. 
 
    He could feel the thick pages of parchment tucked under his shirt, scratching his skin. His mother’s life work. Hide them across the kingdoms… 
 
    More cheers, the bloodlust of the crowd pushing in from all sides. 
 
    He choked on a sob, hiccupping.  
 
    Stumbling, bouncing off of shoulders and elbows, jostled around.  
 
    Alone amongst thousands.  
 
    So alone. 
 
    Alone.  
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    Three years earlier 
 
      
 
    “The Words have opened my mind,” Henry’s mother said.  
 
    “What words?” 
 
    She shook her head. She wouldn’t tell him either. Carona and Mother have secrets between them, Henry thought bitterly. Mother used to tell me everything. 
 
    “They are not—” 
 
    Henry cut her off. “Meant for my ears. I know.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’m only trying to protect you, sweetness.” 
 
    “Aye, because I’m too small, too weak, a coward—” 
 
    “You are none of those things!” his mother snapped, and the power of her response made him flinch back.  
 
    “I’m not?” 
 
    “No. You are the future.” 
 
    “What future?” 
 
    “Our future.” 
 
    His ears swallowed her words, relishing them. What had he been angry about a moment earlier? What had he been sad about? Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. Because he had her, and that was enough.  
 
    “I need you to help me again,” his mother said, roping an arm around him and pulling him close.  
 
    “Anything, Mother,” Henry whispered. 
 
    “I need you to write down my words again tonight. Don’t miss a single one.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” 
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    Three years later 
 
      
 
    Henry sat in the dirt, staring at a pile of ash and timber, broken stone and crumbling mortar.  
 
    Not his mother—no, he was far too cowardly to go back to where she had been burned.  
 
    No, this was his home. Someone had torched it while he was meandering aimlessly through the streets of Knight’s End. Everything he owned was inside. All of the coin his mother had left him, too, save for the few Stallions that jangled around in his pockets. They wouldn’t last long.  
 
    I have no mother. I have no home. I have no wealth.  
 
    Our future, his mother had said three years ago.  
 
    “You lied!” he screamed now. They had no future, not together at least. The truth bit into his legs, arms, chest. 
 
    And yet his tears were gone, long dried by the heat of the smoldering rubble, tracks of salt on his smoke-darkened face. He felt like he should continue crying, continue mourning, until the sun exploded in the seventh heaven and the dueling moons crashed into each other in the night sky, surrounded by the flaming paths of falling stars. 
 
    I should mourn forever. I should go back to Teragon, to that hole, to Absence, and throw myself into it. 
 
    No. 
 
    His head jerked up. The last word was not his own. It wasn’t even a thought, but a voice in his head, as clear as the ringing of a church bell. His mother’s voice.  
 
    “Mother?” he said aloud. 
 
    Henry was dimly aware of people staring at him, pointing. They’d been watching him for a long time, wondering what he would do. And now he was talking to himself. They probably loved that. But he didn’t care anymore, because his mother had spoken to him. 
 
    Yes, sweetness, she said.  
 
    He gasped. It was her!  
 
    “I…I miss you.” 
 
    You don’t have to, because I am with you. Always. 
 
    “How is this possible?” 
 
    I don’t know. Much of what I did in my life, and afterwards, I don’t fully understand. But I was chosen for this purpose the moment I accepted the Words. And what I did before I died was important. I must believe that.  
 
    “Chosen by who? Wrath?” 
 
    Maybe. Or Absence perhaps, I do not know. The One who showed me the Way never gave me a name. It is All Seeing, All Hearing, the Creator of the Land, the Sea, the Air we breathe. It despises war and eschews evil. And The One will have Peace again. It showed me the Way. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    You don’t have to speak out loud, child. I can hear you. 
 
    “Oh. I mean…” Oh. 
 
    Yes. That’s it. Speak to me where only I can hear.  
 
    Yes, Mother. 
 
    Before I was taken, I performed a final spell. 
 
    What spell? 
 
    The rest of the Words came to me in the dark, the Words the fools said were false prophecies, the ravings of a dark sorceress. But they were not false nor prophecies. They were promises. I cast the Words across the land. The Words were not only for the west, but for the entirety of the Four Kingdoms. The fatemarked shall come, and they shall bring death and chaos and then…peace. 
 
    At the final word, cool air blew across Henry’s face and he sighed. A smile creased his lips. Suddenly, he felt so happy. Everything was going to be fine. Somehow. Some way.  
 
    I have your notes, I saved them from the fire. What do I need to do, Mother? he asked. 
 
    Trust yourself. Trust me. You have a role to play, as we all do.  
 
    I don’t understand. 
 
    No response.  
 
    Mother? 
 
    Silence.  
 
    “Mother!” 
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    Three years earlier 
 
      
 
    His mother’s words scared Henry, but he dutifully scrawled them down as quickly as she spoke them, only the whites of her eyes showing, gleaming in her head like full, pale moons. They were words of disaster and destruction and fear and violence. There was no hope in them, not tonight. But what scared him more was what she did when he finished writing and her eyes rolled forward in her head.  
 
    She looked not at him but at the sheaves of parchment covered in Henry’s handwriting and grabbed them, crumpling them in her fist. Then she threw them into the fire, watching them burn to ash. “Wrong. All wrong,” she said. “I am deaf. I am blind. I need to get closer. I need to stay longer.” 
 
    Shocked, his hand throbbing from writing for hours on end, Henry could do nothing but watch as she paced back and forth under the glow of the lantern light, which was growing dimmer as dawn beckoned from outside the opening in their conical hut. She’d spoken, and he’d written, all night. And she’d just destroyed every last word.  
 
    “Mother?” Henry said, but it was as if he didn’t exist. Not to his mother, at least. She continued pacing, back and forth, back and forth. Then, with swiftness that made Henry rock back in his chair, toppling over, she dashed for the opening in the hut, rushing outside.  
 
    Exhausted, sore from writing and being hunched over a table all night, Henry wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep the day away.  
 
    But he didn’t. No, this time he followed his mother, keeping his distance so she wouldn’t see him. He wasn’t certain such stealth was necessary—she probably wouldn’t even notice him if he sprang in front of her naked with his tongue out—but he thought it better to be cautious given her current state of mind.  
 
    Eventually, she reached her destination, the circle of temple huts, and slipped inside the ring. Henry crept forward, hugging the shadowy side of one of the huts, which faced away from the rising sun.  
 
    The thin, red-skinned priest, Carona, was waiting for her with a rope. His hair was free of bindings today, fanning out down his back. “I warned you,” he said.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I thought I was ready. I thought I knew the Words.” 
 
    “The Words are not yours to know. Nor mine. They are Absence’s, and even those who listen in the darkness for years find themselves lacking.” 
 
    “Lacking?” 
 
    “Yes. Your entire soul must be open before you can receive your deepest desire.” 
 
    “Please. I need the darkness. I need to listen again.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Carona said. He bent down and tied one end of the rope firmly to a metal hoop pounded into the ground. Then he approached Henry’s mother, who raised her hands over her head. To Henry’s surprise, the priest tied the other end of the rope around her chest, under her armpits. She lowered her arms.  
 
    No, Henry thought. Mother, what are you doing? He took a step forward but she moved too quickly, stepping over the edge of the dark hole without a sound.  
 
    Henry stopped, still in the shadows, watching as the coils of rope unwound, dropping into the pit. He held his breath… 
 
    The tether went taut, reaching its limit, pulling on the hook, which tilted slightly in the direction of the hole. And held.  
 
    A snake of uneasiness wormed its way into Henry’s stomach as he thought about his mother down there all alone in the dark. It’s just a hole, he thought, trying to convince himself. When she’s finished…doing whatever it is she’s doing—listening to the Words—Carona will pull her back up and she’ll be the same eccentric woman she has always been. My mother.  
 
    He sat down to wait.  
 
    Hours passed, the sun creeping across the sky, stealing Henry’s shadow, bit by bit, until he was forced to move to remain hidden. Carona sat by the hole, his legs dangling over the edge, staring silently into the darkness. He didn’t seem to mind the heat beating down upon his head and shoulders.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, the man stood up and began walking circles around the hole, muttering something under his breath. Henry cupped a hand to his ear and leaned forward, trying to make out the words, catching a few.  
 
    “Too long…no one is above…have no choice…my duty…my duty…my duty…” 
 
    The priest repeated the last two words several times before stopping suddenly, racing to one of the temple huts, his hair streaming like a windblown cape behind him, and emerging a moment later with a small but sharp-looking knife.  
 
    Henry jolted, watching as the man strode back toward the hole, a look of determination on his arrowhead-shaped face.  
 
    He’s going to cut the rope, Henry realized with a start.  
 
    He sprang to his feet, flying from hiding, moving so fast his feet barely seemed to touch the ground. The priest’s back was to him, and he was already bending over the rope, touching the edge of the knife to the braided twine, starting to saw back and forth… 
 
    “Noooo!” Henry shouted, lowering his shoulder just as the man turned toward him, an oh of surprise forming on his lips. Carona’s positioning was such that he was off balance when Henry collided with him, his feet tangling as he was shoved backward. The knife flew from his hands, soaring end over end, its blade glinting in the sunlight. It vanished into the hole, and a terrifying image of his mother with a knife stuck into her head burst through Henry’s mind.  
 
    But that dark thought was quickly washed away by a very real image: Carona rolling, a mess of arms and legs, sliding over the edge of the hole, reaching out desperately, his eyes huge and white and full of fear… 
 
    Henry dove, his hand outstretched, grabbing for the priest’s fingers— 
 
    And catching them, squeezing as tightly as he could, his joints popping under the man’s weight and the pull of gravity into the hole.  
 
    Henry gritted his teeth as he stared down at the man who’d just tried to kill his mother.  
 
    The man stared back…and then smiled. His hair was dangling into the hole, half-swallowed by the darkness. “My time here is finished. And you, child, have passed the test. May Absence bless the fate of the Four Kingdoms while Teragon falls into squalor.”  
 
    Henry realized too late what the man was planning to do. 
 
    Carona yanked his sweaty hand from Henry’s gasp and seemed to hang in the air for an impossible moment, that strangely peaceful smile plastered across his face.  
 
    And then he fell into darkness without a sound.  
 
    Henry toppled backward, clutching his arm, gasping for breath. Wrath, he thought. Did that really just happen? His world, which had always been an unusual one, now seemed sheathed in a thick armor of madness.  
 
    Then he remembered: the rope! Ignoring the pain shooting through his shoulder and arm, he launched himself at the only thing saving his mother from the same fate that befell the priest. Before Henry had tackled Carona, the priest had managed to slice through a good portion of the rope, and now, thread by thread, it was snapping free of the hook, gaining momentum with each passing second.  
 
    It sprang free and once more Henry had to dive, grabbing the end with his uninjured hand, holding tight, digging his feet into the dirt as he was dragged toward the hole. I’m going to die, he thought, but then one of his feet hooked on the metal implement stuck in the ground. He dug his toes into the iron circle, refusing to let them slip free.  
 
    On the other end of the rope, he felt a tug. Then another. His mother, asking to be pulled up.  
 
    I don’t have the strength, Mother, he tried to say, but his voice and his heart were both trapped in his throat, throbbing through his skin.  
 
    All he could do was hang on, even as the rope burned his fingers and the metal hook bit into his toes, threatening to break them one by one.  
 
    He hung on while the sun fell from the sky, vanishing from sight, and the dueling moons—one red, one green—rose on each side, glowing chariots charging toward each other in the dark. Countless stars of red, green, and gold, burst into being, surrounding the two moons, seeming to spur them on.  
 
    One of Henry’s fingers lost all strength and released its hold, adding to the burden of the others. Another finger gave out. Then a third. Numb, his thumb and forefinger held on for as long as they could, far longer than Henry would’ve ever thought possible.  
 
    They, too, however, ran out of strength. I’m sorry, Mother. I have failed you. 
 
    Henry released the rope, which immediately darted away from him like an injured snake.  
 
    He watched it slide into the hole and disappear— 
 
    Before being replaced by a hand with pale, spindly fingers, curling over the edge, finding purchase on the rocky ground.  
 
    Henry stared, unbelieving.  
 
    Another hand, then a set of arms, and then his mother’s face, blazing with an unnatural light as if lit from within, bursting with an inhumanly radiance usually only seen in the moon or the stars.  
 
    “Mother?” Henry rasped. “How?” 
 
    “Sweetness,” she said, kneeling over him. “You saved me. You saved us all.” 
 
    “I—I was too weak.” 
 
    “You were stronger than anyone else could’ve been. You gave me the time I needed. It spoke to me.” 
 
    Henry was bone-weary and just wanted to sleep, but curiosity got the better of him. “Who?” he asked.  
 
    “Absence. Wrath. The God of Many Names. The One. I know the Words. The Words are me and I am the Words. My greatest desire has been fulfilled. I am going to change everything.” 
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    Three days after his mother’s death 
 
      
 
    Henry was changing. 
 
    At first the changes were subtle: a few whiskers sprouted from his chin, dark and thick. Camped to the east of Knight’s End, he played with them with his fingers. I am a man, he thought, and then laughed. If a few scraggly chin hairs made him a man, then a donkey was the same as a stallion.  
 
    Still, there was no mistaking the way his arms and legs had changed, too. Only a few days earlier they were as straight and narrow as beanpoles; now, if the sunlight hit his skin just right, there was a shape to them.  
 
    Muscle, he thought, flexing his bicep, all shiny and new. If the boys back home saw him, they would still mock him, but he didn’t care. He might never see them again. 
 
    After speaking with his mother—his dead mother—he’d known what to do. He’d taken his only possession of value—his boots—back to Vaughn’s shop. He traded them in for a much more modest pair and collected the difference in value in silver Stallions.  
 
    As he’d walked through Knight’s End, people stared at him—he was almost as notorious as his mother, by association. He’d given them no mind, however, ignoring their jeers and attempts to trip him. Thankfully, none had directly assaulted him, and now he wondered if it was fear of his mother—even in death—that stayed their hands.  
 
    There was nothing left for him in Knight’s End, and he wouldn’t go back. He didn’t know where he would go, only that he needed to get as far away as possible, and make his own way in the world. He was small and underdeveloped for his age, yes, but his mother had taught him much, and he wouldn’t waste that knowledge. So he’d collected supplies using what coin he had, and set off from the city.  
 
    That was three days ago. He’d avoided the busy Western Road, instead cutting a path across the empty countryside, sleeping under the red, green, and gold stars and enjoying the mild spring weather. Wrath’s Tears, the fortnight-long rainy season, was well behind him. Each night he tried to make contact with his mother again, to no avail. He didn’t let it get him down, not yet. Instead, he took it as a sign that he was making the right choices and no longer in need of her guidance.  
 
    Now, as the morning light crept across the lush western plains, Henry removed his shirt to study his chest. “Aye!” he screamed, peering at his skin. The day before he’d noticed black specks. At first he’d thought they were dirt, but when he’d tried to scrub them away, they refused to budge. Today they sprouted from dozens of spots in his skin, a fine layer of hair from the top of his chest all the way to his navel.  
 
    The topography of his chest looked different, too. Less flat. Harder and more pronounced.  
 
    He flexed again, chuckling when the muscles beneath his skin responded, fluttering.  
 
    Did one always become a man so quickly? he wondered to himself.  
 
    Although he wanted the answer to be yes, he knew in his heart there was more to the changes wrought on his body in just a few short days since he’d last seen his mother. Her chanted words seemed to haunt his steps, like dark shadows closing in.  
 
    Their hearts will fail, their lives will end, 
 
    But yours will last, it will extend, 
 
    Beyond all measure, on land or sea, 
 
    From skin to skin, from teeth to teeth. 
 
    Whose lives will end? he wondered now. And how will mine extend?  
 
    Fang of wolf and fur of bear, 
 
    To warm, to change, to save, to tear, 
 
    A climb to the mount, a jaunt through the wood, 
 
    Their fates will be yours, to help them is good. 
 
    Help who? Mother? Are you there? Help who? The fatemarked? What does that even mean? 
 
    As usual, the only response he received was the chirping of prairie birds and the rustling of long grass.  
 
    He sighed. Suddenly, the tiny hairs on his chest and face didn’t mean so much. Not without her. He wanted to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. It was as if he’d emptied out his reservoirs, and there was nothing left to refill them with.  
 
    “Men don’t cry,” he said aloud to comfort himself.  
 
    He packed up his camp and walked on, in no particular direction. Little did he know, his feet were guided by a force more powerful than any the world had ever known.  
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    Three years earlier 
 
      
 
    When they returned to Knight’s End, everything was the same and yet entirely different. In a way, the sameness was a comfort, even when Henry’s peers—who’d all grown even taller and bigger in the few months Henry had been away, while he’d hardly grown at all—gave him a swift beating. He’d even smiled as he’d wiped the blood from his nose.  
 
    He was home. That was all that mattered.  
 
    And yet so much had changed. Not Knight’s End, but his mother’s place in it. At first she was the lost Fury returned, bringing words of wisdom from an ancient people who were known for their devotion to their own deity. But soon she began to share the words she had spoken in the dark, the words Henry had written on hundreds of sheaves of parchment. Her prophecies.  
 
    She spoke of war, of arrogant rulers across all four kingdoms, of unrighteousness, of the coming of infants marked with ancient powers…  
 
    The king denounced her position as one of the Three, and his decision was quickly confirmed by the other Furies.  
 
    Shamed, cast off, his mother should have faded away. In fact, Henry tried to convince her to leave the city that no longer loved her. She refused.  
 
    Instead, she took to standing on walls and steps, speaking to the people, trying to convince them of what was to come. Trying to persuade them that soon the world would have need of those bearing what she called fatemarks, strange birthmarks that would give the bearers great powers. The power to choose good over evil. The power to change the world, to right its course, to bring about peace.  
 
    The people threw rocks at her.  
 
    Henry couldn’t leave the house, nor would his mother let him. 
 
    For a while, that was the worst of it, until his mother began speaking out against the furia and the Three who led them. Her next target was the king, who she said was leading the west into darkness.  
 
    Charges were levied.  
 
    A trial held.  
 
    She was convicted of all charges, including treason.  
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    Three weeks after his mother’s death 
 
      
 
    Henry’s powerful legs churned beneath him, propelling him forward, a breath of cold air washing over his skin. He could sense the fear slashing through his prey, a white-tailed elk with a beautiful six-pointed rack of antlers atop its head, sitting like a dark crown of bone. It was strange: he could hear the animal’s heart beating and the rush of blood through its veins as he closed in. 
 
    It darted left, but he was already moving in that direction, anticipating the maneuver. He took two more long strides and then pushed off, throwing his body into the air. The elk glanced back and released a squeal. Henry landed atop its back, extending his muscly arms and wrapping his strong fingers around the beast’s neck, snapping it with a deft jerk of his hands.  
 
    He landed hard on the animal as it collapsed, dead.  
 
    He rolled off the dead elk, looking away. Breathing. Just breathing.  
 
    He felt desire, temptation, the urge to bare his teeth and rip into the animal’s flesh, to tear and grind. 
 
    The feeling scared him more than anything, and yet felt completely natural, a contradiction he was still trying to make sense of.  
 
    He watched his breaths take shape in the form of vaporous ghosts, soaring overhead. As he’d moved northwest, the weather had grown colder and colder. Having not planned to travel northward, Henry was woefully underprepared for the drastic change in temperature, his britches and long-sleeved shirt thin and full of holes and already stretched beyond its limits, tearing in places.  
 
    But Henry wasn’t the least bit cold. In fact, he seemed to grow warmer as the temperature dropped. His skin was now covered by a tangled layer of dark hair, curly and thick. It coated his cheeks and chin. It sprouted from the neckline of his shirt. When he removed his clothes to bathe in a pond or stream, it was everywhere. Somewhere beneath the hair were bulging muscles and thick bones, though he couldn’t see them anymore. He could feel them, however, and Henry still felt as if it was someone else’s body rather than his own, which was supposed to be skinny and weak and prone to fatigue. Now his body never seemed to tire.  
 
    There was no doubt in his mind anymore: His mother had done something to him with her strange poem, when her eyes were rolled back in her head. She had changed him somehow, inexplicably. He was faster, stronger, even taller. Though he’d run out of supplies a week ago, he had no problem catching game on the prairielands.  
 
    I am a killer, he thought now, as he stared at the mountains looming to the north. Due to his weak stomach, back in Knight’s End he couldn’t have stood to watch a butcher do his grisly work. Now he was doing far worse, and enjoying it.  
 
    What am I, Mother? What have you turned me into? 
 
    He couldn’t hold back any longer, twisting his body and sinking his too-sharp teeth into the elk’s hide, ripping away a layer of skin and burrowing his way into the raw meat, blood spurting onto his lips, dripping from his chin. The sight of blood used to make him nauseous—now it only spurred him on.  
 
    He didn’t stop until his hunger was satisfied. Henry took what was left of the meat and tied it to his back, once more moving in the direction of the Mournful Mountains. Though he knew the animal was heavy, he barely felt the weight.  
 
    As he walked, his feet caught his eye. They were at least twice as long and wide as they’d been when he first departed Knight’s End. A week ago he’d been forced to cast his boots aside when they grew too small, bursting at the seams.  
 
    The hair that grew on top reminded him of… 
 
    Wrath. Did I really just have such a thought? I’m a man, a human, not some wild beast. 
 
    Right? 
 
    “I have fur,” Henry said aloud, cringing at the sound of his own voice, which was too deep, too rough, a rumble originating from somewhere deep in his chest. It was the voice of a stranger.  
 
    It’s just hair, he immediately thought, vanquishing his dark feelings. And it’s my voice. I’ve become a man, that is all. Mother helped me become a man. 
 
    Around midday, Henry reached a pass through the mountains, a frozen river cutting between the cliffs. Raider’s Pass, he thought. The pass’s history was well known, the stories of valor, victory and defeat sung by famous bards across the Four Kingdoms. Henry wondered how much blood had been spilled into the river, washing all the way to the Burning Sea.  
 
    Sighing, he slung down his load. Using the elk’s thickest antler, he chipped away at the ice, until he was able to reach the stream beneath. He drank, relishing how the icy water burned his throat on the way down. He felt alive, more alive than he’d ever felt before.  
 
    Next, he ate the rest of the raw meat, before tossing the bare bones to the side. The elk should’ve been a week’s worth of food, but it had barely lasted him half a day.  
 
    He tried not to think about what that meant.  
 
    Where am I going? he wondered instead. Thus far, he’d just walked, letting his legs carry him whither they would. Here, for the first time since he’d left Knight’s End, he felt like he had a choice, that he was at a crossroads in his life.  
 
    Henry was a westerner, and now he was at an important border between kingdoms. The northern kingdom was on the other side of the pass. Alternatively, if he crossed the frozen stream, which was known as the Snake River, he would be in the east. At the present there was a tenuous peace amongst the Four Kingdoms, but that didn’t mean you could always expect safe passage across borders, especially between the east and west, where tensions were always high. 
 
    I could turn back, he thought. Go back to Knight’s End. No one will recognize me now. I can start a new life. I can be anyone I want to be. 
 
    That’s not what Mother wanted for me. 
 
    It’s my life.  
 
    Am I really arguing with myself? 
 
    Mother? Are you there? 
 
    I am here, child. 
 
    Mother? 
 
    You have done well, sweetness. Her voice was the same as before, like an echo in his head, but softer now, as if it was fading. Henry didn’t want it to fade. 
 
    I haven’t done anything. 
 
    You left your home. That is something. 
 
    He’d never thought of it that way. I think I might go back, Henry thought to her.  
 
    It is your choice, she returned, and he could tell it’s not what she wanted him to do.  
 
    Is it? 
 
    Yes. Fate will smooth out the wrinkles, regardless of what you decide. You can go back, live a simple life. A long life. A good life with no regrets.  
 
    But not an important life, Henry thought, reading between the lines.  
 
    A good life is still important. The life I paved for you will be a lonely one. I will not force you. 
 
    Which implied that she could force him if she wanted to, even from the grave. His mother was dead, but not irrelevant, he realized.  
 
    Suddenly, the path under his feet was as obvious as the mountains that flanked him. I will go north, he thought to her.  
 
    There was no response. 
 
    His mother was already gone.  
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    The pass was straight and narrow, a sliver of gray sky pouring mist down from above. The mountains on each side were like the shoulders of giants, jostling for position. The ice-sheathed river groaned beneath his heavy trod, but didn’t crack—it was thick and strong.  
 
    Like me, Henry thought.  
 
    Though he felt a tingle of fear running along his skin, it wasn’t like before, when it used to consume his every thought, making him hide from his tormentors. He didn’t know what the north held for him, but he would face the future head on.  
 
    Some instinct gave him pause, and he stopped, tilting his head back and sniffing the air. A faint odor tickled his nostrils. Smoke and sweat.  
 
    A sound pricked his ears, so distant it might’ve been from another land entirely.  
 
    Without thinking, he dove for the ice, feeling the whoosh of air zip past the space where his head had occupied only a moment earlier. The arrow whistled just high, its sharp downward angle slamming the sharp tip and half of the shaft into the ice. Henry stared at the black shaft, which twanged back and forth as it settled.  
 
    I’m under attack. The thought, though true, startled him. He was no fighter, having avoided the constant scraps that boys tended to engage in while growing up, trying to best each other. Running and hiding was his preferred method of dealing with such conflicts.  
 
    And yet running was the furthest thing from his mind now.  
 
    Rage swelled up inside him, as hot and thick as boiled tar, shooting strength into his bones, power into his muscles, adrenaline into the blood rushing through his veins.  
 
    He didn’t want to run. Not anymore. 
 
    He wanted to fight. 
 
    The moment he made the decision, everything seemed to slow down, time coalescing into a focused window of light through which Henry looked, seeing the world like he’d never seen it before.  
 
    The next arrow came in lower, but Henry was already rolling away, watching the dart’s path, retracing it back to its source: a shadowy cleft in the mountains. A cave perhaps, or at least a crawlspace large enough for a human.  
 
    Finishing his roll, he pushed to his feet, charging for the edge of the frozen river, where a steep cliff flanked the waterway. Another arrow ripped past, sliding against his shoulder and slicing a shred of fabric from his shirt. He was prepared for the next dart, snatching it from the air with hands that were too big to be his, and yet were. With a roar that sounded inhuman to his ears, he snapped the shaft in half, tossing the shattered pieces aside.  
 
    He reached the cliff, momentarily protected from his attackers.  
 
    He breathed.  
 
    He raged.  
 
    He marveled at his own poise, wondering at how he had caught an arrow from midair. If he hadn’t been the one to perform such a feat, he would’ve believed it impossible. 
 
    Suddenly the impossible seemed not only possible, but a foregone conclusion. I will defeat them. I will.  
 
    He started climbing, his bare feet and hands finding purchase on rocks that, to the naked eye, appeared unclimbable. When he reached the lip, he peered over the embankment, zeroing in on that dark space from where the arrows had originated.  
 
    Men were pouring from the shadows, gripping swords and spears, charging down the mountainside. They wore thick wool coats and heavy trousers as their dark boots pounded across the sloped terrain, kicking up powdery snow. Six, seven, eight… 
 
    A dozen. Two more.  
 
    Fourteen men. Bandits. Trained killers who slaughtered their victims and took all they had. These infamous raiders give this very pass its name.  
 
    I have never fought before, Henry thought. Unless, of course, he counted the times he’d been cornered in the alleys of Knight’s End. Those encounters always ended in black eyes and bloodied noses.  
 
    This time he felt no fear.  
 
    With a powerful pull of his arms, he threw himself over the cliff and sprinted toward his enemy.  
 
    Most of the men stopped, shocked by the unexpected attack. They weren’t used to such willing prey. Several, however, continued running, smiles curling their lips, their dark eyes gleaming with anticipation.  
 
    Still Henry ran, closing the distance rapidly.  
 
    The first raider approached, spear held outward, aimed at Henry’s heart. Henry blinked and the world slowed once more, until he could see the way the spear bounced up and down with each of the man’s steps, until he could see the individual drops of snowmelt dripping from his chin, the way the sunlight reflected off the whites of his eyes.  
 
    The man cried something unintelligible, shoving his spear forward. Henry slapped it away with naught but his hand, swinging his other hand, which was now curled into a fist, in a round arc. His knuckles slammed into the man’s face, and he heard an audible crack as bones broke. The man’s nose, his cheekbones, perhaps his jaw.  
 
    The bandit went down like he’d been struck by lightning, unleashing a high-pitched howl of agony. The rest of the men stopped, their mouths agape, staring at their comrade writhing in the snow.  
 
    Henry stared, too, in awe of what he’d done. And then he bent down slowly and retrieved the man’s spear. He had never used one before, and his newfound instincts offered no assistance. He raised the spear and broke it over his knees, throwing the jagged pieces to each side. 
 
    “You want to play, stranger?” one of the bandits, a thick-chested man with a heavy red beard, said. He wore a red scarf around his head, something that seemed to set him apart from the other men, whose clothing was all dull grays and browns. Their leader perhaps. “Nobbs. Hogbarn. Steppers. Take him.” 
 
    Three men moved forward. One was significantly taller than the others, and yet Henry realized he was just as tall, easily able to look the man in the eyes, which were narrowed and focused. The other two were shorter, aye, but muscly and battle-scarred.  
 
    A few weeks earlier Henry would’ve run at the sight of any of these men.  
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    The tall man spun a sword in a graceful arc, like he’d done it a thousand times. The other two prodded with spears, moving in on the flanks. The swordsman is trying to distract me, Henry thought.  
 
    So instead he faked left and then charged right, slipping past the reach of the spear before the wielder had time to react. He smashed his forearm into the man’s throat, sweeping out his legs with his foot. Gasping, the man went down.  
 
    The shuffling of feet announced the other spearman’s arrival from behind. Henry ducked, using his thick body as a catapult, throwing the man, spear and all, over his shoulder. Screaming, the bandit tumbled down the hill, unable to arrest his fall as he slipped over the cliff and down to the ice-covered river below.  
 
    Henry knew he’d injured his first two foes badly. But this third one was almost certainly dead.  
 
    Something about the difference took his breath away.  
 
    Not in a bad way, however. If anything, it excited him. The power was intoxicating. He controlled life and death. His own. These men’s.  
 
    As the taller man charged, sweeping his sword back and forth, something snapped inside Henry. He was fire. He was fury. He was blood and ash and bone and, above all else, he was death.  
 
    He roared, and the sound seemed to cut through the cold like thunder.  
 
    The man’s eyes widened like full moons, and Henry could see the fear in them. It didn’t come naturally to this man’s face, the way it always had to Henry’s. No, this was a new emotion for this man, who was used to being feared, not the other way around.  
 
    He skidded to a stop, dropping his sword, but it was too late. 
 
    It was too late for all of them. 
 
    Henry leapt forward, raking a clawed paw across his foe’s face. It wasn’t a punch, not exactly, and yet the man’s face split open, lines of blood appearing. Henry didn’t think about what he was, what he’d become, the entirety of his being narrowed to a single emotion: bloodlust.  
 
    He crushed the tall man beneath his feet, tore into the other two downed men with his teeth, ravaging their flesh, tearing it open. Human blood dripped from his jaw, but he didn’t care, wasn’t disgusted by it. He was the apex predator, and this man was his prey. 
 
    With a snarl, he planted his feet and threw himself up the slope, where the remaining ten raiders were already in full retreat, led by their red-scarfed leader.  
 
    He closed the gap between them in mere seconds, swiping his hands across backs and chests and faces, clamping his teeth on unprotected throats.  
 
    He killed them all until only one remained.  
 
    The leader’s back was to the wall, his weapons cast aside. He held his hands out in front of him in surrender. A plea for mercy.  
 
    Henry wasn’t in a forgiving mood.  
 
    When it was finished, blood marred the whiteness of the mountain slopes, crimson pools and rivers.  
 
    Henry was in denial. Not about the killing—no, he’d definitely done that—but about what he’d become. He refused to accept the sharp white claws flashing on either side, the thick dark shadows of fur brushing past. He refused to believe the sharp fangs brushing against the edges of his lips.  
 
    Awkwardly, he pulled a pair of black boots off the largest of the dead raiders, balancing them between paws without the luxury of opposable thumbs. He draped another man’s blood-soaked trousers and shirt over his broad shoulders. The tall man’s. 
 
    He walked and walked and walked, northward bound.  
 
    Eventually he was Henry again.  
 
    A man grown. A man with something dark inside him.  
 
    He traded his own too-small, tattered clothes for the ones he’d stolen, not even bothering to clean off the blood. He pulled on the black boots, which barely fit, pressing tight against his toes. Then he kept walking. 
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    Three months later 
 
      
 
    The adrenaline and bloodlust had faded long ago, leaving Henry empty, cold and alone. Surviving was easy for him now. The icy wind didn’t seem to touch him, never breaching his thick skin and hair. Hunting was second nature, and he never hungered, despite his voracious appetite. When there was no water, he simply crunched down on the snow, letting it melt on his tongue.  
 
    Thus far, to his relief, he hadn’t encountered another human, neither friend nor foe. It is better this way, Henry thought, lumbering along in the snow, which was knee-deep now.  
 
    For three months he’d remained in human form. Did I imagine the change before? he wondered from time to time.  
 
    He couldn’t deny the truth, however, just as he couldn’t deny that his mother had finally, at long last, abandoned him for good. He spoke to her often, in the dark throes of night, but he received no answer.  
 
    Have I disappointed you, Mother? Henry asked.  
 
    He didn’t need her to respond to know that he had. Even as his mother was condemned by her own people, her own king, she’d preached peace.  
 
    I’m a murderer. Nothing about that is peaceful. 
 
    I defended myself. I saved myself and rid the world of bad men. How can that be wrong? 
 
    It was an argument he had often, one that neither side had yet won.  
 
    He froze, his instincts flaring. A hearty aroma breached his nostrils. Smoke, with the hint of something roasting, quail or pigeon perhaps. His ability to discern scents with exactness had long ago ceased to amaze him.  
 
    He paused, considering what to do. If he stumbled upon another group of bandits, there could be more violence, and then… 
 
    He didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    On the other hand, they could be a peaceful camp, and he might make friends. I won’t have to be alone anymore. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and set his jaw and moved in the direction of the smoke.  
 
    After a while, he could see the smoke as well as smell it, the tendrils of gray and black curling over the crest of a snowy hill. Eager now, he lengthened his strides and covered the remaining distance. 
 
    He stopped, surprised by what he saw. There was no small camp, no bandits, no caravan of northern merchants. But there was a castle, its gray walls and ramparts rising above a broad sprawl of tightly packed houses and structures, most of which had chimneys spouting smoke.  
 
    Where am I? he wondered, trying to recall whether he’d ever seen a map of the northern kingdom. Of course, everyone who lived in Knight’s End knew that Blackstone was the westernmost northern city, nestled on the opposite side of the Bay of Bounty. Gearhärt was a possibility, the border castle that was the last line of defense before Raider’s Pass. But that seemed unlikely; he’d been travelling for months, certainly he’d gone further than that. The northern capital, Castle Hill, on the other hand, was more toward the center of the realm, on the edge of the enormous Frozen Lake. Henry scanned the landscape, but didn’t see any lake. Of course not. I haven’t travelled nearly far enough to reach Castle Hill.  
 
    Then where? Did it even matter? Henry knew he didn’t belong here, with these people. Did he? He was a foreigner, for one. Secondly, he was…dangerous.  
 
    I don’t want to hurt anyone. Never again.  
 
    Not even to protect yourself? Not even to protect someone else? 
 
    Wrath. He was tired of arguing with himself. Before his mother was executed, he’d never had to make decisions like this on his own. She was truth. She was the answer. Mother, why won’t you answer me? 
 
    I’m here, child. 
 
    His heart flipped. Why did you leave me? 
 
    I did not. I was only away for a while. 
 
    Away where? Where are you? 
 
    In a better place. I can see everything more clearly now. The truth of my prophecies. How the fatemarked will arise, how they will move like pieces on a chessboard, changing everything. You have a role to play, too, son. 
 
    What if I don’t want it? What if I just want to be Henry? What if I just want to be normal? 
 
    That is your choice, sweetness. I will love you the same. But son, you will never be normal, and you shouldn’t want that.  
 
    Henry thought about it. He knew she was right. How could he be like everyone else after what he’d done? What did you do to me? 
 
    I protected you. 
 
    It was true. Without the spell she’d cast on him, he would never have survived the cold, nor the raiders who’d attacked him through the pass. And if he’d stayed in Knight’s End… 
 
    They would’ve killed you, son. Because of me. I’m sorry. 
 
    Mother? 
 
    Yes, child. 
 
    He knew he was a man grown, but it didn’t bother him that she still referred to him as ‘child.’ He would always be her child, he knew. Mother, I don’t want to hurt anyone else. 
 
    Then don’t. 
 
    He flinched, taken aback by the simplicity of her response. No, it was more than that. It was like he’d been slapped. All this time he’d assumed that the things he’d done were some kind of natural instinct he had now. Not a choice. Not something he could help. Because if it had been a choice… 
 
    I killed them. 
 
    They would’ve killed you. 
 
    It was true, but he could’ve let some of them escape. They were trying to escape. 
 
    They were bad men. They would’ve killed again. They deserved to die.  
 
    But what if I lose control again? 
 
    Don’t. 
 
    He sighed. I wish you were here. I need you to tell me what to do. 
 
    No.The wind dusted his face, as if she’d echoed his sigh.You do not. Look how far you’ve come. You do not need me. Not anymore. 
 
    Her words gave him strength, and though Henry realized she’d left him once more, he didn’t feel scared. He started down the hill toward the castle village.  
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    Unlike the cities in the west, which were surrounded by impenetrable walls, the northern village was unprotected. Only the gray castle had fortifications. In the event of an invasion, the commoners were apparently left to fend for themselves.  
 
    Henry literally walked into town, unquestioned, unnoticed. As if it was an everyday occurrence. Perhaps it was. The villagers continued going about their business. A washerwoman hauled a cart laden with heaping mounds of dirty clothes. Her arms were thick and muscled, and she used no beast of burden to pull the load. Breath misted from her lips as she grunted from the strain. Henry passed a man with stacked cages full of white, brown, and red chickens. The man opened one, grabbing the fowl by the neck as it flapped and scratched. With a quick wrenching motion, he snapped its neck and the bird went limp.  
 
    Hunger gnawed at Henry’s stomach, though he’d eaten not long ago.  
 
    A loud, booming voice called from up ahead, shouting to the passersby. A soldier, his dull armor gray and bearing the cracked-but-not-broken shield sigil of the north. Beside him sat a scribe at a wooden table, with a long roll of curling parchment on which he was writing with a feathered quill. A crooked line of men extended outward from the table. They were a miserable lot, wearing raggedy clothing and unkempt beards. Several of them smoked ragweed pipes. None of them spoke, their eyes downcast, as if fixated on their time-worn boots.  
 
    They’re becoming soldiers, Henry realized, just as the message from the caller clarified in his ears. “War ’as been declared ’cross the Four Kingdoms! Join the King’s Army and earn two Shields a day and a hot meal! None shall be turned away!” 
 
    Two Shields a day didn’t sound like a lot to Henry, but clearly these men were desperate for it, their eyes seeming to light up whenever the caller announced that part.  
 
    “Ho! You there!” the soldier called, pointing in Henry’s direction. “Yer a brawny fella. Wat’s yer name?” 
 
    Henry turned to look behind him to see who the soldier was speaking to. There was no one there. He turned back and said, “Me?” 
 
    The soldier laughed. “Aye. You.” 
 
    “I’m—” He almost said Henry, but his true name seemed to get caught in his throat. He coughed. “I’m…” 
 
    Who am I? Was he a loner, destined to tramp through the icy tundra of the north, surviving off the land? Or could he live here, or in another village? His mother was right—he didn’t need her. Not anymore. He could control what he was. Who he was. 
 
    I don’t need to change again. I don’t. I can just be me. Not Henry, no, he died with my mother, but this other person. Strong. Capable. A survivor. 
 
    He thought of the bloody footprints he’d left in the snow through Raider’s Pass: broad, clawed, deep. And then he thought of the dead man’s boots he now wore: slightly too small, oily black, warm.  
 
    “My name is Bear Blackboots,” he said. “And I am no fighter. Good luck with your recruiting.” 
 
    He walked on, ignoring the soldier’s calls.  
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    Three years later (circa 355) 
 
      
 
    Bear Blackboots was happy in the northern city he’d learned was called Walburg. Situated well east of Castle Hill, nearly halfway to the border castle of Darrin, Walburg was a peaceful city with hardworking folk who preferred to keep their heads down and their backs bent.  
 
    Although, just as his mother had prophesied, war and violence had broken out across the Four Kingdoms, in this small castle village Bear felt safe. He’d built a life here. Year after year, he made a living as a hunter, traipsing through the woods and using his unique set of skills to take down elk and moose, and even the occasional ice bear—though killing the latter sometimes felt so awful Bear would sleep for days after, refusing to come outside.  
 
    The meat and pelts sold for enough Shields to keep Bear sheltered and clothed.  
 
    After the first year Bear had even saved enough coin to purchase a companion, a trusty old wolfhound he named Sir. Sir had gray and white speckled fur, one black ear and one white, and four paws that looked as if they were wearing white socks. Bear had no need of a hunting dog, but Sir did his best to help him chase down prey on their daily jaunts, seeming to relish the thrill of pursuit.  
 
    They went everywhere together, until people almost began to identify them as a single entity.  
 
    Now Sir nuzzled against the back of Bear’s hand as he approached Kirby Soup, a tavern owner famous for the various rich, aromatic soups he concocted. “They’ll warm you from head to toe!” he regularly proclaimed.  
 
    “Watcha have fer me stew today?” Soup asked.  
 
    Sir barked and bounded up to Soup, his tail wagging faster than a hummingbird’s wings. Soup chuckled and scratched the hound under the chin. At first, Soup had been aloof to Sir’s antics, but, as the hound did, he eventually wore the man down. Now they were best friends.  
 
    “Half a quail and half a stone of moose meat,” Bear said. 
 
    The round-bellied man narrowed his eyes. “What happened to the other half?” 
 
    Bear rubbed his stomach.  
 
    Soup’s eyes, which were as rich and brown as the stews he created, widened. “You ate all of it?” 
 
    Bear gestured to Sir. “With help.” 
 
    Soup shook his head in amazement. “Never seen an appetite the likes of yers.” 
 
    “Well now you have,” Bear said, smiling broadly.  
 
    “What price?” 
 
    “You have to ask?” 
 
    “It’s robbery, I tell you,” Soup said, but he quickly counted out the required coins and passed them over.  
 
    “You’re lucky you get the friend’s discount.” 
 
    “Robbery,” Soup muttered again, accepting the package of wrapped meat. His complaints were all for show, Bear knew, as his friend had confided in him a long time ago. Soup didn’t want his other vendors to get the idea that he was soft.  
 
    Jingling the coins around in his pocket, Bear said, “Hope today’s soup has them lining up. Sir!” 
 
    Obediently, the hound gave Soup a final lick before following behind, nearly tripping Bear as he trotted around his feet.  
 
    Bear’s next stop was the cobbler, a squinty-eyed fella who never seemed to look anyone in the eye. He went by Cobb, just as most people in town used their occupation as a title of sorts. Except for Bear, of course, whose name was unique enough that everyone just called him Bear. “Morning, Cobb,” Bear said, letting in a gust of icy wind as he opened the door to the shop.  
 
    “Shut the damn door!” Cobb said, staring at Bear’s left temple.  
 
    Bear had already closed the door, but he didn’t try to point that out to the cobbler. Nor did he point out that every customer had to open the door to enter the shop. Cobb had never been particularly rationale.  
 
    “What?” Cobb growled. It was a relatively nice growl, for him anyway. “What’s that?” He gestured to Sir, squinting in the hound’s general direction. 
 
    “My dog.” 
 
    “Mangy mutt,” the cobbler muttered, though Sir was anything but mangy, his fur thick and well-groomed. “Should wait outside where he belongs.” 
 
    Bear ignored him. The man was all bluster, as cold as a northern winter. “Need a new pair of boots,” Bear said instead.  
 
    “Again?” The cobbler pretended to sound annoyed, though Bear had gotten good at discerning the greedy gleam in the man’s narrow eyes. Bear was one of his best customers, on account of all the walking he did.  
 
    “Same size. Same make.” 
 
    “Color?”  
 
    Bear played along, as he always did. “Hmm, perhaps brown this time. Or blue, aye, blue! No, no, wait, I’ve got it! Black. Yes, black will do.” 
 
    “Are you pissing around with me?” Cobb asked.  
 
    Yes. “Never.” 
 
    “Fine. Black it is. Take off your boots and lemme measure your feet.”  
 
    Measuring was also unnecessary, as Bear’s feet had stopped growing the same time the rest of him had. Even still, he was the largest man in town, both by height and weight. Every time a recruiting party came through Walburg he was forced to hide in the woods for fear of being made to join the army. Thus far it was by volunteer only, but Bear suspected that would eventually change as the war dragged on.  
 
    Lord Briar, the possessor of the large gray castle from which Walburg got its name, was a known lackey of King Gäric, and would almost certainly uphold any laws passed at Castle Hill. 
 
    Bear let the thought slip away, and, grudgingly, shucked off his boots, peeled off his socks, and sat on a rustic, termite-gnawed bench. Sir stayed by the door, his tail between his legs. Once Cobb had tried to smack him with his cane, and the dog had a long memory.  
 
    “I’ll give you a trade-in value of half a new pair,” Cobb announced, hobbling over. It was the same thing he always said. The cobbler would harvest the leather and soles from the old pair.  
 
    “Sounds fair,” Bear said.  
 
    “Course it is!” The gray-haired man squatted and inspected one of Bear’s enormous feet, which were coated in a dark layer of hair. Cobb cringed, like he always did. Then, using a piece of leather marked with various measurements, he calculated the size, width, length, and height, shaking his head and muttering with each one. “A damn giant, you are.” 
 
    “Thanks for noticing,” Bear said.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Then shut your trap!” 
 
    At the door, Sir whined loudly.  
 
    “You too, mutt!” Cobb growled. 
 
    Sir sat on his haunches and went quiet.  
 
    The man went back to measuring, triple-checking everything, though nothing had changed since the last time. “You heard about them Southron savages?” he asked suddenly, squinting up at Bear. “You know, the ones with the strange marks?” 
 
    Bear flinched like he’d been hit in the face. 
 
    “You stupid or something?” Cobb said. 
 
    “No, I—I haven’t heard. What marks?” 
 
    The man pulled on one of the hairs on Bear’s foot, as if testing its strength. “’Sall gossip and rumors, but there are those who are sayin’ a coupla babies have been born in Calypso with markings on their skin. Something’s wrong with them, that’s for damn sure. ’Tain’t natural.” 
 
    Bear’s heart pounded out a steady rhythm, slightly faster than before. He recited dozens of his mother’s prophecies in his mind. Prophecies about the fatemarked. Prophecies he hadn’t thought about in years.  
 
    “You say these marked babies are only in the south?” 
 
    “Didn’t say that. Just that the first ones were there. ’Twas one in the west, too, but ol’ King Loren, the bastard, had the child killed. His red priestesses said the creature was evil, a demon or the like.” 
 
    “The Furies?” 
 
    “Call them what you like.” 
 
    They killed one of the fatemarked. The same fools who’d killed his mother. The King. The Furies. Wrath. What did that mean for his mother’s prophesies? According to her, the fatemarked would help end the war and bring about peace. But how could they do that if they were being murdered as babes? 
 
    “Did the Southroners kill the marked babies, too?” 
 
    “Nah,” the man said. “They’re worshippin’ them or somethin’. The easterners have one, too.” 
 
    “And the north?” 
 
    The man laughed. “Too cold here,” he said, nodding firmly, as if that explained everything.  
 
    Bear considered all the information, as well as the source. Cobb was a crazy old kook, but he didn’t make things up. Embellished perhaps. Could it really be true? Had the fatemarked his mother had spoken of so often finally arrived? And if so, what would it mean for the war? What does it mean for me? Nothing. I am happy here. It’s not my concern. 
 
    The lie was bitter on his tongue, more so because he hadn’t spoken to his mother in over a year.  
 
    “I’ll have your boots ready first thing tomorrow,” the cobbler announced, pulling Bear away from his thoughts.  
 
    “That soon?” Bear feigned astonishment.  
 
    “I’m a master cobbler, you dolt! Course they’ll be ready that soon.” 
 
    Bear pretended not to hear the insult. In his three years since arriving, he’d learned how to play all the games required to get by in Walburg. “Will you accept half the coin in advance?”  
 
    “I suppose I could,” the bootmaker said. The greedy glint was back.  
 
    Bear handed over twelve Shields and the man snatched them up, stuffing them in a pocket. “The rest is due upon receipt of your boots.” 
 
    “I will bring it tomorrow morning.” 
 
    He opened the door and Sir scampered out ahead of him. Just as he shut it behind him he heard Cobb shout, “Shut the damn door!” 
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    Thirty years later (circa 385) 
 
      
 
    The war dragged on into its third decade. According to rumor, the fighting was particularly intense at Raider’s Pass, where King Loren’s army was pushing hard, ten thousand riders strong. The easterners were gathering near the Razor, preparing to attempt an assault on Darrin. It was said that in the south the battles were even bloodier, with the Calypsians riding dragons into battle, slaughtering their enemies at will.  
 
    More than anything else, however, people loved to talk about those bearing skinmarks. Just the other day Bear had heard about a man in the east who could supposedly shoot arrows from his fingertips, ten at a time. Arrowmarked, he was being called. Grudgingly, Bear added him to the list he kept. The list already had twelve other names on it, though four of them were crossed out, dead, two murdered as babies in the west by Furies who still considered the marked to be demons, and two killed in battle. The latter pair had been Southroners, worshipped and revered and then sent to die.  
 
    The nine known living fatemarked were spread across all Four Kingdoms, just as his mother had said they would be. Even the north had two of them. One was stonemarked, a brute with impenetrable flesh, who could crush foes with his bare hands. He’d been sent to Raider’s Pass, where he was almost singlehandedly holding the enemy at bay. The other was a woman whose speed was unsurpassed. She wielded a blade with such quickness she could supposedly block arrows with its edge, cutting them to pieces. She’d been sent to Darrin to hold the border. Neither of them had been given a choice. According to northern law, those bearing marks belonged to the crown. Though they were treated like royalty, showered with unimaginable wealth and abundance, at the core they were naught but slaves.  
 
    Most of the other fatemarked were also participating in the war, in one way or another. Though his mother’s prophecies had said they would bring about peace, violence seemed to follow them wherever they went. What is the point of it all? Bear often wondered.  
 
    On numerous occasions over the years, Bear had considered whether to seek these extraordinary people out, try to talk to them, find out how he could help them.  
 
    Their fates will be yours, to help them is good. 
 
    The last line of his mother’s poem played almost nonstop in his head, and yet something about the timing didn’t feel right. Or maybe I’m just too content living a peaceful life in Walburg… 
 
    I am content, he thought, rubbing behind Sir’s ears as he stared into the flickering flames of the hearth fire. This was Sir number three, the first two having passed on after long and happy lives. They were buried in a small plot behind Bear’s cabin. Sir Three released a sigh of contentment. He was getting old, too, his hair thinning, his movement slower. It wouldn’t be long before Bear would have to bury another best friend, and seek out a new one. Some of his other friends were dying, too. Soup had perished when a fever raged through the city. His two sons had carried on his business, but it wasn’t the same. The soup was missing something, heart perhaps. Cobb had died, too, of old age, and now Bear’s boots were growing worn and thin.  
 
    Though his beard was longer and thicker and the hair on his head more tangled, Bear didn’t look a day older than when he’d arrived in Walburg, a fact that was beginning to be noticed by some of the townsfolk.  
 
    Their hearts will fail, their lives will end, 
 
    But yours will last, it will extend. 
 
    The meaning of the first two lines of his mother’s poem—no, her spell—were clear to him now. He suspected they always were, even if he didn’t want to believe it. His life would be longer than most. Am I immortal? 
 
    No. Wrath. I will die, as all men must. Eventually. 
 
    But am I truly a man? 
 
    Bear was no longer scared of changing into his animal form. He could control the instincts that came along with it, choosing when to attack, when to hold back. He usually only allowed himself to change once or twice a year, roaming the forest with Sir by his side, hunting.  
 
    Since that day in Raider’s Pass, he had not killed another human.  
 
    You can’t stay here. 
 
    His hand froze on Sir’s scalp. 
 
    He hadn’t heard that voice in over a decade, maybe longer—he’d stopped counting the years long ago. Now, he pretended not to hear it.  
 
    Sweetness. 
 
    No. No! 
 
    Henry. 
 
    “That’s not my name!” Bear growled. Sir whined at the outburst and scampered away, eyeing Bear warily.  
 
    You will always be my son, my Henry. 
 
    “You’re dead!” Then, remembering he didn’t need to speak aloud, echoed the thought in his head: You’re dead. 
 
    In the manner known to humans, yes. 
 
    What other manner is there? 
 
    The manner known to the gods. 
 
    Wrath? 
 
    Wrath, Absence, Orion…they are all the same Being, the One, the Creator.  
 
    Bear said nothing. He didn’t know what to say after all these years.  
 
    The people here will get suspicious. They will eventually come for you, turn on you. They don’t like what they don’t understand. 
 
    Bear already knew this. He hadn’t delayed his departure out of ignorance or naiveté, no. He’d stayed because the thought of leaving felt a little like dying.  
 
    You know where you must go.  
 
    He did. When? 
 
    Immediately. 
 
    What is in Castle Hill for me? The northern capital had always been his destination; he’d known this in his heart for years.  
 
    Nothing. Everything. A new beginning. An old ending. Life. Death. Hope. Futility.  
 
    He chuckled. It was the only thing he could do. Is that all? 
 
    No. Fate is there, too.  
 
    That word again. Bear was beginning to hate it. Mine? 
 
    Yes. Yours. And others.  
 
    Bear sighed. You said I had a choice. 
 
    You do. 
 
    It doesn’t feel that way.  
 
    That’s because you’ve always had difficulty disobeying me. 
 
    Is that a bad thing? 
 
    Maybe. I—I don’t know. I know much, but not everything. I don’t know how this will end. I don’t know whether what you do will change anything. But I hope it will. Now I must go. This time it is forever, I think.  
 
    A pang of guilt hit Bear in the chest as he realized he felt only relief. Closure.  
 
    Henry? 
 
    Yes, Mother? 
 
    I love you. I always will. 
 
    I love you, too, Mother. 
 
    Goodbye. 
 
    Wait! 
 
    I’m here. 
 
    I’ll do it. I’ll go to Castle Hill. I’ll seek my fate.  
 
    I know. Goodbye, Henry. 
 
    Goodbye, Mother. 
 
    His last two words fell on deaf ears because she was already gone. This time he knew it was forever. 
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    One hundred and fifteen years later (circa 500) 
 
      
 
    Bear had lived too long. He’d given up on making friends, because they always died in the end. He did, however, continue raising wolfhounds from pup to maturity. Watching them pass on was tough, too, but he handled it in his own way.  
 
    Although more than a century ago he’d planned to travel directly from Walburg to Castle Hill, that’s not what happened. No, his instincts had set a different path under his feet, one that led him westward, back to the land of his childhood. All these years had passed and still he hadn’t hidden his mother’s prophecies, their aged crinkled pages beginning to fade. So he’d done two things: First, he picked out the lines of text that seemed the most important, the true prophecies. He inked those on his own skin permanently. Now they can never be lost, so long as I am alive, he’d thought. Second, he hid the original copies in two places—the Dead Isles, an uninhabited island off the western coast; and Citadel, Calypso’s city of scholars. Instinct had guided him to these two locations. 
 
    From there, he’d headed back north, trudging over the Mournful Mountains to avoid the border fighting at Raider’s Pass. Then he turned eastward to Darrin, where he’d once again avoided the fighting by providing fresh meat for the army. He lived a life there, and then departed, heading back west, from shore to shore, all the way to Blackstone, where a naval battle with the west had broken out. He was no seaman, and no one tried to recruit him, despite his size.  
 
    The war for the Four Kingdoms had stretched over a century, with no evidence of ending anytime soon, and was now being called the Hundred Years War. Tales of the marked warriors from each kingdom doing battle continued to swirl through pubs and markets, until it was all anyone seemed to talk about. Many of them had been killed, but were quickly replaced by new marked births. The only exception remained the west, where any marked children were slaughtered as soon as they were discovered. 
 
    Bear kept his list, updating for those born, those killed. For what purpose, he knew not, but it felt better keeping track.  
 
    He stayed in Blackstone, biding his time, until his lack of aging became a problem once more.  
 
    Why am I here, Mother? he wondered. What is my fate? Where is the peace you prophesied about? 
 
    He waited and waited and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    Finally, in the year 482, an inner sense told him it was time, and he turned toward Castle Hill at long last. The Undefeated King, Wilhelm Gäric, and his wife Queen Ida, had just given birth to their second child, a son, Wolfric, who was now the crown prince.  
 
    Bear knew what he had to do, though he didn’t know why. 
 
    Eighteen years passed slowly, with Bear gradually making his prowess as a hunter known to the stewards of the royal kitchens, until they offered him a position as castle huntsman, replacing an aging man who was struggling to keep up with meat quotas.  
 
    More fatemarked were born, though hardly anyone used that term anymore. Most called them skinmarked, while in the west they were the sinmarked, no better than demons. In the south, however, they referred to the marking as tattooya. Three years earlier, in Phanes, Emperor Jin Hoza had a son born to him, his first. The babe, named Vin, was marked with a chain around his neck. No one knew what power it would give him, but the royal marked birth sent tremors of fear across the Four Kingdoms. In the east, a man bearing the ironmark, Beorn Stonesledge, was singlehandedly devastating Calypsian armies along the border of the Scarra Desert. The north had one of the skinmarked, too, a tall, narrow-eyed man known as simply the Ice Lord. Though the king himself was lauded for his skill in battle, most knew that the Ice Lord was the real reason for his success in protecting the northern borders.  
 
    Hardly anyone spoke of the Western Oracle anymore, her legend fading into a past that was no longer relevant.  
 
    She foretold all of this, Bear thought as he approached the hunting lodge provided to him by the throne. And she foretold what comes next, too. Yet no one cares. Their ignorance will be their downfall. His latest companion, a beautiful snow-white wolfhound named Serenaia after his mother—though he called her Naia most of the time—trotted beside him. Years ago he’d given up the practice of naming each dog Sir. They were so much more than replacement companions to him, after all. They were his best friends, his confidantes, the only ones who truly knew him.  
 
    He opened the thick wooden door, sucking in a quick breath of air when he realized his cabin was occupied by another. He shook his head, laughing slightly. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Princess Zelda?” he said.  
 
    The square-faced girl squinted at him. “Father says I have a gloomy disposition.” Though the only daughter to the king was only eight name days old, she was already broad of shoulder and thick of limb. She was also slightly odd, and yet Bear tended to look forward to her regular visits. 
 
    Before Bear could respond, Naia, tail wagging furiously, sprinted up to the princess and jumped up on her, licking at her arm. Zelda scratched her behind her left ear, her favorite spot. 
 
    Bear said, “Gloomy? I wouldn’t say you’re gloomy exactly. More like…somber, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Regardless, you tend to cheer me up when you come around.” 
 
    “Really?” Zelda sat on Bear’s bed, patting Naia when she jumped up beside her. The princess picked up a hatchet, playing with it in her lap, one of Bear’s older ones that he rarely used anymore.  
 
    “Would I lie to you?” Bear stamped the snow off his boots and then slipped them off, leaving them outside. He closed the door behind him.  
 
    “Everyone lies,” Zelda said matter-of-factly. She ran her finger along the blade, which was too dull to cut much of anything anymore.  
 
    Bear couldn’t deny it. So much of his life was a lie. Frozen hell, no one even knows my real name. He changed the subject. “Where are your brothers?” He hoped far away; both princes had a mean streak a kingdom wide. Lately, the crown prince, Wolfric, had taken to growling at Naia, laughing when she flinched back. Unlike many of Bear’s previous wolfhounds, Naia was a gentle soul, though even she had limits. 
 
    The crown prince, Bear mused internally. The truth was, Wolfric was only heir to the throne because his eldest brother, Helmuth, had been born maimed, one of his legs practically useless. His nickname had swiftly become the Maimed Prince. Five years ago, the king had finally made the decision to skip over Helmuth in the line of succession. A year after that, Helmuth had run away. The rumor was he’d left a note behind promising to return to get his vengeance one day. He hadn’t been heard from since, four long years later. 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care,” Zelda said. Bear chuckled, which made the girl frown. “It wasn’t a jape. My brothers can get stuck in a snowdrift for all I care. They are buffoons at the least, and village fools at the most.” 
 
    Trying not to laugh, Bear placed his hunting satchel on a table and lit the hearth. “Would you like some tea?” 
 
    “Tea tastes like snake piss,” she said without blinking. “Though mother once told me you could read the tea leaves after you finish drinking and they’ll tell you your future.” 
 
    “We could try it if you want.” 
 
    “But then I’d have to drink the tea!” Zelda said.  
 
    “Not worth it?” 
 
    Zelda shook her head. She held the hatchet over her shoulder with one hand, pulling it back. Then, before Bear could stop her, she flung it at the door. “What are you—” 
 
    Thump! Bear twisted his head to look. The hatchet—despite its dull edge—was stuck firmly in the wood. Wait. No. It was stuck in the direct center of a dark brown knot in the wood. Bear’s eyes widened in amazement. “Were you aiming for that?” he asked.  
 
    Naia barked in appreciation. 
 
    Zelda shrugged. “I’m good at throwing things. I hit Wolfric with an iceball from a hundred paces away yesterday. You should have seen his face! All red and angry.” She laughed. “He stomped around looking to see who had thrown it, but I was already hidden. What a buffoon!”  
 
    Bear didn’t know what to make of her, except that she was so different to her elder siblings. Where did you come from, princess? Bear wondered. “Well, just be careful what you throw. Don’t hit anyone. Other than your brothers, of course.” He offered a wink, which made her laugh even more.  
 
    Naia leapt to the floor, barking her head off. A moment later, fists pounded on the door. “Open up, you mongrel!” an angry-sounding voice hollered through the wood.  
 
    “Ugh,” Zelda said. “Speak of the village idiot.” 
 
    It was Wolfric’s voice. How much of our conversation did he hear? By the anger in his voice, all of it, Bear thought.  
 
    He opened the door. The crown prince glared at him, his brown eyes as icy as morning snowfall. “Morning, Prince Wolfric. To what do I owe this unexpected visit?” He tried to keep his voice even, rather unsuccessfully.  
 
    The eighteen-year-old brushed a strand of long, dark hair away from his face. “I’m looking for my sister. Stand aside!” 
 
    Bear barred the entrance. Behind him, a low growl rumbled from Naia’s throat. “This is my home. I decide who enters.” 
 
    “Provided by my father.” 
 
    “Correct. So if your father would like to come in, he may do so. You’ll require my permission.” 
 
    Somewhere inside, Zelda snorted out a laugh.  
 
    Wolfric gritted his teeth. “Stand aside or I will make you, and take pleasure in the act.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Bear widened his stance, rising up to his full height.  
 
    “Am I supposed to be scared?” 
 
    Naia’s growl grew louder.  
 
    “No, you’re supposed to be smart. Never fight someone twice your size.” 
 
    “He’s not smart,” Zelda said from inside.  
 
    “Come out, you little urchin,” Wolfric said.  
 
    “Maybe later,” Zelda said.  
 
    Wolfric bit the side of his lip, contemplating his options. To Bear’s surprise, the prince ducked his head and charged, smashing his shoulders and head into Bear’s midsection. Bear released a breath, taking a step back. But that was as far as the prince was able to push him. Before he could peel Wolfric’s arms off of him, however, Naia sprang forward, through his legs, unleashing a snarl and a flurry of snapping jaws.  
 
    The prince cried out, falling back under the onslaught. Naia’s head shook back and forth as she bit at his arm. 
 
    “Naia release!” Bear commanded. Grudgingly, the wolfhound let go, backing away, but not all the way inside. She stood at the threshold, guarding it, her hackles up.  
 
    Wolfric, his face as white as the Frozen Lake, stared at his arm. Blood seeped through his shirtsleeve. “She bit me! The bitch bit me!” 
 
    “You threatened her home,” Bear said, but he could feel the emptiness in his words. The hollowness. He knew what would come next.  
 
    The prince scrambled to his feet, gripping his bleeding arm with his other hand. “Father will hear of this,” he said. “I could’ve been maimed, like my fool of a brother, Helmuth.” 
 
    Bear said nothing. There was nothing to say. The deed was already done, the consequences etched in stone. You didn’t injure an heir to a kingdom and walk away unscathed. 
 
    He watched the prince go, and then stepped inside, beckoning Naia to follow.  
 
    He closed the door.  
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    Zelda had left a while ago, telling him she would speak to her father. She would be a witness to what had happened. She would fix things.  
 
    Bear had learned long ago, when his mother was in prison, that you couldn’t fix the unfixable. And this was unfixable.  
 
    He considered running, leaving the cabin behind and fleeing into the wilderness. He could return in the future, once everything had blown over. Naia would be safe.  
 
    Something stayed him, however. Something more important than his life, or his wolfhound’s. The same something that had guided him for the last century and a half of his extraordinarily long life.  
 
    So instead he cradled Naia’s head in his arms and scratched her behind her left ear. She groaned appreciatively, not understanding why she was getting so much affection.  
 
    A while later, a knock came at the door, echoing through the cabin with a finality that made Bear’s heart sink into his abdomen. Naia was already on the floor, growling. Back on guard duty, like the faithful pup that she was.  
 
    Bear walked over and opened the door a crack. The king looked back at him, his face weary and sad. Wolfric was behind him, wearing a sneer on his face and a thick bandage on his arm. Zelda was notably absent, though there were several soldiers in full armor. “Bear Blackboots,” the king said. “You are a faithful servant to the crown, and this doesn’t change that. If you will stay on in your position, we will gladly have you.” 
 
    “I will,” Bear said.  
 
    The king nodded thoughtfully. The sadness in his eyes, however, remained. “But we must take your dog. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Bear pursed his lips, breathing deeply through his nose. “I understand,” he said. “I hate it. But I understand the position she’s put you in.” He didn’t look at the prince, whose eyes were surely gleaming with victory.  
 
    “Zelda argued well for the hound,” the king said. “It’s the first time she’s seemed to…care about anything in a long time. Other than antagonizing her brothers, that is.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to thank her,” Bear said.  
 
    “It’s time.” 
 
    Bear opened the door wider and stepped back into the warmth. Naia’s head was cocked to the side, her teeth no longer bared.  
 
    Bear picked her up.  
 
    Carried her outside.  
 
    Instead of growling, she whined when she saw Wolfric. “Not so tough now, are you, bitch?” he said.  
 
    “Son!” the king said. “That will be enough of that.” 
 
    Chastened, the prince clamped his mouth shut, though the sneer remained.  
 
    The king turned back to Bear. “It’s your dog, you can choose the manner of death.” 
 
    “Father, I want to do—” The prince’s words fell off a cliff as the king shot him a sharp look.  
 
    “I will do it,” Bear said. 
 
    “You are a man of honor,” the king said. 
 
    Bear didn’t know about that. All he knew was that it didn’t feel right for anyone else to be involved. He knelt down in the snow, holding Naia close to his chest. Just like with his mother, he felt helpless. Alone. But he wasn’t that boy anymore. No, he’d grown up years ago.  
 
    He drew his sharpest knife from its scabbard, simultaneously stroking his dog’s back.  
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    When it was over, Bear sat in the snow for a long time, until the king, his son, and the soldiers had departed. Just holding her. Kissing the top of her head. 
 
    His tears froze on his cheeks and in his beard, but he didn’t feel their chill.  
 
    He would never forget what the prince had done.  
 
    Never. 
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    Eighteen years later 
 
      
 
    A knock on his door woke him from a deep slumber. It was winter, after all, and Bear tended to be groggier this time of year.  
 
    He stretched and yawned, shaking away the cobwebs. His cabin was cold and empty. After Naia’s death, he’d decided not to get another dog. It was safer that way.  
 
    Another knock, more insistent this time.  
 
    “Coming,” he grumbled. It was still dark outside, enormous snowflakes falling in sheets, piling up around the windows. Who would be calling at such a time? 
 
    Just before he reached the door, he stopped, as if he’d been frozen in place by the Ice Lord himself. A tremor ran through him from scalp to toes, though he wasn’t cold. The voice came a moment later. 
 
    Your time begins, his mother said.  
 
    “I—I—” he stuttered, but she was already gone.  
 
    He flung open the door just as a fist tried to pound on it once more, catching him in the jaw. “Oops,” Zelda said. “Sorry.” She was a lady now, and though her visits had become less frequent since her father’s death and her brother’s coronation, Bear still looked forward to them.  
 
    But tonight something was different, he could tell that much from her expression, which was unusually harried and flustered, even for her. And she carried something in the crook of her arm, wrapped in a black blanket. It looked to be about the size and shape of—  
 
    A baby. 
 
    The truth was revealed when she peeled back the corner of the blanket. A pale face stared out at him, his lips sealed tight. Bear didn’t have much experience with babies, but weren’t they supposed to cry? The way the boy was staring at him seemed…unusual. And why would Zelda have a baby anyway? She wasn’t even preg— 
 
    Wait. Frozen hell, can it be? It was the queen, Sabria Loren Gäric, who was pregnant. She was supposed to be due any day now… 
 
    “The prince,” he murmured, in awe. “What have you done?” 
 
    “The queen has a favor,” Zelda said.  
 
    “What favor?” He glanced at the baby once more. Those eyes…something’s not right about them. 
 
    “Travel to the Mournful Mountains. There is a cave there, the directions are in a scroll I will provide. This child will be waiting for you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Protect him. Raise him. And, eventually, unleash him on the world. On his father.” 
 
    Bear shook his head. After all these years…everything was moving so fast. “Why would the queen do this? And why this child and not the other two?” The queen had already provided two heirs. Annise, now four, and Archer, who had recently reached his second name day.  
 
    “She believes in a prophecy. And this child is marked, while the other two were not.” 
 
    Marked? Oh Wrath, it’s happening at last. “The Western Oracle,” he whispered.  
 
    Zelda’s eyes narrowed. “You know of her? Most have forgotten. And those that haven’t believe her to be fiction.” 
 
    “Yes, I know of her.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She was my mother.” 
 
    A sharp intake of breath whistled between Zelda’s lips. She didn’t even question how old that would make Bear. She instantly believed him. “This is no coincidence,” she said instead. 
 
    “No,” Bear agreed. He gestured to the child, who was now sleeping. “Do you know his name?” 
 
    Zelda nodded, her eyes alight with fire. “He is Bane. And, one day, he shall kill the king.” 
 
    Suddenly, like lightning flashing in the dark of his mind, Bear knew what role he had to play in the fate of the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    It shall be done, he thought. May I burn in the first heaven if I have chosen wrongly. 
 
   


  
 

 8: The Beggar 
 
    The Southern Kingdom, Calypso- Circa 522 
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    “Mama!” the boy screamed, thrashing about in his bed. The darkness seemed to swirl around him like a dust storm, forcing its way into his eyes, his mouth, his nose, choking him, stealing his air. The images he saw—memories, but not real memories—sent shockwaves of fear through him: 
 
    A woman, her eyes dark, her sweaty hair darker, like a waterfall of wet silk, touching her baby for the first time. The beautiful smile on her brown-skinned face, the unconditional love in her expression…and the horror that flashed as blood-red boils began bursting from her flesh. She collapsed back, scratching at her cheeks, her arms, her neck.  
 
    In the boy’s mind, the woman died, as she did every night. Over and over and over again, only to be reborn a night later to the same fate.  
 
    The boy thrashed, trying to escape the nest of tangled sheets that suddenly felt like a prison. 
 
    Thump! He hit the floor in a convoluted mess of blankets and thick clothing.  
 
    The impact helped vanquish the memories—he thought he’d hit his head, though he wasn’t sure exactly. Slowly, slowly, his breathing returned to normal, his heartbeat slowing.  
 
    Sweat trickled down his spine. In fact, it trickled everywhere. His body was sheathed in sweat, as it always was. Living under the hot Calypsian sun was part of his curse, the eight-year-old boy felt. Right now, he felt like he was being cooked alive, and he longed to peel off his thick gloves, his long socks, the mask he wore. Every bit of his body was covered, save for his eyes and mouth. It was a necessary precaution, he knew, given his condition.  
 
    He squinted as a bright light approached, bobbing in the darkness.  
 
    “Get off the floor, boy,” a stern woman’s voice said. “Get back in bed.” The lantern stopped, illuminating the dark, crinkled face and graying hair of his guardian, a fiery woman who used words like weapons.  
 
    “I can’t sleep,” the boy said. Back then he was known as Chavos, though the stern woman usually referred to him simply as “boy.” “I had a nightmare.” 
 
    “You are the nightmare,” the woman growled. Her words stung, because they were the truth.  
 
    Chavos was the baby in his darkest dreams. A killer. Dangerous. 
 
    I killed my own mother. 
 
    Sometimes he wished it were he who had died instead.  
 
    “Why don’t you leave me then?” Chavos said, each word quivering like a lonely leaf blasted by a stiff wind. His bottom lip trembled. Tears pricked at his eyes.  
 
    “Because you’re family,” she said. “And family doesn’t leave. I loved my sister very much. I’m doing this for her, not you. It’s what she would’ve wanted.” Somehow, this knowledge only made the tears fall faster. He was glad they were hidden beneath his mask, though they made the cloth cling to his cheeks. His aunt hated him, there was no doubt about that, and yet she was all he had.  
 
    “Why am I like this?” he asked. “Why me?” 
 
    The woman’s voice softened for a rare moment. “Only the gods know. Now back to bed. And don’t let me hear you making a ruckus again.” She made a shooing motion, but didn’t actually touch him. She never touched him, despite the thick folds of cloth that protected her from his skin.  
 
    My skin, he thought as he scrambled back into bed, leaving the sweat-damp sheets on the floor. My curse. My weapon. 
 
    The lantern bobbed away, and darkness returned. Chavos longed to feel a hand on his face, arms around him, holding him, protecting him. I’m not the one who needs protecting, he reminded himself. Everyone else needs protection from me. 
 
    Chavos was born with a strange marking, a tattooya as they were called in the south. Though his aunt had only let him see it once before, illuminated by torchlight, the image was burned into his memory: three broken circles, joined together in the center. A fourth broken circle spinning between them.  
 
    The plaguemark.  
 
    I am death. I am poison. I am a murderer. 
 
    He blinked away more tears and tried to sleep. Eventually, he drifted off, and even his dreams were afraid of him, keeping their distance as he slumbered.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Two years later (Circa 524) 
 
      
 
    Chavos peered through a crack between the shutters. It was the best he could do. The wooden shutters covered all but a tiny strip of the dirt-streaked glass window, nailed firmly around the frame. Children laughed, playing in a dusty field. He watched them often as they ran, kicking a worn leather sack back and forth. It was some sort of a team game, though Chavos had never been able to participate in such a thing. His games were all solitary ones. 
 
    Now, he longed to join these children. Most of them were dark-skinned, like his mother had been, like his aunt was. They looked like Calypsians. He, on the other hand, was eerily pale, which should’ve been impossible given his mother’s brown skin and his father’s even darker skin. Or so his aunt told him. He’d never actually seen either of them. His father had left before he was born, apparently, and never returned. 
 
    A smart move, all things considered. 
 
    Chavos stuck his eye further into the crack, trying to see more of the sand field, more of the children. He watched them often, and though he didn’t know their names, he knew them by the way they ran. Wind, he called the girl who was about his own age, a fleet-footed player who often scored for her team. Her long, dark hair trailed behind her like shadowy tendrils as she raced for the sack.  
 
    Chavos’s breath caught in his lungs as he watched another player cutting in from the side. Rockhead, he’d named this one, an older boy with a big ol’ head who liked to throw his weight around. Wind didn’t see him coming, her focus entirely on the leather sack. Chavos wanted to warn her, to shout something, but his voice stuck in his throat and it wouldn’t have mattered anyway because he was too far away for her to hear him.  
 
    The collision was violent, and Wind, who was in an awkward position, got the worst of it, flying through the air and crumpling to the hard ground, her leg bent awkwardly behind her. Chavos watched as she writhed in pain, and he knew her bones were broken.  
 
    She might never run, or even walk, again.  
 
    He backed away from the shuttered window, the thought of the injured girl making him unbearably sad.  
 
    She needs help, he thought, suddenly feeling full of energy. He charged for the door, which was locked and barred from the outside, a precaution his aunt never failed to forget when she left their house. I can break through it, he thought, determination coursing through him. He picked up a wooden chair awkwardly, trying to raise it over his head so he could crash it into the door. His thin arms wobbled and the chair tilted and his legs gave out. 
 
    “Oof!” he grunted as the chair landed atop him, cracking his jaw through his face mask. He lay there for a while, his face throbbing. The pain, however, wasn’t nearly as bad as the realization that he was useless. Purposeless. Stuck inside all day every day, he had no real reason for living.  
 
    He pushed the chair off, cringing as two of the legs went in opposite directions, having shattered in half when he fell. His aunt wasn’t going to be pleased.  
 
    Who cares? he thought. A broken chair is nothing compared to that poor girl’s broken bones…the girl! Wind! Remembering her, he rushed back to the crack in the shutters to see what was happening.  
 
    He gasped.  
 
    The girl was walking away, toward one of the neighboring houses, flanked by two boys and a man. The man was large, a gray-skinned Dreadnoughter who Chavos had seen many times through the window. One of the boys was another player that he also recognized, dark-skinned in the typical Calypsian manner. The second boy, however, had wavy blond hair and light skin. Wisps of bright light seemed to rise from his chest, but were quickly fading. 
 
    And then the light blinked out and they were gone, disappearing inside another house.  
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    As expected, Chavos’s aunt was not happy about the chair.  
 
    “This will cost me a week’s worth of Dragons to repair!” she shouted, each hand holding one of the shattered chair legs.  
 
    “It’s just a chair,” Chavos said, thinking of the girl’s broken leg. It’s not broken anymore, he thought. Somehow she was healed. Regardless, it was the wrong thing to say to his aunt, because the chair legs were still very much broken.  
 
    With a snap of her wrist, she threw one at him. It hit him square in the chest, bouncing off and rattling across the floor. “Just a chair? This was your mother’s favorite chair, crafted by one of the best woodworkers in the city! Is it still just a chair?” 
 
    “I—” The thought of his mother should’ve sent a pang of sadness through him, but instead he felt nothing. The truth was, he didn’t even know his mother. And when she’d died—when his condition had killed her—he was a newborn babe, as unaware of what was happening as a raindrop was of splashing into a puddle. “Yes, it’s still just a chair.” 
 
    “You little wretch,” his aunt growled, stalking toward him. She raised the other chair leg threateningly, and then swung it, aiming it for his shoulder.  
 
    He acted on instinct, thrusting his arm out. The wooden stick stopped. He stared at his gloved hand, which had caught his aunt’s hand, preventing her from completing the blow.  
 
    He could feel the warmth of her skin through the glove. No, wait. It was more than that. He could feel her skin against his. It felt—it felt— 
 
    Wonderful.  
 
    And terrible.  
 
    “Oh gods,” she murmured, pulling back sharply, her eyes flicking from her hand to his. “What have you done?” 
 
    For a moment Chavos was confused, but then he noticed a sliver of pale skin shining from a tear in his glove. He stared at it, mesmerized by the look of his own flesh, the way it resembled the crack in the shutters, when sunlight shone through the window in the morning.  
 
    His aunt backed away further, a strangled groan rising from deep in her throat. “First your mother, and now me. You’re a demon, boy. A demon.” 
 
    He was a boulder and her words were pebbles. It’s not my fault I was born this way, he thought as he stepped around her.  
 
    He left, never returning to see what had happened to her, though rumors of a great plague raging through the city sprung up a few days later.  
 
    Only they weren’t rumors. 
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    Five years later (Circa 529) 
 
      
 
    He no longer thought of himself as Chavos. No, that person had died along with his aunt. The Calypsians had given him many names, but his favorite was the Beggar, so that’s what he called himself.  
 
    Of course, no one really knew who he was. That was another effect of his tattooya. He could float through the city and barely be noticed, even garbed in his strange attire—long cloak, face mask, gloves, tall boots. And those who did notice him couldn’t seem to recall him afterwards, not his appearance or the way he walked or anything.  
 
    I am a ghost. I am a Beggar. Unnoticed. Unwanted. Unimportant.  
 
    The plague had torn through Calyp for four long years, reaching as far as the Citadel. Though it was his aunt who had apparently left their home shortly after he had and run through the city ranting and grabbing people, infecting them, the Beggar took responsibility for each and every one of their deaths, which numbered in the hundreds, if not thousands. 
 
    Empress Riza Sandes, named after the City of the Rising Sun, had perished a year into the plague. Her eldest daughter, Sun, had won the empire four years ago, defeating both of her sisters, Windy and Viper, in hand to hand combat in the arena. 
 
    I am the Beggar. I am a murderer. 
 
    And then, as swiftly as the plague had arose, it vanished. Those quarantined had been sent to an uninhabited island in Dragon Bay, left to eventually succumb to the disease. In the last year, talk of the plague had dwindled, though he still heard his various nicknames mentioned in idle gossip, many people claiming to have seen him in alleyways, lurking in the shadows.  
 
    Since his aunt’s death, the Beggar had not had skin to skin contact with another human being. He didn’t know if it was luck or careful practice, or a function of the ethereal manner in which he could pass through the city unnoticed; regardless, he was glad for it.  
 
    Sitting with his back against the wall, sweating beneath his thick clothing, the Beggar thought about all the deaths he’d caused. People he’d never met. Strangers. In some ways, that felt worse than what he’d done to his aunt, to his mother. 
 
    I don’t want to kill again. Never again. Please, gods, please let me just live… 
 
    Why?  
 
    The question came out of nowhere, as it often did, pounding through his head like a slow drumbeat—why…why…why…why? 
 
    Why do I want to live? 
 
    Though he hated to admit it, he had hope for himself. It felt selfish, this hope, considering all the pain and suffering he had caused. And yet he clung to it like a beetle to a palm frond under the onslaught of a summer storm. Hiding in plain sight, he listened to the stories told in alehouses and marketplaces and on the streets of Calypso. Tales of the tattooya-bearers, Southron gods in human form who had come to save them all, to help them win the civil war with Phanes, and then the whole of the Four Kingdoms. Even the empress’s second oldest daughter, Fire, bore a tattooya, the firemark. She was loved by her people because of it. They thought she would be their savior, when she came of age.  
 
    When the Beggar heard those stories, he felt connected to the other marked people. Can I be like them? Can I do something good with my curse? 
 
    In those moments, he felt the opposite of the way he’d felt on the day he’d infected his aunt. He felt like he had a purpose, a reason for living.  
 
    He felt hope, like a flame burning inside his chest.  
 
    I have a role to play in this world, he thought. He wanted it to be the truth, more than anything else. 
 
    Someone flicked a coin into the small leather box he’d set before him when he sat down. It clinked amongst a handful of other coins he’d received so far. They were mostly coppers, but still… “Thank you,” he murmured automatically, still lost in his thoughts.  
 
    Strong hands grabbed him, pulling him upwards, slamming him against the wall, causing stars to burst across his vision. The smell of smoke and onions assaulted his nostrils as hot breath splashed across his mask, brushing his exposed lips. “Don’t fight it and this will all go easier,” his attacker hissed. 
 
    He heard the jingle of coins as someone else presumably scooped up his leather box and made off with it. The hands released him and he fell, collapsing to his knees.  
 
    He blinked, trying to restore his vision.  
 
    He squinted as light poured in, obliterating the stars. As expected, his coins were gone. He scanned the street, but the thieves had disappeared. Several sets of eyes were focused in his direction, but the people seemed confused, as if they weren’t quite sure what they were seeing. He didn’t know what he looked like to them, exactly. A smudge of gray against the tan stones perhaps? A shadow in a place where there shouldn’t be one? It didn’t matter. They wouldn’t remember any details about him.  
 
    Something felt strange, however.  
 
    He felt…cool.  
 
    The wind was blowing, yes, but usually that didn’t help him much, due to his thick clothing and face mask. And yet, the skin on each side of his chest felt cooler as the sweat seemed to dry. The coolness seemed to originate from the exact places where the attacker’s strong hands had grabbed him, the man’s fingers poking into his flesh.  
 
    Oh no. Ohnoohnoohnoohnoohno! 
 
    He looked down.  
 
    A wail tore from his throat when he saw the holes torn in his shirt, twin spots of pale flesh staring out at him.  
 
    The plague had returned to Calypso. 
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    Three years later (Circa 532) 
 
      
 
    Countless people had died because of him. Were still dying. Each time the Beggar’s heart pulsed in his chest, he wondered whether someone else had died. 
 
    Though plague victims continued to be quarantined on Dragon’s Breath, the empire’s efforts had done little to stem the spread of the disease.  
 
    The Beggar woke up each morning and found a looking glass or a puddle or a water trough, forcing himself to stare at his own reflection. And each day he made a choice not to kill himself. He wasn’t sure why, exactly, only that his tattooya would pulse from his skin, staying his hand.  
 
    One day the sun was shining brightly. The Beggar was on the move, heading for a part of Calypso he hadn’t been to in a while, hoping for a change of scenery. As he approached a main thoroughfare from the safety of an alleyway, the trio of pyramids rose up in the distance, towering over the sandstone dwellings most citizens lived in. A royal cavalcade was moving through the center of the street, pushing the crowds to the dust-piled edges of the buildings.  
 
    Several of the horsemen steered their steeds precariously close to the crowd and the onlookers were forced to jump back. One of them was too slow, nearly getting himself trampled, falling backward in a cloud of dust. Unlike most people in the crowd, he was light-featured and looked out of place amongst the Calypsians. 
 
    There was something familiar about the man, who wasn’t much older than the Beggar… 
 
    The man turned, coughing out a wad of brown spit.  
 
    The Beggar froze. Him. The blond-haired boy from the dusty field that day, all those years ago, the one with the girl who shouldn’t have been able to walk, the one who had wisps of light trailing from his chest. Though the Beggar hadn’t thought of that day in many years, the memory of it was as vivid as a spark in the dark… 
 
    It was the day he’d accidentally killed his aunt and released the plague.  
 
    Yes, he was certain it was the same boy, though he’d grown up a lot since then, as had the Beggar. Somehow, over time and distance, he still felt inexplicably connected to this man, though he’d never met him before in his life.  
 
    This feeling spurred him forward. With each step, he felt as if his fate was finally calling him. Or at least part of his fate. For the first time in his life he knew he was in the right place at the exact right time. This is why I’m not dead, he thought. He approached the boy from behind. “Are you injured?” he asked. His voice, which hadn’t been used in a long time, sounded like that of a stranger to his own ears. 
 
    The man said he was not, raising an eyebrow as he took in the Beggar’s odd appearance. Wait. He can see me. He can really see me. Not like the others. 
 
    The realization seemed to validate his purpose for being here. He knew what to do.  
 
    He extended his hand to help him up. 
 
    After a brief pause, the man accepted his assistance and allowed the Beggar to pull him to his feet. There was a brief and awkward exchange of pointless pleasantries in which the Beggar refused to give his name, and then the man said: 
 
    “I’m Roan.” 
 
    “You can see me?” Please please please… 
 
    Roan squinted, and it was clear he thought he was dealing with someone who’d lost their mind. But that didn’t matter, didn’t matter, didn’t matter, because— “Yes. I can see you.” 
 
    The faintest streak of light zipped from Roan’s chest, and the Beggar smiled beneath his hood. 
 
    I’m not alone, he thought. 
 
   


  
 

 9: Heinrich Gäric 
 
    Somewhere north of the Mournful Mountains- Circa 10 
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    When, after three long years at sea, Captain Heinrich Gäric had arrived on the shores of this new land a decade earlier, he’d been full of excitement and anticipation. That day had been warm and sunny, the salty breeze blowing gentle waves against the rocky embankment. A new world to explore! 
 
    Now he felt nothing but cold. Not the cold of an icy winter in northern Crimea—he’d experienced several of those—but a cold that seemed to burrow into his bones, taking up residence. On this frozen tundra next to an enormous ice-sheathed body of water they’d appropriately named Frozen Lake, Heinrich wondered whether he’d ever feel warm again. 
 
    “We should turn back,” Ousted said, staring out into the blizzard from the large command tent they’d erected just before the storm had moved in. Ousted was a grizzled veteran explorer with pockmarked cheeks and perpetually chapped lips. He was also Heinrich’s right hand man whose advice he didn’t take lightly. Over more than thirty years of expeditions together, they’d seen things other men could only dream of, places that were untouched by human feet, unseen by human eyes. This was, possibly, one of those very places. 
 
    And Heinrich was not the kind of man to give up easily.  
 
    No, he was the appointed royal explorer for King Peter Streit, ruler of Crimea and Conquerer of the World. Heinrich had a duty to uphold and a reputation to maintain. “Gather the men,” he said. “I have an announcement to make.” 
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    After Heinrich’s decision had been announced, he lounged in his tent, trying to sleep. A rustle outside drew his attention, just as his eyes were closing. “I’m awake,” he growled, so the visitor wouldn’t feel uncomfortable having to wake him.  
 
    “It’s me,” a voice said. It was the voice of his only son, Tomas, a strong lad and solid seaman of eighteen. Over the last decade and the three years at sea preceding it, Tomas had grown up, while his mother had died of scurvy during the voyage. Though it had been a difficult time for both of them, it hadn’t doused the fire for adventure that always seemed to glow inside the boy. He’s too much like me, Heinrich often mused.  
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    The thick, triple-skinned tent flap fluttered and then pushed inward, releasing a torrent of icy air and a flurry of snowflakes inside. Tomas dove in and fought the tent for a moment before resealing it, cutting off the cold air. He turned to his father, holding a lantern to the side, careful not to shine it in the expedition leader’s eyes. “I won’t leave,” the boy said.  
 
    Heinrich sighed. He had expected this. “You don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Because you’re my father?” 
 
    “No, because I’m your commander, appointed by the king himself.” 
 
    Tomas set the lantern down and waved his hands from side to side. “What king? I don’t see any king in these lands. All I see is you, the true leader of the colonies. You delivered us here. You conquered these lands. The king might as well be somewhere on one of the moons.” 
 
    Heinrich tried not to laugh, despite the treasonous tone to his son’s words. This side of him came from his mother, and he’d heard her speak similar words on a dozen other expeditions over the years. She’d wanted him to settle down somewhere and start a family, forget about the king and his lust for land and war. They’d compromised and he’d given her a son while discovering a chain of uninhabited tropical islands in the southern Crimean Sea. That was eighteen years ago, however, a lifetime ago. And this was now, and he needed to stop this kind of talk before it got his son into trouble. Rather than a stiff rebuke, he chose humor as his sword of rebuttal. 
 
    “I’ll send a message to the king informing him of your position.” 
 
    His son was not amused, his broad Gäric jaw stiffening. “It’s not funny, Father.” 
 
    “You’re right. Talk of treason is in no way funny.” 
 
    “It’s not treason; it’s reality.” 
 
    “You want to claim independence from the crown?” 
 
    “Not today. But someday. Yes. This land is too large to be governed from across the sea. King Streit must be made to understand that.” 
 
    Heinrich closed his eyes. Opened them. “You know I don’t care about any of that. All I want is to explore.” 
 
    “But not with me,” Tomas said, sulking now. It was a stark reminder that though his son had the rugged build of a man grown now, he still had a lot of maturing to do.  
 
    The truth was, Heinrich had been willing to drag his family with him on a lot of dangerous voyages because it was simply too hard to be away from them so much of the time. His own selfishness had cost him his wife, the mother of his son, the love of his life. His love for exploration had taken precedence over the safety of his own family.  
 
    Not anymore. Continuing north through the blizzard was simply too dangerous, and he wouldn’t risk his son’s life. But he couldn’t tell him that. Not only would it only make Tomas more adamant about staying with the expedition, but it would make him feel like a child, something he wasn’t willing to do, not when his son had proven his mettle time and time again over the last few years. 
 
    No, a different tact would be necessary to convince his son to leave and return to the first city they’d established in these lands, the burgeoning colony known as Knight’s End.  
 
    “You are my only heir, Tomas,” he said. “If you are serious about one day seeking independence for the colonies, then at least one of us must survive, and it needs to be you. My heart is simply not in it the way yours is.” 
 
    Tomas raised his eyebrows, surprised. It was clearly not the response he had expected. And though it wasn’t a lie, exactly, it also wasn’t the full truth. I have to protect you from my own stupidity. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll lead half of the exploration party back to Knight’s End, as you commanded, Father. But I won’t wait for you there. New ships bearing colonists arrive every fortnight, and we need to push southward and build new colonies to accommodate them all. With your blessing and authority, I will lead them.” 
 
    “You have my authority,” Heinrich said. At least it will be warmer there. “Tell them we’ve gone to explore the northern Hinterlands.” 
 
    “I will.” They clasped hands, and then Tomas slipped away, back into the cold, dark night.  
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    Tomas and his men left early the next day, before Heinrich had awoken.  
 
    Till we meet again, he thought. 
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    The remaining company pushed northward, along the western edge of Frozen Lake, the going getting slower and slower as the drifts of snow grew thicker and thicker. Snow fell like torrential rain, whipping against their faces, blinding them. The cold seeped through scarf and cloak, soaking them to the skin. If they didn’t die from exhaustion, they would almost certainly die from exposure if the storm didn’t abate. Still, Heinrich dared not adjust his path to the ice-covered body of water, though a number of his men continued to eye the lake hungrily.  
 
    “This is madness,” Ousted eventually said, when they were forced to halt completely. The snow was up to their waists now, and pushing through it was nearly impossible. “I have followed you through gnarled jungles and across vast oceans. Together, we have conquered burnt deserts and scaled steep cliffs. Never have I questioned your judgment. But now I must, for this place isn’t meant for exploration. What do you hope to discover? There is nothing here but ice and snow. It is a frozen hell we find ourselves in, and I fear if we continue there shall be no return.” 
 
    “Thank you for your counsel,” Heinrich said. 
 
    “But you won’t turn back.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Ousted shook his head. The rest of the men were digging furrows in the snow, trying to make space to erect their tents and escape the daggers of wind slashing in from all sides.  
 
    “Will you defy my command?” Heinrich said. “I am your captain.” 
 
    “I’m not speaking to my captain right now,” Ousted said, squinting as blustery snow pelted his face.  
 
    Heinrich frowned, not understanding.  
 
    “I’m speaking to my friend,” Ousted said, explaining. “No, Captain, I won’t defy your command, even if it means my death and yours. But I will never fail to speak my mind.” With that, he turned away, disappearing into the snowy whiteness, joining the rest of the men in setting up camp.  
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    Heinrich was no dictator. Yes, he expected his orders to be followed, but only because anything else would incite mutiny. But he’d listened to counsel in the past, even when he wasn’t certain he agreed with it. Plus, Ousted, his closest friend and ally, had made good points. Logical points. What do I hope to discover in this frozen wasteland? 
 
    He tried to consider the situation without emotion, without his lust for discovery, his insatiable need to go where no man had ever set foot before. Tucked in the relative warmth of his tent, safe from the wind and snow, which now provided a reasonable measure of insulation, Heinrich’s head felt clearer.  
 
    South of Frozen Lake the land was inhabitable, there was no questioning that. They could set up several large colonies, including one nestled just below the lake, pumping an endless supply of fresh water from beneath the icy surface.  
 
    But here, this far north…no one could survive…could they? And even if they could, what kind of life would they live? A cold one, Heinrich mused. 
 
    But still…there must be something worth finding to the north, right? Something of value? Gold perhaps? Heinrich didn’t care for riches—he wasn’t a treasure hunter by any stretch of the imagination—but at least discovering gold or other precious metals would justify this expedition, as well as keep the king happy.  
 
    The king, he thought. Was his son right? Was it inevitable that this enormous land sever itself from Crimea’s influence? King Streit was an arrogant man who believed the entirety of the world, both land and sea, was his to be conquered, ruled by his iron fist. He wouldn’t bow to a bunch of revolutionaries, not without a fight. Not without bloodshed. Once Heinrich returned to Knight’s End, he would have to try to convince Tomas that they needed the resources and support of the Crimean crown. The last thing Heinrich wanted was a drawn out war. He was no soldier, after all. Nor visionary. Thus far, this decade-long endeavor had been largely uncontested, though scouts had returned to the west with news of strange-looking natives inhabiting both the east and south. Barbarians, they called them. Heathens. Heinrich didn’t like such labels. Just because people are different doesn’t make them the enemy. He’d learned that too many times before. 
 
    His thoughts were diverging from the matter at hand, he realized, and he steered them back to the decision he had to make. Keep going in search of the great unknown or admit defeat and turn back?  
 
    He drifted off to sleep, hoping the right answer would reveal itself in the morning. 
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    Heinrich stretched and yawned, awakening to the sound of men laughing and talking. It was a familiar sound, and yet one that was completely unexpected. There was no howling wind. No flapping canvas.  
 
    He poked his head into a morning that was cold, but not nearly as cold as the days previous. Smoke from several cook fires curled lazily into the sky, wisps of gray against an otherwise white backdrop. The wind had abated, the storm moving on to torment another part of the land. White, powdery drifts were piled up against empty tents. Pockets of men sat around the fires, which were crackling merrily. The whole setup had a surreal feel to it, as if Heinrich was still asleep in some dream world.  
 
    This is my answer, he thought. Not because the way had suddenly gotten easier, but because this was something new, something he’d never experienced before. Something to excite him.  
 
    He scooted out of the tent and rose. Heads turned his way, watching his approach. Cut in half, his company looked small, only forty men remaining. The toughest of the tough, those he’d known the longest. 
 
    Ousted’s steely eyes met his, and his friend nodded. He thinks I’m going to announce our retreat, he thought. He cleared his throat. “The way forward is a risk, I’d be lying if I said otherwise,” he started. “And I won’t force any man to accompany me from this point onward. But I am also not broken, not defeated, not content to leave the mysteries of our world unsolved. This is what I do, explore, and if I stop now I might as well let you plant me in the ground. Who is with me?” 
 
    A moment of silence ensued, and Heinrich noticed several eyes flick to Ousted, as if looking for a cue from him. He has the ears of the men, Heinrich thought. He could mutiny if he wants to. 
 
    But then Ousted said, “I am. But I’m not trudging through anymore of this hell-frozen snow!” 
 
    Heinrich couldn’t hold back his laugh, and neither could the other men, who merrily agreed to continue north.  
 
    “Good,” Heinrich said. “Because this won’t mean the same thing without my friends by my side. And there won’t be any more trudging, if we’re going to risk our lives, we might as well do so sliding across the ice.” 
 
    Ousted nodded and handed Heinrich a tin plate loaded with charred meat and boiled potatoes. “Plan of attack?” 
 
    Any small amount of awkwardness there might have been between them vanished in an instant as they settled into their typical roles of captain and advisor. “The lightest of foot will proceed ahead of the rest of the company, testing the ice.” 
 
    “Aye,” Ousted agreed. “And we stick to the eastern edge of the lake, where the ice will have formed the earliest and the thickest.” 
 
    “Any sign of breakage and we make haste for the shore, no questions asked. Then we vote again.” 
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    As it turned out, the precautions were hardly necessary—even at its thinnest point, the ice was as thick as the wingspan of the tallest man in the company, and there was little chance of breaking through so long as they remained spread out.  
 
    The company’s spirits rose as they made good progress across the lake, which was as vast as an ocean, stretching all the way to the horizon, where the frozen waters seemed to drop off the face of the earth.  
 
    As they traveled further north, into the Hinterlands, copses of trees began to spring up on the edges of the lake. The trees were similar to those they’d see bordering the Mournful Mountains, some form of pine, but growing closer together, almost intertwining, as if huddling beside each other for warmth. Their nettles were different, too, longer and silver rather than green, as if they’d been painted that color by centuries of never ending snowfall. Their branches were also thicker than those of a normal pine, made to withstand the weight of the snow and ice piled atop them without bending or breaking. During a rest one day, Heinrich and a few of his more curious men wandered off the ice to inspect them. “No cones,” Heinrich said, squinting up at the branches. It was true, these pines were just trunk, branches and nettles, nothing hanging from their boughs.  
 
    “I wonder how they spread their seed,” Horris said. He was the company transcriber, writing tales of all their adventures. 
 
    Heinrich enjoyed this aspect of exploring. Learning about new places, new plants, new animals—so long as they didn’t try to eat him, of course, which unfortunately happened more frequently than he’d like—but now wasn’t the time. “Once we’ve found the end of this forsaken lake we’ll have plenty of time to inspect the flora and fauna,” he said. 
 
    Grudgingly, they moved back onto the endless sheet of ice and continued their march.  
 
    At night, they camped right on the ice. Cook fires were built parallel to the camp, on the snowy shore. Several of the more enterprising men would usually move away from camp and find a spot to drill a hole big enough to fish through. And each night they would return with dozens of large spotted fish with surprisingly white meat that flaked away when cooked. 
 
    Heinrich relished every moment as they marched for a fortnight across the ice. Then a second fortnight, with still no end in sight. 
 
    Until the ice ended. 
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    “What do you make of it?” Ousted asked, as they stared at the reality spread out before them. 
 
    They stood on shore, having left the ice and—despite Heinrich’s previous promise—trudged along the edge of the lake until they reached the point where the ice was melting, becoming a wide swathe of slush before giving way to white-capped water once more.  
 
    “It’s odd,” Heinrich said. If anything, the air had continued to get colder the further north they’d traveled. If anything, the ice should’ve been even thicker here, not melting.  
 
    Narrowing his eyes, Heinrich carefully picked his way down the rocks to the water’s edge. He squatted, eyeing the sludgy water. Peeled off a glove and rolled his three thick layers of clothing up to his elbow. Dipped his hand in the water.  
 
    The cold was a shock to his skin, but he bit his lip and shoved his hand in further, past the melting ice, until half his arm was beneath the surface. Where it was— 
 
    Impossible.  
 
    It was warm.  
 
    “The hell?” Heinrich muttered. 
 
    “What is it, Hein?” Ousted called. “Did your hand freeze off and float away?” 
 
    “I—” There was no other way to explain it. “The water is warm.” 
 
    “Come again? Did you say the water is warm? I think you’ve gone numb in the brain, Cap’n.” 
 
    He shook his head. His brain did feel numb, but not from the cold. From this incredible discovery. “Let’s go a little further,” he called. “And then I’m going swimming.” 
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    Heinrich didn’t want to ruin the moment for his men. Let them experience it for themselves, he thought. And then he started peeling off his clothes.  
 
    There were murmurs of confusion, and several men echoed Ousted’s opinion on how the captain’s brain must have been numbed by the cold, but Heinrich ignored them. He also ignored the bite of the cold as it nipped at his pale skin, which was so dry and chafed that it was rough and peeling. He didn’t care about any of that. All he cared about was stumbling out of his boots, bullying his way out of his trousers, his under-trousers, and his under-under-trousers, and then charging for the water’s edge, which was now completely free of ice, even the slushy kind.  
 
    With a boyish whoop! he leapt free of the shoreline, curling his arms under his bent legs until he resembled a large, fleshy ball.  
 
    Spalooosh! 
 
    The warm water rushed around him and he breathed hard out of his nose, bubbles burbling toward the surface. He kept his eyes open, and was shocked at the clarity. Looking through the warm blue water was as easy as gazing through a just-cleaned pane of glass. Brilliant green, purple, and red plants grew up from the bottom, their long tendrils almost reaching all the way to the surface. Hundreds—no, thousands—of fish moved in schools, feeding off the plants. Heinrich spotted several of the large spotted ones they’d been eating for the last fortnight.  
 
    Out of breath, Heinrich bobbed back to the surface, a smile creasing his face as he burst into the cold air. On the shore, several of his men were already ridding themselves of their clothes, while others were tentatively dipping fingers in the water while wearing expressions of wonder and delight. 
 
    One by one, they joined him in the water, laughing and splashing each other and dunking each other’s heads. Heinrich felt younger than he’d felt in decades. More alive, too. He ducked underwater again and again, watching the fish play, trying to count the different species. They would have to compare notes later and create a catalogue, complete with drawings and approximate measurements.  
 
    He popped up once more to find Ousted bobbing beside him. “I discovered the source,” he said.  
 
    “Source of what?” 
 
    “The heat. Follow me.” 
 
    Ousted dove beneath the surface, and Heinrich followed, kicking his legs like a frog. Ousted swam deeper and deeper, past flora and sea life, until they reached the bottom of the lake. An odd-shaped rock formation rose up from the lakebed, formed like a cone, but lumpy along its edges. At the top of the cone was a spout of sorts, and from the spout arose an endless stream of bubbles.  
 
    Heinrich was running out of breath, but Ousted gestured for him to place his hand above the bubbles, in a position that was still well short of the spout. He did, and was shocked to find not warm water, but hot water. Not boiling, but as he moved his hand lower, the water got even hotter. He suspected that just above the spout the water would scald him.  
 
    He pointed upward and Ousted nodded and together they kicked back to the surface. By the time Heinrich emerged, his lungs were burning and he was forced to gasp at the air for several minutes before he was able to speak.  
 
    They told the rest of the men what they had discovered: the source of the warm water.  
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    Camped on the shore that night, the men were happy. It had been a strange, magical day, the likes of which they might never experience again.  
 
    Heinrich wiped fish juice off his chin. “We could build a colony here,” he said. “Wait for a lull in the storms and march a thousand hardy men, women and children across the ice.” 
 
    “They’ll think we’re taking them to hell,” Ousted said. 
 
    “And then we’ll surprise them with paradise!” another man, Klein, said. Roars of laughter rolled across camp. Men ate. Men joked. Men laughed.  
 
    They went to sleep happy, their bellies full, and feeling warmer than they had in days, as if the warm waters of the Not-So-Frozen Lake had melted the ice in their bones.  
 
    Heinrich awoke the next morning to shouts.  
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    “Klein’s missing,” Ousted explained, when Heinrich joined several early-rising men in the center of camp. The sky was still murky, the sun having not yet cleared the horizon. One by one, groggy men were emerging from their tents, aroused by the commotion.  
 
    “Kleiner, you buffoon, where in frozen hell are you?” a man named Josun shouted, scanning the lapping waters of the lake. Both Josun and Klein were original members of Heinrich’s exploration company, even before the king had appointed them to his service. They were also best friends and tentmates.  
 
    “Jos,” Heinrich said. “When’s the last time you saw him?” There was no reason to panic, not yet. All of the men in the company were the curious sort—Klein might’ve just wandered off to inspect something he’d seen from afar.  
 
    “You know him,” Jos said, approaching. Though his gray eyes were focused, the concern was evident in the lines etched in his brow. “He don’t sleep much. So at the arsecrack of dawn he decides to go for a swim. I roll over and give him a kick out the door, because I don’t care what he does so long as he lets me sleep.” 
 
    “He could’ve finished his swim and gone for a walk,” Heinrich suggested.  
 
    Josun held up an armful of clothes that Heinrich hadn’t noticed. “Then he’s doing it buck naked, freezing his manhood off.” 
 
    A wave of fear rolled through Heinrich, but he swallowed it down—it was still too early to jump to conclusions. “He’s a strong swimmer. He might’ve attempted to cross the lake.” 
 
    “’Tis possible,” Ousted agreed. “He likes to be first to do such things.” 
 
    Jos said, “I’ve been watching the water for a while. Haven’t seen so much as a splash. He’d have to come up for air sometime. And if he were swimming I’d see him for sure.” 
 
    “Get something to eat,” Heinrich said. “We’ll continue the search.” 
 
    “Not hungry. I’ll search with you.” 
 
    Heinrich wouldn’t stop the man from searching for his best friend. Plus, the more eyes and ears the better. He quickly organized the men into four groups of nine, with the three remaining men assigned to hold camp and prepare breakfast in case Klein returned on his own. One group headed north along the shoreline, one south, the third inland, and the fourth, which was comprised of the strongest swimmers, shucked their clothes and set out across the water. There were two rules for this search: First, never go off alone; and second, return to camp before the sun reached its peak.  
 
    Heinrich, who felt as comfortable as any of his men in the water, swam out with his group of eight, moving slowly, ducking his head beneath the surface and peering through the water, looking for movement. Each time he popped up for air, he scanned the waterline all the way to the far shore, hoping to spy a splash.  
 
    The water was as warm as the day before, but Heinrich couldn’t enjoy it, not when one of his men were missing, possibly injured or worse.  
 
    Instead, he focused on the task at hand. As the sun crested the horizon and spilled light across the lake, visibility became better, and the men were able to see all the way to the bottom. Myriad fish swarmed the bright plants, nibbling their breakfast from the marine foliage.  
 
    They searched for hours, until the sun was approaching its apex, until Heinrich’s fingers and toes were wrinkled like grapes left to dry in the sun. 
 
    But still there was no sign of their lost comrade.  
 
    Treading water, Heinrich looked back to shore, which was now a fair distance away. If he traced the rocky edge north and south, he could just make out the dark outlines of the second and third companies of searchers. Based on their body language and the fact that they were slowly moving back toward camp, he was certain they hadn’t had any more luck.  
 
    He couldn’t see the fourth and final group, who’d moved inland and out of sight amongst the snowdrifts. 
 
    He sighed, beginning to lose hope.  
 
    His group of swimmers was spreading out more now, pairing up and casting a wider net.  
 
    “Over here!” someone shouted, causing Heinrich’s heart to feel as if it had leapt out of his chest.  
 
    He quickly located the source of the shout. Brisby, one of the youngest explorers, waved his arms over his head in the water. Heinrich and the rest of his men swam toward him.  
 
    “Found this stuck on one of the long purple plants,” Brisby said as they approached. A waterlogged sock hung from his pale fingers.  
 
    “Damnation,” Heinrich said. Other voices echoed his response. Every man in the company knew this sock, because Klein rarely took it off. His ‘lucky sock’ he called it, a hideous article of clothing originally striped red and white but which was now so stained it appeared brown and gray. As they often did, the men gave Klein a good ribbing the day before when he’d refused to leave the sock on shore, instead swimming with it on. And last night he’d hung it by the fire to dry, before pulling it on again just before bed.  
 
    “He wouldn’t have taken it off on purpose,” Heinrich said, trying to keep his voice calm. He was glad Josun wasn’t with them; he’d been assigned to the inland search.  
 
    “Other than last night when he needed to dry it by the fire, I’ve never seen Klein without it,” Brisby agreed. 
 
    “If he got fatigued, he might not have noticed it was missing,” Gunther, a scrappy man with a graying beard, suggested.  
 
    Heinrich considered this, nodded. “Klein was a good swimmer, but he could’ve underestimated the distance to the far side of the lake. If he got tired on the way back and lost his sock…” 
 
    Gunther picked up the thread of thought. “The current,” he said, pointing southward. Though it was fairly gentle, Heinrich could see the way the water was moving in that direction. In fact, based on their positioning relative to the dark smudge and curling smoke that identified the location of their camp, they’d drifted with the current while searching.  
 
    “I’ll check,” Brisby said. His fair hair and green eyes made the youngest explorer appear even younger.  
 
    “Go with him,” Heinrich said, gesturing to Gunther. Overall, they were the two strongest swimmers in the group, just a hair behind Klein. “The rest of us will follow on foot.” 
 
    Brisby and Gunther headed south, taking long slow strokes, paddling the water behind them. Heinrich led the other six men back to shore, where they dried off and dressed. When he glanced back across the water, he was surprised at Brisby and Gunther’s progress—they were already quite a bit further south.  
 
    Ousted and his party approached from the south. “Any luck?” the rugged man asked.  
 
    “We found his lucky sock,” Heinrich said. “No sign of Klein though.” 
 
    Heinrich was certain the grim look on his best friend’s face mirrored his own. 
 
    “Shite,” Ousted said. Then again: “Shite.” 
 
    “Brisby and Gunther are checking downlake. You and me will follow on foot. We’ll meet the rest of you back at camp. Get warm. Eat. Rest. Wait for our return.” 
 
    Grudgingly, the rest of the men agreed and trudged off through the snow, their shoulders weighed down by the situation.  
 
    “Klein wouldn’t take off his sock,” Ousted said as they started south at a brisk pace; Heinrich wanted to catch up with Brisby and Gunther before they got too far ahead.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” 
 
    Heinrich refused to meet his friend’s eyes, though he could feel them boring into the side of his head. “It might’ve gotten snagged on a plant. He might not have even noticed it was gone.” If he was being honest with himself, however, Heinrich knew it was a lie. He would’ve noticed. 
 
    Ousted nodded. “Possible,” he said, though Heinrich knew his friend well enough to know when he was lying through his teeth.  
 
    “The current is stronger than it looks,” Heinrich added. “Klein might’ve drifted south. If he did, Brisby and Gunther will find him.” 
 
    “The ice is south,” Ousted pointed out. 
 
    Heinrich had already thought of that, which was why time was of the essence. If Klein really was too tired to fight the current, he also might be too fatigued to cut a diagonal path back to shore, which meant he was in danger of being swept into the cold, sludgy waters they’d passed two days ago. If so… 
 
    Heinrich closed his mind to the thought, refusing to give up. He’d lost men before, aye, but he’d never given up on them without visual confirmation. And he wouldn’t now. 
 
    Still, as he scanned the water, tracking the two swimmers’ progress, Heinrich realized he was no longer searching for the telltale splashes Klein would be making if he were swimming. No, Heinrich was looking for a floating body.  
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    Midday arrived. Heinrich’s stomach ached with hunger, but he ignored it. 
 
    He and Ousted had eventually passed the swimmers, moving ahead to meet them further south. He planned to check the sludgy ice flow for Klein—with any luck the man was stuck in it, still warm enough to survive with a little help. While Heinrich looked across the water, Ousted combed the rocky shoreline for any signs of the missing man. 
 
    Suddenly his friend buckled at the waist, dropping to one knee. “Oh, no,” he said.  
 
    Heinrich hurried over, assuming the older man was fatigued, perhaps dehydrated. He uncapped his waterskin and held it in the man’s direction. “Drink,” he said.  
 
    But Ousted only shook his head, his eyes cast downward.  
 
    Frowning, Heinrich moved around him and followed his gaze. Dread roiled through him like a bitter potion. His legs felt rubbery, but he managed to stay upright. He closed his eyes, but the image was burned in his mind, pulsing red and yellow.  
 
    A pale leg, a ragged stump, having been removed from the body by something sharp and jagged, leaving only torn flesh and cracked bones at the point where it was severed.  
 
    They’d found Klein, or at least what was left of him.  
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    The icy wind whipped across Heinrich’s face, stinging his eyes. His legs churned beneath him, burning from the effort. A faster runner, he’d left Ousted behind in his haste. He did his best to follow his own footprints in reverse, where the snow was the most packed and easy to traverse. As he ran, he scanned the water for Brisby and Gunther. He needed to warn them before it was too late. 
 
    After what seemed an eternity, he found Gunther. Naked, he was crouching in the snow, his head in his hands. Unprotected from the cold, his entire body was shaking. One of his legs was covered in blood, pooling at his feet. Heinrich could just make out a long, dark scratch running along his skin, weeping blood. There was no sign of Brisby. 
 
    “Gunth?” Heinrich said, slowing to a stop. “Are you hurt? Where’s Bris?” 
 
    The man’s body jerked like he’d been struck by lightning. When he looked up, tears sparkled in his eyes. Rivers of grief had frozen on his cheeks and in his speckled beard. Heinrich had mistaken his shaking for shivering, but it was his sobs that had wracked his body.  
 
    “So much blood,” the man said through cracked lips. His eyes held a haunted quality that scared the frozen hell out of Heinrich. “Dead. The lad is dead.” 
 
    It was like a punch to the gut, and it took all of Heinrich’s strength not to stagger to his knees. 
 
    He wanted to ask the man what had happened, what he’d seen, but that couldn’t be the priority, not now. Instead, he stripped off his thick greatcoat and wrapped it around Gunther, pulling it tight across his chest. Through the coat, he rubbed the man’s arms up and down, up and down, trying to force warmth back into his flesh. Then he wrapped his scarf around his injured leg, tying it tightly to stem the flow of blood.  
 
    When Ousted arrived, he offered Heinrich a concerned look, but didn’t ask any questions, shucking off his outer trousers and helping him pull them onto Gunther’s legs, over the makeshift bandage. They each sacrificed a pair of socks to warm his feet. Then, together, they carried him in silence back to camp.  
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    Exhausted from hours swimming and perhaps from shock, Gunther curled up and slept for a long time by the fire. It wasn’t a restful kind of sleep. 
 
    The men watched him as he twitched and jerked, occasionally crying out.  
 
    The men ate, drank, and spoke in low tones, speculating on what might’ve happened. Heinrich wouldn’t talk about any of it—not yet. The only thing he would say was that it wasn’t safe to go back in the water.  
 
    “Carver told me you found Klein’s lucky sock,” Josun finally said, easing down next to Heinrich.  
 
    “We did,” Heinrich said evenly.  
 
    “Oh.” There was a question in that word: Do you think he’s still alive?  
 
    Heinrich hated this. It was all his fault. He’d been so stubborn, pushing north when even nature itself was warning him not to go. If he’d only heeded Ousted’s advice, two good men would still be alive.  
 
    Every instinct spurred him to protect Jos from the truth, but he couldn’t lie to him. He couldn’t lie to any of them. “I’m sorry,” he said, resting a hand on the man’s shoulder. “He’s gone. The same thing that got Bris, got Klein.” 
 
    The man nodded calmly, as if he’d already known it. He stood up, walking over to his tent, the one he usually shared with his best friend. He ducked inside and closed the flap.  
 
    Gunther stirred in his sleep, and then his eyes flew open. A moment of confusion seemed to pass across his face as he looked first at the fire, and then at the bedraggled group of men sitting around him. Then, as if resigned to the reality he’d woken up to, he settled his head back into the crook of his arm, staring into the crackling flames.  
 
    “Bris is—was—a hero,” he said, after a few moments of uneasy silence. “He saved my life. Gave his own for mine. Should’ve been the other way around. He was younger, had more years ahead of him.” 
 
    “One life isn’t of greater value than another,” Heinrich said. The moment he said it he knew it wasn’t fair for him to say that. After all, he valued his son’s life above his own. His men’s lives too. He wished it was he, and not Klein and Brisby, who’d been taken by whatever swam in the depths of the lake.  
 
    “His was,” Gunther said. “Why is it that the heroes always die?” 
 
    Heinrich had no answer, though he suspected that it was because heroes always ran toward danger, rather than away from it.  
 
    “What did it look like?” Carver asked. “The thing that got them. The thing that carved up your leg.” 
 
    Gunther shook his head, but it wasn’t a refusal to answer. It was a shake of fear as a memory was unleashed like a wild animal. “We were swimming along, searching. The thing was smart, attacking from behind—we never saw it coming until it was too late.” He paused, licking his lips, but no one interrupted him. “I felt it brush by my leg, all rough scales and strength. Then I felt the pain, like a red-hot poker shoved under my skin. Don’t know if it was a warning blow or if it was just tasting me, but before I knew what was happening Bris was shoving me out of the way and screaming for me to ‘Swim!’ and diving in front of me just as it came up, rising from the water like a monster of the underworld, its skin as dark as tar, with red eyes and a mouth full of long curved fangs as long as my forearm if they were an inch. Those jaws opened so wide the beast could’ve fit both of us inside, but Bris had knocked me far enough away that it could only grab…” 
 
    He bit back the last word, breathing deeply. “I swam like I’ve never swam before, I’m not ashamed to say it. Bris was already gone and I wouldn’t waste his sacrifice. I don’t know if the thing was full or bored of me or what. But I made it. Somehow, I made it to tell this tale.” 
 
    Heinrich stooped down. “There was nothing you could do. I hope you know that. You were searching for Klein, risking your own life. You’re a hero, too. Which means heroes don’t always die. Otherwise there’d be no heroes, and yet here we are, in the presence of an entire company of them.” 
 
    Gunther pursed his lips, but didn’t respond.  
 
    “I got something to say,” Carver said. For many years, the small, thin ginger man had been like the mother of the company. He was always fretting over whether the men were dressed warmly enough, whether they were eating enough or drinking enough or sleeping enough. Though the men often japed about his manhood—which was as small as he was—they all knew he was as much a man as the rest of them. “Klein was me friend, ain’t no mistake. Once he confided in me that without the company he would’ve probably been working in the Crimean mines, breathing in rock dust and hating his life. He told me we were his life.” 
 
    Heinrich never knew the man had felt so strongly, and the story sent a warm shiver up his spine. “Thank you for telling us that.” 
 
    Carver nodded.  
 
    From there, other men began chiming in, offering their own stories about Klein and Brisby. Josun, whose tent was close enough to hear everything they were saying, eventually joined them, speaking last. “I loved Kleiner like a brother,” he said. “I was my mother’s first, and she died bringing me into this world. My father was a drunk and couldn’t find another woman any more than a steady job. I had friends, sure, but none like Klein. He liked to say that regardless of whom our parents were, the same blood flowed through both our veins.” 
 
    No one said anything for a long time after Jos fell silent, everyone content to watch the flames eat their way through the crisscrossing pyramid of wood.  
 
    One by one, the men slipped away from the fire, going to bed, until only Heinrich and Ousted remained.  
 
    “What the hell are we going to do?” Ousted asked.  
 
    Heinrich knew these men were strong, capable of dealing with great tragedy and moving on. But sometimes even the strongest of men needed something to distract their grief.  
 
    “We’re going to kill the monster,” he said. 
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    “No one goes into the water, except to bathe and warm up in the shallows. Even then, there will always be a spotter on the shore. Vigilance is paramount.” The men nodded in agreement. “Good,” Heinrich said. “Now, are there any suggestions for how to kill it?” 
 
    “What?” Carver said.  
 
    “Did I mumble?” 
 
    “No—but you can’t be serious. That thing—that monster—killed Klein and Brisby.” 
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    “It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “So are we. We’ve fought the great ocean crocs in the Crimean Sea, faced northern grizzlies in the Anzac Mountains, squared off against flocks of flesh-eating bone eagles in East Scion. We’ve fought monsters before.” 
 
    “This is different,” Gunther said. “You didn’t see this thing.” 
 
    “The only thing that is different is that this monster killed our friends.” 
 
    “We don’t even know if it’s the only one of them,” Gunther said. Carver had cauterized the wound and bandaged it tightly to prevent infection. Other than that, the man was no worse for wear, though Heinrich had noticed him staring off into space a few times, presumably seeing images only his eyes could see.  
 
    “You think a large predator like that would be willing to share its lake with another?” 
 
    “He could have a mate. Or children. You want to face a monster brood? For what purpose? You’ll only get more of us killed.” 
 
    His words stung, but Heinrich had already made up his mind. They hadn’t come all this way to give up the warm waters of the lake. He would colonize this land, and to do so they’d need to rid the land, and lake, of the most dangerous predators.  
 
    “That monster will kill again. Maybe not me, or you, or any of us. Maybe not anyone we know. But someday, explorers like us will happen upon this very lake, and they will die because we did nothing. Do you want their blood on your hands? I don’t.” 
 
    One by one, he could see the agreement in their eyes. Even Gunther and Carver grudgingly came to terms with the notion, though Gunther had one more question: “How?” 
 
    “First we need some bait,” Heinrich said.  
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    The bait was an elk they managed to bring down on the tundra. Heinrich could see the way the men stared longingly at the fresh meat, but he refused to give in. “Tonight we’ll be feasting on roasted lake monster!” he declared, earning a chuckle from the men. It broke the tension and raised the mood, something he’d learned to do years ago. Happy explorers were the hardest working.  
 
    Using rope, they fashioned a harness of sorts around the dead animal. The rope wasn’t meant to do anything but hold the bait. They fully expected the monster to chew right through the rope, the meat, the bones…everything. Which was why they planted their hook, a long hooked barb usually used to attach to cargo sleds that were then pulled across the ice, deep inside the elk’s chest cavity. The hook was secured to linked steel chains they’d removed from the cargo sleds. They had to connect every single one of the chains they possessed to make a single tether long enough to feed out into the water. It was a risk, Heinrich knew—if they lost the chains they wouldn’t be able to carry nearly as much food with them for the rest of their expedition. Finally, they built a small wooden raft of sorts, which they attached to the fresh meat. They would push the raft out into the water, and the meat would dart through the water beneath the dirigible, hopefully tempting the murderous monster to make an appearance. With any luck, it would eat the bait whole, swallow the hook, and then the real fight would begin. Heinrich was most worried about this part. Landing an impossibly large lake monster wouldn’t be the same as fighting a normal-sized fish. It would take all of them to haul it in, and that still might not be enough. As a precaution, they secured the end of the chain to one of the metal cargo sleds after removing its runners. Then, using ten men to a boulder, they rolled the largest stones they could find on top of the sled. It was the best they could do for an anchor, and Heinrich was optimistic it would hold.  
 
    The entire setup took the better part of the day to achieve, and now they were all anxious to test it out.  
 
    “Think it’ll work, Cap’n?” Ousted asked as they watched several of the men manhandle the elk carcass over to the water’s edge. Three men trailed behind them, unspooling the coil of metal chain.  
 
    “It had better,” Heinrich said. “Otherwise we might have a mutiny on our hands.” 
 
    He was joking, but Ousted didn’t laugh. Heinrich wondered if there was more truth to what he’d said than he thought.  
 
    Finally, the men waded waist-deep into the water while the others watched for any sign of danger. With a great “Heave-ho!” they shoved the raft as far out into the water as they could, before swiftly retreating to the safety of dry ground.  
 
    Heinrich held his breath, watching as the raft slowly bobbed out into the lake, dragging its cargo somewhere beneath the water’s surface. It caught the current, starting to turn, to move downstream, and— 
 
    Back to shore.  
 
    “Damn,” Heinrich said. The rest of the men groaned as the waders ran along the shoreline to retrieve the raft, which had gotten stuck on a jagged protruding rock.  
 
    “What now?” Ousted asked.  
 
    “Someone’s got to take it out further,” Heinrich said.  
 
    Ousted laughed as if it was the funniest thing he’d heard all day. “Good luck finding a volunteer for that job.” 
 
    Heinrich stared out into the water, eagle focused. “Good thing we don’t need to find a volunteer.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we already have one.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Me.” 
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    The warm water sent a thrill through Heinrich’s body, lapping against his shoulders and chin as he clung to the raft. He kicked as gently as he could, doing his best not to draw attention to his movement into the lake. He wore dark, tight underclothes, which he hoped would make him less visible than his pale skin without hindering his speed too much.  
 
    Still, he could easily see his churning legs beneath the water, which almost certainly meant the monster would be able to see them too.  
 
    The thought made him want to turn around and swim back to shore. Just a little further, he thought. He didn’t look back, though he sensed the anxious stares of his entire company of men on his back.  
 
    The sun seemed to be following his progress east, another silent spectator to whatever was about to transpire.  
 
    Finally, Heinrich hazarded a glance back to find he was a respectable distance from shore. He hoped it was far enough to prevent the current from dragging the raft back against the rocks. He prepared to give the raft one final shove before turning around. 
 
    His men started shouting. 
 
    A bubble of panic burst in his chest as he whipped his head around to find his men screaming and waving and pointing at something in the water.  
 
    Shiteshiteshite! he thought as he spun back around. What he saw sent a quake through his entire body: 
 
    A line of whitewater was being pushed to either side, forming a V that trailed away toward the opposite shore. Something dark and scaly was at the apex of the V, sliding as easily through the water as a knife through soft butter. A thick hump rose up attached to a head larger than three men lying end to end, enormous red half-sphere eyes roaming hungrily across the water.  
 
    The monster was headed right for him.  
 
    Heinrich didn’t think, just acted. Though his body was urging him to Swim! Swim dammit! he went against every instinct, instead climbing aboard the makeshift raft that wasn’t designed to hold the weight of a human. It bucked and writhed under his awkward weight, but he managed to keep his balance until it steadied. He looked back to find that the monster had cut the distance in half and seemed to be gaining speed as it closed in on its prey. Him. 
 
    Using small movements, Heinrich unsheathed the only weapon that had been small enough to carry with him out into the water: a small but sharp paring knife. It would be useless in direct combat against the creature, but he could use it to buy him some time. He went to work on the ropes that secured the bait to the raft, sawing them away at each corner.  
 
    When he’d cut away the last tether, the raft rose higher in the water as it released its underwater cargo. But it was too late—the monster was upon him, so close that he could see his own reflection in the glassy red eyes, which seemed to not only be staring at him, but staring through him, into his soul. Those eyes were ageless, timeless, ancient. That was the only way he could describe them later, like they’d seen everything from the beginning of time.  
 
    He didn’t stand a chance. Heinrich prepared to spring as far away from the raft as possible the moment the monster struck. Adrenaline coursed through his veins as the eyes closed in… 
 
    And then vanished beneath the surface. Heinrich blinked, uncertain what to do. If the monster chose to come up from beneath him, he’d be swallowed in a single bite. Should he abandon the raft now, take his chances swimming to shore? But what if the monster was going after the bai— 
 
    Onshore, his men’s shouts changed from those of warning to excitement. Fear, too, but mostly excitement.  
 
    The metal chain burst from the water, going tight. Ousted was forced to dive out of the way to avoid getting slashed in half by the steel links as they snapped back and forth like a snake’s tail.  
 
    We’ve hooked it! Heinrich thought, his fear swiftly replaced with exhilaration. Momentarily forgetting his own plight, he watched as his men leaped into action. As planned, ten of them threw themselves on the chain, engaged in the most epic game of Haul the Rope the world had ever witnessed.  
 
    They dug their heels into small divots they’d cut into the snow for this very purpose, leaning back against the weight of the monster as it fought them. 
 
    The sled, even without its runners and weighed down by several enormous boulders, began to slide toward the water.  
 
    “No!” Gunther yelled, jumping dangerously in front of it with a dozen other men. They planted their own feet and pushed against the weight, stalling its progress.  
 
    The ten men on the chain tired and were replaced by ten more men. 
 
    The plan is working, Heinrich thought as his men settled into a rhythm, taking turns on the chain and holding back the sled. One group was always resting while the other two toiled. They all knew it could take hours to tire out the monster, but they were prepared for that, their stamina strong after months of hiking through the Mournful Mountains and across the northern tundra.  
 
    The monster was distracted, in a fight for its life. Time to make my escape. Lying flat on his stomach on the raft, Heinrich began to paddle for shore.  
 
    He was halfway there when something changed.  
 
    The chain went slack, causing his men to tumble backwards. Heinrich stopped paddling, watching as the metal links sunk back into the lake. What in the frozen hell? 
 
    He searched the water, which was suddenly as still as he’d ever seen it. Had they lost their prey? Had the monster chewed through the metal? Or perhaps the hook wasn’t planted deeply enough and slipped out. If so, would the creature swim far away? Or would it come back for him, for revenge? 
 
    On shore, the men had righted themselves and began to pull on the chain, which offered no resistance as they reeled it in.  
 
    Something stirred in the water, a faint ripple, moving straight for the shore. Straight for his men. “Watch out!” he screamed, instinct warning him that, even on dry land, they were the ones in danger, not him.  
 
    Surprised, his men stared at him, uncertain of what he was warning them about. They looked around and behind them, as if expecting an attack from the land.  
 
    That’s when the monster struck. It burst from the water as close to the shoreline as it could get, its dark sinuous body launching through the air, water spraying in all directions.  
 
    Heinrich watched in horrified awe. Out of the water, the creature was strangely beautiful, its scales seeming to change color—red, green, blue, gold—as they reflected the last rays of dying sunlight. Its tail was comprised of three large flippers which seemed to flap, propelling it through the air. It was unbelievably long, perhaps the length of twenty men lying head to feet. Its head was humped and Heinrich suspected it was bone-hard.  
 
    All of these thoughts spun through his head in an instant.  
 
    His men scattered like an armful of dropped kindling, releasing the chain and diving away. One of them, however, Matthias, was too slow.  
 
    The monster’s open jaws landed on top of him, slamming his body to the rocky ground, snapping ferociously. With a powerful twist of its body, the beast turned and rolled back across the rocks, splashing back into the water and vanishing.  
 
    Something bumped the bottom of the raft, throwing Heinrich off balance.  
 
    He paddled for shore faster than ever, oblivious to the cries of his men as they righted themselves and urged him on. Another heavy impact shook the raft. Is it taunting me? 
 
    He was close now, so close he could see the bottom. I’m going to make it. Just two more strong paddles… 
 
    One voice rose above the rest. Ousted. “Behind you, Cap’n!” 
 
    Heinrich didn’t look back, instinct telling him there wasn’t time. Instead of paddling he rose rapidly to a crouch and then launched himself into the air, both forward toward shore but also to the side. He felt the raft rise up behind him, whacking him in the ankle and then shoulder, knocking him into an awkward, twisting flip. Gooosh! He hit the water headfirst with a powerful slap, water rushing around him, plugging his nose. It was disorienting, and for a moment he struggled to determine which way was up.  
 
    A dark behemoth slid past, bits of shattered wood flurrying around it like brown snowflakes.  
 
    Heinrich regained his wits, kicking hard for the surface, in the direction he hoped was shore. He came up gasping within arm’s reach of the same protruding rock that had previously captured the raft. Though he grabbed the rock, there was no need, for his men were already there, tucking strong hands under his armpits and hauling him out of the water. They didn’t lie him on the ground immediately—no, they’d all seen what the monster was capable of when it had grabbed Matthias—instead carrying him a distance back from the lake before settling him down in the snow.  
 
    One of them was Ousted. “Cap’n, you all right?” 
 
    “Fine,” Heinrich grunted, tasting warm water on his lips. He was soaked to the wick, his underclothes clinging to his body like a second skin. “Help me up.” Two of his men hauled him to his feet. 
 
    “You should rest,” Ousted advised.  
 
    “I’ll rest when I’m dead. We’ve got a battle to fight, and I won’t sit on the sideline like an invalid. That bastard has taken three of our own and I’ll be damned if I’ll let it escape again.” 
 
    As it turned out, by his own words, Heinrich was damned, because after a fight that lasted well into the night, until each and every man was exhausted to the point of muscle failure, the monster escaped, hauling the chain, sled, boulders and all into the water with a splash.  
 
    Twice it had attacked them again on shore, but they were ready for it, staying well away from where the monster landed each time.  
 
    Frustrated and bone-weary, none of them spoke as they ate a brief dinner and collapsed in their tents, not even having the energy to mourn their latest lost comrade.  
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    For once, Heinrich was the first one up the next morning. His men were all fast asleep, a chorus of snores and breathing melting together in the otherwise still and silent predawn hours. His eyes half closed, he stumbled to the fire pit and struggled to start a fire, something he hadn’t done in a while. I’m spoiled by my men, he thought wryly. I need to take part in all aspects of camp life going forward. The thought made him laugh considering the circumstances, but he quickly cut himself off, remembering Matthias. “Sodding creature,” he muttered, tossing his flint aside when it, once more, failed to produce so much as a spark or wisp of smoke.  
 
    Now, more than ever, he wanted to see it dead. And yet, the thought of potentially losing another man in the process was more than he could fathom.  
 
    More awake now, he wandered down toward the lake’s edge. He froze, gawking at the shadow that fell over him. Impossible. I’m dreaming. I never woke up, I’m still in my tent fast asleep… 
 
    He approached the enormous carcass of the dead monster, its scales beginning to shimmer as the sun peeked over the horizon.  
 
    We did it. Somehow. Some way. We killed the bastard!  
 
    He ran a hand over the rough scales, shocked at how hard they were, each scale like an individual plate of armor. He was looking at the tail, moving back to front, the top of the sea creature’s humped head towering over him like the misshapen spire of some eccentric’s castle.  
 
    Something’s not right. Yes, they’d certainly tired it out to some degree the previous night. Yes, they’d hooked it and forced it to drag chain and sled into the water. But they hadn’t inflicted any real damage on the beast. And even if they had, would it really have become disoriented enough to swim back here in the night and beach itself directly perpendicular to their campsite? What were the odds? One in a thousand? More like one in a million.  
 
    Yet the truth was in the giant monster carcass resting right beside him. 
 
    As he came around to face the beast, he was hit by the truth in the form of its burned out eyes and toothless maw.  
 
    The dead flesh had been desecrated, the eyes removed by hot torches or pokers, the teeth pried out one by one. Taken.  
 
    Someone did this. Someone who’s not us.  
 
    “Cap’n?” a voice said from behind. Ousted. Behind him stood the rest of his men, having silently woken and wandered down to see what he’d found.  
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    Someone or something more capable of surviving in this wilderness had killed the lake monster, of that Heinrich was certain. Still, he wasn’t certain what message the locals were trying to send them, if any. He didn’t want to make a rash decision, not when this might be the first step toward a peaceful alliance with the natives of the Hinterlands.  
 
    “I was foolish to think this far north would be deserted,” Heinrich said. “Especially after we discovered the warm lake water. I was too focused on that thing…that monster.” He gestured to the mountainous carcass.  
 
    “It’s all right, Cap’n,” Carver said. “We all were. We don’t fault you for it.” 
 
    “I know,” Heinrich said, “and I thank you for that. But it’s not all right. As your captain I have to think more broadly about every situation. I have to be ready for whatever comes, no matter how farfetched. Thus far I’ve failed you on this expedition, but I won’t let that happen again. I want opinions. And then I’ll make my decision.” 
 
    “It’s a peace offering,” Carver said right away. “Clearly someone was watching our failed efforts to kill the monster. Then they killed it for us and left us the meat. That’s a whole lot of meat, it’ll feed us for weeks. Why would an enemy provide us with sustenance?” 
 
    “To confuse us?” Ousted offered. “Or perhaps that thing’s meat isn’t edible, or poisoned. Who knows?” 
 
    “What about the burned out eyes?” Gunther said. “And the missing teeth?” 
 
    Heinrich nodded. “It was almost ritualistic—at least the eyes were. But the teeth…they could use them to make weapons.” 
 
    “Frozen hell,” Gunther said. “If I end up surviving that beast only to end up impaled on one of its fangs…” He let the thought hang. 
 
    “We should leave immediately,” Ousted said. “Our numbers are already too low. If whatever killed the monster comes for us in force we won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Heinrich was inclined to agree. “Anyone opposed?” 
 
    No response.  
 
    “Fine. We leave immediately. Head southward, hugging the lake so we don’t get lost. From there we’ll make our way back to the pass through the mountains. Men, we’re finally heading home.” 
 
    The men clapped at the decision. Heinrich knew it was the right one.  
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    The storm hit before nightfall.  
 
    “The snow is as thick as Gunther’s head,” Ousted said, shielding his eyes from the sideways snowfall with a broad hand.  
 
    “Thicker,” Gunther agreed.  
 
    Ousted chuckled. “We should make camp. We need to conserve warmth.” 
 
    Heinrich agreed, especially because darkness was falling with the speed of an avalanche, but something about the decision didn’t sit well with him. Ever since they departed earlier that day, he’d felt uneasy. Perhaps it was something he’d eaten, or the enormous lake monster carcass they’d left behind. Or perhaps it was his explorer’s instinct, the very same one that had saved his skin more times than he could count.  
 
    “We push on,” he said.  
 
    There were murmurs and grunts, but no one challenged the decision. Maybe they felt as uneasy as he did.  
 
    Soon, however, Heinrich began to regret his choice. They quickly lost their bearings, the frozen lake to the east as snow-covered as the rest of the landscape. For all he knew, they were already walking on it. For all he knew, they were walking in circles.  
 
    Their torches blew out from the wind or the cold, leaving them to travel in moonless darkness, barely able to see the man to their front or side.  
 
    Still, they pressed on.  
 
    “What’s that?” Carver asked, shouting over the howling wind.  
 
    Heinrich cocked his head, but couldn’t hear or see anything. He peeled back his thick knit cap and the scarf wrapped around it so his hearing wasn’t so muffled. He heard it. A beat, faint at first—so soft it could’ve been the pounding of his own heart—but growing louder with each successive instance.  
 
    Thum-thum...Thum-thum…THUM-THUM…THUM-THUM… 
 
    “Sounds like drums,” Ousted said, echoing what Heinrich was certain everyone was already thinking. But still, having his thoughts vocalized sent a wave of dread crashing through him.  
 
    “We’re being hunted,” he said.  
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    In the dark, snow stinging their faces, they fled. Or at least tried to. The snow and wind fought them every step of the way, but they fought back, their muscles straining, their breath grunting from their lungs.  
 
    THUM-THUM…THUM-THUM… 
 
    The drumbeats were steady for a while, but then suddenly got louder, so loud they felt almost on top of them.  
 
    THUM-THUM! 
 
    And then, just like that, the drums stopped. Heinrich raised his hand, and one by one his men halted, their breaths misting the air. “Do you think we lost them?” Carver asked.  
 
    Heinrich put a finger to his mouth, listening. He heard nothing. He licked his lips, and it was like he could taste the air. It smelled of smoke and pine and something moist.  
 
    As fast as he could blink, torches blazed to life all around them. “To me!” Heinrich shouted, his men automatically closing ranks around him until they were back to back like a human fist. The drums started again, but with greater urgency now.  
 
    THUM-THUM-THUM-THUM-THUM-THUM! 
 
    Something whistled from the darkness, a slash of silver. There was a gargling sound and Carver fell, a spear protruding from his neck. Three more slashes zipped at them, and three more men died. “Down!” Heinrich shouted, and they flattened themselves on the ground.  
 
    Just in time, too, as a dozen more spears flashed past, overhead.  
 
    Heinrich could feel the fear, a knot ballooning in his stomach, but he pushed it down to a place of clarity, where his senses heightened. He said, “Anyone seen the enemy?” 
 
    Grunts of no all around. “They’re faster than us and have the advantage of knowing these lands. They’ll expect us to keep running. But that’s not what we’re going to do. We’re going to fight back. On my mark, we charge toward that line of torches.” He pointed so it was clear the direction he meant. “Ready?” 
 
    “Aye!” the men said as one.  
 
    “Now!” 
 
    They sprang to their feet together, some stumbling, but all finding purchase and charging for the hidden enemy. Spears spun at them and men died. Heinrich didn’t know how many, but it wasn’t the time to count. He charged as hard as the rest of them, at the very front, until one of the torches was a mere stride away. He leapt forward, tackling the shadow that held the torch. It was skinny and hard and— 
 
    A thick branch, planted in the ground. Something snarled and he looked up. The creature was unlike anything he’d ever seen, with four enormous paws and a snarling wolf-like snout. It was white from head to toe, its fur thick and magnificent. That’s where things got strange. Something was on its back, a humanoid creature with hairy exposed arms and a broad chest bristling with spiked armor. Its bone-hard face was the shape of an upside-down triangle, and its eyes seemed too far apart. Wispy strands of long black hair fell to its shoulders. Strapped to its back were half a dozen spears, their silver tips rising over its head.  
 
    All around Heinrich, he heard cries of death, snarls, and loud roars.  
 
    “Uz kar nath kahlia,” the creature in front of him said from the back of the giant wolf.  
 
    “I—I don’t understand,” Heinrich said. “Please. Please spare my men. I am the leader. If you have to kill anyone, kill me.” 
 
    The creature shook his head. “Filth language. Been so long I almost forget. I speak you man to man.” 
 
    “Yes. Please. But first, stop the killing.” 
 
    “I cannot,” he said.  
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “We have no leader. We choose what we choose.” 
 
    Heinrich was desperate now, though he sensed it was already too late, the cries of his men getting softer and less frequent. “We mean you no harm. We were leaving your lands.” 
 
    “Too late. You broke our pact. You hunted great matho. We kill to show you can be done.” 
 
    “What pact?” Heinrich wished he could stop asking questions, but his intellectual curiosity wouldn’t allow it. And he knew if he stopped he would hear only silence around him. All dead. All dead. My fault. I did this. Me.  
 
    “Southern filth shall not cross ice lake, shall not swim warm waters, shall not hunt great matho.” 
 
    “We didn’t know. We are explorers.” 
 
    The man or creature made a sound that might’ve been a laugh, though it made Heinrich cringe, like glass being crunched underfoot while a bird screeched. “You explore death now.” 
 
    Heinrich nodded. This was it. He wasn’t afraid of death, only of not living. He had lived, that was more than many men could say when staring death in the face. He stood, unwilling to die on his knees.  
 
    The wolf snarled and snapped. Its rider calmly reached back and slid a long spear from its scabbard. Rested it on his shoulder. Lifted it.  
 
    Shouts burst through the gloom. 
 
    Heinrich’s foe flinched at the sound, which rose up the moment he threw the spear. Heinrich lunged out of the way, an explosion of pain radiating from his shoulder. He looked up at the creature, who had dismounted and was standing over him. Where had the shouts come from? Are my men still fighting? Are they winning? 
 
    “You have friend who come,” the creature explained. “Tell them leave north. Tell them never return. Rest of men dead.” 
 
    Feeling ill, Heinrich watched the creature stride away, leaping atop his wolf and turning to leave. Shadowy figures flew past, wolves and riders, following. The very last one shoved a spear deep into Heinrich’s abdomen, causing his mouth to fly open as he spat blood across the snow. “Haz jor bak,” the thing snarled. “Southern filth.” 
 
    And then they were gone.  
 
    Heinrich lay there, in darkness, his face wet with melting snowflakes, tears, and blood. He watched a light approach, bobbing through the storm. The end comes for me. He tried to get up to meet his fate head on, the way he’d handled everything else in his life, but found he couldn’t move.  
 
    The light approached.  
 
    A dream, he thought, as a face came into focus.  
 
    A strong, dimpled chin. Dark long hair. Piercing brown eyes, unlit coals next to the torchlight.  
 
    My son, he tried to say. Tomas. But it came out as naught but a wheeze.  
 
    “Shh, don’t try to speak, Father,” Tomas said, kneeling over him, inspecting his wounds. In Heinrich’s peripheral vision he could see other familiar faces picking across the snowy landscape, searching for survivors.  
 
    He knew they would find none.  
 
    He swallowed the coppery taste from his mouth. “You came back.” 
 
    “Always.” He was putting pressure on the gut wound, using the heel of his hand to stem the blood flow. Delaying the inevitable. 
 
    “Stubborn,” Heinrich grunted. 
 
    “I get that from you,” Tomas said. He smiled, but Heinrich could instantly see the pain behind it. The fear.  
 
    “It’s my time, son. Do better than I have done.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “I made too many mistakes.” 
 
    “You are the bravest man I know.” 
 
    Heinrich squeezed tears from his eyes, feeling them harden to ice on his cheeks. “Make me a promise, son.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Leave this place. Never come back.” He coughed, blood filling his mouth. He spat it out, the world spinning, his son’s face rotating around his head. He felt so weak, so weak, so… 
 
    No! He refused to die without finishing, refused to leave his son without guidance. “Return to Knight’s End. Don’t fight the crown. The crown will destroy everything we have built.” 
 
    “Father…” 
 
    “Promise me.” He could feel the life escaping him now, his vision darkening around the edges. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Promise me!” he hissed, the closest thing to a shout he could muster.  
 
    Fading, fading, darkness…the cold departing…warmth…so warm…so 
 
    “I promise, Father.” 
 
    black.  
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    Teragon- Circa 321 
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    Absence is dead.  
 
    That’s what the people were saying, murmuring behind hands, whispering behind huts. A general air of solemnity had fallen over the city, replacing the usual peacefulness Shanti felt. 
 
    But how can a god die? Shanti wondered. She might only be nine years old, but she’d been to temple enough times to know that their god was infinite, with no end and no beginning. Absence was and wasn’t, a void that none could fill. And yet people were saying Absence had been filled.  
 
    Shanti wanted to see for herself.  
 
    So when her mother was busy preparing supper with her sister, and her father had not yet returned from working the fields, Shanti slipped out of their mud-floored hut and into the murky twilight, which seemed to wrap around her shoulders like a gray cloak.  
 
    She lived in the capital of Teragon, Shi, a sprawling city of conical huts and long rectangular open-air marketplaces with thatched roofs.  
 
    Shanti took off at a run. Not because she was particularly in a hurry, but because that was what she did. She loved the coolness of the wind washing over her face, the blur of her surroundings as they flashed by, the feeling that no one could catch her even if they tri— 
 
    A hand shot out, grabbing her arm, and a voice said, “Hold on there, my Sha-flower!” 
 
    She jerked to a halt, her mind racing to catch up to her heart, which was still running. “Father?” 
 
    Her father was a large man, with thick arms and a broad chest, his hands calloused from days spent working the fields. In the typical Teran manner, his coppery hair was long, tied into three distinct ropes that were secured to his belt to keep them out of his way while working the fields. His nose, chin, cheeks and forehead were blunt, unlike the sharper features Shanti and her sister had inherited from their mother. His large crystalline blue eyes looked darker than usual in the fading daylight. “Does your mother know you are out?” he asked.  
 
    Shanti wasn’t one to lie, especially not to her father, who could smell an untruth like a day-old stench. She shook her head, studying her feet, which were bare, her reddish skin visible beneath the hem of her pale blue dress.  
 
    “Where are you going at such an hour?” 
 
    She looked up and met his eyes, which weren’t angry, but curious. “To see it,” she said.  
 
    “Absence?” 
 
    “Everyone is saying Absence is dead.” 
 
    Her father ran a hand over the crown of his head and his lips curled into a small smile, though she didn’t see any reason to be happy, not if the rumors were true. He touched one of his hands to her chest, right over where her heart was still beating too fast, on account of her sprint. “What do you feel?” he asked.  
 
    “Nothing. I feel noth—” She paused before she continued, because she did feel something. A warmth, radiating from her chest—her heart—outwards, to her arms, her legs, her head. “Warm,” she said. “I feel warm.” The evening was cool, the wind washing over her. “But I was just running. That’s why I’m warm.” 
 
    “If you say so,” her father said.  
 
    She frowned, something her mother said she did too much, especially when she was thinking. She was always thinking. “No one ever said Absence brings warmth,” Shanti said.  
 
    “You’re right, they don’t. Let’s go for a walk.” 
 
    It wasn’t what she expected him to say, but he’d already roped his arm around her shoulders and steered her in the same direction she was already heading. Away from their hut. Toward temple.  
 
    Walking rather than running, Shanti noticed that dozens of other Terans were heading in the same direction, slowly, like fish swimming upstream. Others peeked from hut doorways and windows, watching their neighbors pass by, seeming to consider whether they should join them.  
 
    “Everyone is curious,” her father said. “Everyone is scared.” 
 
    Shanti said nothing, wondering what they would find when they reached their destination. Would they all laugh at the false rumors, wondering how such lies could’ve spread so fast? Or would their mouths open in shock, in horror, their fear doubling when they saw the truth? 
 
    She listened to her heart beating in her chest, felt the warmth that filled her. Absence, is that you? Are you alive? 
 
    They reached a circle of small huts, seven in total. Temple. Each hut contained a different characteristic of Absence. Purity. Selflessness. Faith. Patience. Generosity. Courage. Perseverance. The Seven Virtues of their god. Once a week, all Terans would attend temple and focus on one of these virtues, attempting to achieve but a sliver of the righteousness of their deity. Once one achieved all seven, they could apply to become a temple priest or priestess, if they chose. Shanti had only achieved Perseverance so far—“You were born with that virtue,” her mother always said—though her sister, Aliyah, had achieved Purity, Faith, and Selflessness.  
 
    They walked between two of the huts—the ones for Selflessness and Generosity—and stopped, the crowd too thick to pass. Shanti craned her neck, trying to see over the mob, past the long-haired men and short-haired women. “Patience,” her father said. Shanti had not been born with the virtue of Patience, and suspected she would never achieve that one, even if she had a hundred lifetimes to do so.  
 
    Slowly, the crowd pushed forward as those at the front departed temple on the opposite side. Once there was only a single row of people in front of them, Shanti slipped away from her father and squeezed between two people, nearly tripping as she skidded to a halt in front of… 
 
    She’d been to temple a thousand times, and every time the last stop was the center, to gaze upon Absence, to pray, to fathom the fathomless, an infinite hole with no end… 
 
    It’s gone.  
 
    A shiver trembled through her at the sight. Where there was once a hole—Absence’s haven on the earth—there was now only dirt, packed down hard, a slightly different color than the ground around it.  
 
    Absence is dead. Shanti felt like crying, but no one else was, and she wondered why. Aren’t they sad? Don’t they feel the loss? It was just like when someone they knew died. No one cried then either. Terans mourned in a different way, by eating and drinking and dancing, celebrating the life they’d lost rather than the fact they’d lost it. But this was different, wasn’t it? This wasn’t just some person who’d passed into the Void. This was Absence. This was God!  
 
    Shanti wanted to scream, to yell at these people, who walked silently away from temple, not showing any emotion at all.  
 
    And then her father was there, his arm around her, and she looked up at him… 
 
    He was smiling.  
 
    Something about his smile made her angry, so angry she balled her fists and wanted to hit him. “It’s cold,” she said instead. 
 
    “Is it?” her father asked, raising his thin copper eyebrows.  
 
    “Yes. No. I feel empty.” 
 
    “Like Absence?” 
 
    She didn’t know what to feel, and when she looked around, she found they were the last ones there, save for a priest, who watched them from afar. “You should go home,” the holy man said. “There is nothing left for anyone here.” 
 
    “We’ll leave soon,” her father answered. The priest nodded, and slipped away.  
 
    “I still feel warm,” Shanti admitted when they were alone. 
 
    Her father nodded. “That’s the truth. Listen to what’s in your heart, not what’s before your eyes.” 
 
    She tried, she really did, but as Shanti stared at dirt where a hole should be, she couldn’t. “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “This is the seventh virtue,” he said. “The hardest one to achieve. Faith. Even those who think they’ve achieved it usually haven’t.” 
 
    Shanti remembered the lost look in the priest’s eyes. He was supposed to have achieved all seven virtues, but her father had basically just accused him of being one short. “How many have you achieved?” she asked him. She was surprised to realize that she didn’t know how many of the virtues either of her parents had achieved.  
 
    “All of them,” he said.  
 
    The truth startled her. Her father was a Seven? “Then why aren’t you a priest?” 
 
    “Because it’s a choice. And I chose a different path.” 
 
    “You’re a farmer.” 
 
    “I love farming, growing things, providing for our people.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “One day you will understand. One day you will find your true calling.” 
 
    She hoped he was right, because she knew she would never be a Seven. “What now? If Absence isn’t dead, then where has our god gone?” 
 
    “Nowhere,” her father said. “Absence is in our hearts, always. And Absence is here, in front of us. Absence can’t be killed any more than the wind can be killed.” 
 
    She frowned again. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    He smiled. “That’s because you don’t have Faith. Not yet. Let me show you.” He kneeled down, and began to dig.  
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    After a few moments just watching him, wondering if her father had gone mad, Shanti knelt down and started helping him. She scooped handfuls of dirt, pushing them aside, tossing them behind her. Soon they had made a wide depression in the ground, right where the hole used to be. Is he planning to re-dig the entire hole? she wondered. The thought almost made her laugh. If so, they’d be digging for the rest of their lives!  
 
    Still, there was something satisfying about watching the hole get deeper and deeper, the mounds of soil around the edges getting taller and taller. When they got too deep to climb out, they carved steps into the walls.  
 
    They toiled until well after dark, the crisscrossing moonbeams splashing on the walls of the hole.  
 
    Exhausted, Shanti stopped to catch her breath. They were really deep now, almost twice as deep as her father was tall. Her father, several locks of his long hair having broken free, sticking with sweat to his body, kept working, however, using a stick to dig out rocks that got in the way. Shanti was just about to get back to work when his stick thudded against something hard. Not a rock.  
 
    He glanced at her, a grin creasing his sweat-sheened face.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked.  
 
    “An answer,” he said. “A truth.” 
 
    She crawled over to him and helped him dig away the thin layer of soil that covered whatever he had struck.  
 
    “It’s wood,” Shanti said when they broke through. It was true, a long wooden beam ran across the hole, jammed firmly into each wall. Next to it was another. And another. Like a platform. The dirt that had filled in the hole had been piled atop the wood.  
 
    “I feel air!” Shanti exclaimed. Though the boards were tightly packed together, there was still room for a cool breeze to waft up from the empty space beneath. She smiled—really smiled—for the first time since they’d seen the patch of dirt in the center of temple.  
 
    “Now does your mind believe what your heart always knew?” her father asked.  
 
    “I just needed to see it,” she said. “I needed proof.” 
 
    “Faith is knowing without seeing.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell the others? You let them walk away.” 
 
    “They weren’t ready,” her father said. “Perhaps tomorrow they will be.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Run home. Get rope. Bring my axe.” 
 
    “What do I tell Mother?” 
 
    “Tell her I sent you.” 
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    Aliyah was already asleep when Shanti burst through the hut door. Shanti expected her mother to be angry, to scold her for sneaking out and returning in the dark, sweaty and filthy.  
 
    But she wasn’t. She helped Shanti find the rope and axe, as if she’d expected her all along.  
 
    “Come home safe,” she said, watching Shanti race back out into the night. “And bring your father with you.” 
 
    Shanti sped through the empty streets, wondering what the other Terans were dreaming of. Were they dreaming of a world without Absence, a world without meaning? She longed to see their faces when they awoke the next morning to find the hole reopened.  
 
    When she arrived back at the center of temple, her father used the rope to secure them both to a metal loop pounded into the ground beside the hole. Despite how late it was, Shanti felt energized. She hadn’t expected her father to include her in the next part of the task.  
 
    Hand over hand, they lowered themselves back into the hole, their feet thudding on the wooden platform at the bottom.  
 
    “Do you want to take a swing?” he asked her. 
 
    It took all her restraint to not scream Yes! She nodded, accepting the axe by the handle. He motioned her toward the side of the hole. “Try to cut as close to the wall as possible,” he instructed.  
 
    She held the axe with both hands, one much closer to the blade than the other. She swung.  
 
    Whack!  
 
    It took her several tries to yank the blade back out of the wood, but when she did she found a satisfying slice in it. She looked back at her father and he smiled. “Keep going. Just like that.” 
 
    When she tired, he took over. They switched back and forth, moving around the perimeter, hacking through the wooden boards, which began to fall away, clattering into a darkness so complete it was like the absence of light.  
 
    A satisfying darkness. 
 
    Instead of fear, Shanti felt only warmth, a sensation of comfort. Her skin tingled, not unlike the feeling after a bath, when her mother had scrubbed her clean. “Father…” she said, staring at her arms. 
 
    “I know, my Sha-flower,” he said. “I feel it, too. Absence is very much alive.” 
 
    Shanti also felt alive, more alive than ever before. She wondered if this was how the priests and priestesses felt during their initiation ritual, when they were lowered into the hole, communing with Absence in darkness for an entire day and night. If so, she suddenly wanted to become a priestess. 
 
    While she hung, enjoying the sensation shivering through her, Shanti’s father finished the job, cutting away the rest of the boards, until only open air remained.  
 
    Beside each other, they hung from their ropes, dangling over the nothingness beneath them. 
 
    “It’s time to go,” her father said.  
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” her father admitted. “But we must. This isn’t our place.” 
 
    “Just a little bit longer. Please.” 
 
    He relented, and they hung there for what felt like an eternity if it was a second. Just existing. Living. Feeling. Being.  
 
    “We have to go, before we can’t bring ourselves to leave,” her father said, more insistently this time.  
 
    Shanti took a deep breath, grabbing hold of one of the steps they’d carved into the wall. Started climbing.  
 
    When she emerged from the hole, rolling into the dirt, she felt as if she’d lost a part of her soul. 
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    The next day she awoke invigorated, despite having slept only half as long as usual. She threw back her sheets and burst from bed, racing past her mother and shoving open the door.  
 
    She stared out expectantly, waiting to see the smiles, the laughs, the looks of wonder and excitement and hope and reinvigorated Faith.  
 
    Instead she saw only misery. Those who walked past stared at their feet, their heads hanging. People were going about their daily business, but in a heavy, trudging manner, like they were carrying sacks of stones on their backs.  
 
    Confused, Shanti poked her head back inside, searching for her father. “He’s gone,” her mother said, focused on breakfast.  
 
    Aliyah said, “Where were you last night anyway?” Her older sister was frowning at her, helping to wash the rice and beans that would soon become their traditional morning meal. Her hair had grown dangerously long, and was on the verge of being disgraceful.  
 
    And yet Shanti thought it made her look utterly beautiful.  
 
    “Didn’t Father tell you?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t say anything.” 
 
    Though Shanti was practically bursting to tell someone about what she’d experienced the night before, to shout the truth from the rooftop of the marketplace, she clamped her lips shut. Something about it didn’t feel right, not anymore. Not when the entire city seemed to be swimming in an ocean of sadness.  
 
    “We were at temple,” she said.  
 
    “Sad, isn’t it?” Aliyah said, her turquoise eyes blinking rapidly. “What will we do without Absence? Will we still visit temple? Will we still seek the virtues?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Shanti snapped, shoving back outside and leaving her sister stunned and her mother halfway through a rebuke.  
 
    She ran, anger coursing through her. She was angry at her sister’s questions, angry at her father for leaving without her, angry at the people of the city for acting the same way as yesterday even when everything—everything—had changed. Her father and she had changed it.  
 
    Most of all, she was angry at herself for the sinking feeling she felt in her gut, because she felt sad too.  
 
    I communed with Absence! I should be happy!  
 
    She skidded around a corner and galloped between temple’s huts, screeching to a halt before the very place she’d spent half the night, toiling under the stars.  
 
    Her mouth gaped open.  
 
    Her father stood arguing with one of the priests, gesturing at the center of temple.  
 
    Where, once again, the hole was gone, filled in with hard-packed dirt.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” Shanti said, once they were back home again. Her mother and sister where gone, off to the marketplace. “Why can’t we just dig it up again? Show everyone it’s a lie.” 
 
    “The people have lost their Faith,” her father said.  
 
    “But the priest—” 
 
    “The holies, too. They wouldn’t even listen. If they cannot believe without proof, then they don’t deserve to know.” 
 
    “But if you show them….” 
 
    Before Shanti could finish her thought, a cry rose up from without their hut. Her mother and sister rushed in a moment later, dresses swirling around their ankles.  
 
    “Phanecians,” her mother wheezed, her chest heaving.  
 
    Shanti hissed in a sharp breath. Their neighbors across the Burning Sea to the north had rarely set foot in Teragon, only appearing once a year during the summer harvest to trade for coffee beans, golden wheat, sugar, and other native goods.  
 
    They were too early. Recently, travelers had been telling disconcerting stories of Phanecian slave ships sailing further and further… 
 
    “They’ve come for us,” Shanti’s father said. His voice sounded hollow, like part of it had been scooped out and tossed aside.  
 
    “The people will fight,” her mother said. “We will fight.” She reached over and snatched their largest knife from the table. Her mouth was pulled into a straight line of determination.  
 
    Her father shook his head. “No,” he said. “They won’t fight. They think Absence has abandoned them. They will submit like lambs to wolves.” 
 
    Her mother’s face was ashen. “We have to hide the children.” 
 
    Her father nodded. “Hurry.” 
 
    “No!” Shanti said. “We want to stay with you.” Beside her, Aliyah started crying.  
 
    “I know, my Sha-flower, my Ali-bird,” her father said, cupping each of his daughter’s cheeks. “I know.” And then he grabbed Shanti and forced her toward the bed. She kicked and struggled, but he was too strong. He forced her beneath the bed, into a narrow crawlspace. Aliyah crawled in next, sobbing, her too-long hair getting in Shanti’s mouth.  
 
    Shanti tried to shove past her sister, but there wasn’t enough room to maneuver. “Aliyah! Move!” 
 
    Her sister only cried harder.  
 
    Helpless, Shanti watched her parents’ feet as they crossed the room together. Then she saw the base of a heavy wooden chest as it was slid along the floorboards and shoved against the side of the bed, blocking all light.  
 
    Her parents’ footsteps receded away and the door creaked open and then banged shut. Shouts arose once more.  
 
    “Sha, I’m scared,” Aliyah said.  
 
    Shanti sometimes wished her older sister acted like the older sister. But Aliyah had never been as adventurous as she was, always scared of interesting things like worms and critters and the dark. Still, she was her sister. She put her hand on Aliyah’s shoulder and said, “We’re safe now.” But Mother and Father are not. 
 
    More shouts, the sound of slamming doors. Someone crying.  
 
    Another door banged open. Ours, Shanti thought.  
 
    “Oh Absence,” Aliyah whispered, her voice choked with a sob. 
 
    “Shhh,” Shanti murmured in her ear.  
 
    Neither of them breathed as footsteps stomped across the room.  
 
    Shanti’s father’s voice rose up. “This is our home. How dare you—” 
 
    The crack of knuckles hitting flesh rang out, cutting off his protest. “Answer my questions only. Do you and your woman live here?” 
 
    “My wife. Yes.” 
 
    “Just you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No children?” 
 
    “We have not yet been blessed by Absen—” 
 
    Crack! The sound of someone spitting. Her father? “Don’t speak to me of your false god. Your false god is dead!” 
 
    Despite her fear, Shanti couldn’t help but think: How does he know that already? 
 
    “You filled in the hole, didn’t you?” her father asked.  
 
    What? Shanti thought. Why would the Phanecians… 
 
    The man laughed. “Very clever. Good thing the rest of your people aren’t so smart. Not me personally, but yes, we are responsible for the death of your god. Someone tried to ruin our plans, but failed. 
 
    Shanti wanted to cry, “It was us! We did it!” but she managed to hold her tongue, listening intently for whatever came next.  
 
    There was a creak as the man sat down on the chest, moving it slightly with his weight. Shanti could see a sliver now. Her father’s boot, his thick leg. Someone was standing behind him. Holding him perhaps? Is that why he’s not fighting back? 
 
    She remembered the knife, the fierce gleam in her mother’s eyes. She wanted her mother to stab this man, to kill him, to break him and end him and— 
 
    She realized her fists were clenched so tightly her own fingernails were digging into her palms, hurting her. Slowly, she released them. She’d never felt so angry in her life. Never had thoughts of violence. But now… 
 
    She hated the man sitting on the chest. The one holding her father, hurting him. The Phanecians.  
 
    “Did this chest used to be over there, against that wall?” the man asked. “I see an outline, a discoloration on the floor.” 
 
    Her father said, “Yes. We moved it only recently.” He kept his voice remarkably even.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We kept tripping over it.” 
 
    “Hmm. You have two beds. You and your woman sleep in separate beds?” 
 
    “My wife,” he corrected with a growl. “Yes. I am a restless sleeper.” 
 
    “You are a good liar,” the man said. “Why do you not submit to us the way the rest of your people do? Why must you make my life difficult?” 
 
    “Because I have Faith and Hope and Courage, and all of the other virtues. I am a Seven.” 
 
    “Words will not change your fate. Nor your woman’s. Nor your children’s.” 
 
    “I have no children.” 
 
    “Remove him,” the man ordered. Shanti’s father finally struggled against the man holding him, but it was fruitless, his boots dragging across the wood and out the door.  
 
    “Where would I find two little red-skinned heathens hiding?” the man said. There was a tapping sound, perhaps his fingernails against his teeth.  
 
    Aliyah’s breaths were coming too fast now, getting louder. Shanti pressed her lips to her sister’s ear and said, “Shhhh.” Her sister quieted and they both held their breath as the man stood up from the chest. His foot was right in front of the narrow gap, facing away. It turned.  
 
    With a suddenness that took Shanti’s breath away, he roared, the chest tumbling away, crashing open, spilling its contents—clay pots and dishes, which shattered into thousands of sharp shards.  
 
    “Two little heathens, hiding under a bed,” the man sang. His hands flew underneath, dragging Aliyah out by the hair as she screamed.  
 
    Shanti tried to grab her sister’s foot, but she was already gone, passed to someone else, who took her away.  
 
    Next he came for her. 
 
    But she was ready.  
 
    The moment his hands appeared, reaching for her, she lunged forward, clamping her teeth down on his wrist. She bit down as hard as she could, tearing at the skin like a piece of meat, growling like an animal. She poured all the hatred and anger and fear she’d felt over the last few moments into that bite.  
 
    The man howled, wrenching his hand away, which only caused more of his skin to tear off. Drips of blood pooled on the floorboard in front of Shanti.  
 
    She kicked hard, wriggling like a worm, trying to escape. She slid through the blood, fighting to her feet. “You little animal!” the man—who looked more like a woman with his short-cropped hair—screamed, grabbing her shoulders.  
 
    She shoved her fingers into his eye, as hard as she could.  
 
    He dropped her, releasing another howl, and she tumbled to the floor, banging her knee. Ignoring the pain, she rolled back to her feet and raced for the door, which stood wide open. She galloped into the light, blinking back tears as she scanned her familiar city filled with unfamiliar people.  
 
    People who, now, stared at her. The Terans were dead-eyed, looking lost, their hands and feet tied with thick rope. They were being marched along, toward the sea, their feet shuffling lifelessly.  
 
    They almost look dead, Shanti thought. 
 
    “Shanti!” a voice cried and she spun to the left to locate it. Her father, also bound, twisting his head around to look at her. Three men surrounded him, shoving him away.  
 
    “Father!” Shanti took off toward him, slamming into the back of one of the captors, knocking him into her father. They went down in a sprawl of human flesh and ropes, and for one stolen moment, she found herself face to face with the man who’d raised her.  
 
    “Don’t fight them,” her father said. “Not now.” 
 
    And then strong arms ripped her away from him, lifting her high into the air. No matter how hard she struggled, she couldn’t escape.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The stench of human filth seemed to permeate everything. The only sounds were groans and moans and the creak of the wooden ship as it swayed from side to side.  
 
    Shanti had lost count of the days and nights at sea, each one blending into the next. In the dim lighting, she stared at her bent legs. They didn’t hurt anymore, so long as she didn’t move them too much. 
 
    The man she had hurt back in their hut had broken them both as punishment. They promised her the bones would heal before it was time for her to work. 
 
    Her father had collected enough scraps of clothing to wrap them up, stabilizing them for the journey across the sea.  
 
    She wondered whether she would ever walk again. 
 
    It doesn’t matter, does it? she thought bitterly. We are slaves now. We are nothing. 
 
    It was true, the slave masters treated them like sheep, herding them hither and thither, forcing the able to walk for exercise, to keep them healthy enough to work when they arrived in Phanes. Shanti, however, was forced to stay with the youngest of the children and the oldest of the elders, like some kind of cripple. I am a cripple, she thought.  
 
    Aliyah cried every time she was forced to move. It broke Shanti’s heart, but there was nothing she could do for her sister now. At least they hadn’t hurt her—not physically, at least. 
 
    Her parents tried to comfort them from time to time, but even they had grown quieter in recent days.  
 
    The women were not allowed to cut their hair anymore, and many of them were beginning to look like men. Her own hair felt hot on her shoulders, and she longed to pull it out. 
 
    She remembered the last conversation she’d had with her father, whose hair was short now, a coppery dome atop his head. If not for his familiar eyes, he might be a stranger. “Sha-flower,” he’d said. “How do your legs feel?” 
 
    “Broken,” she’d said.  
 
    She hadn’t meant it as a jape, but he’d laughed anyway. “They will mend. Give them time.” 
 
    “Why is this happening?” she’d asked. “It is because the people lost Faith?” She’d been thinking about this a lot. 
 
    “Only Absence knows.” 
 
    “But Absence has abandoned us, right? Everyone says so.” 
 
    Her father shook his head. “No. Absence will never abandon us if we keep space in our hearts for something more than ourselves. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We communed with Absence, right?” 
 
    “I believe so,” he said.  
 
    “But I don’t feel any different. What did the darkness do to us?” 
 
    He licked his dry lips, seeming to consider whether to answer such a direct question. Then he nodded. “You deserve to know the truth. Absence grants us our deepest desires.” 
 
    Shanti frowned, thinking. “What is yours?” 
 
    “To protect my family,” he said.  
 
    Shanti glanced over at her mother and sister, both of whom seemed to be sleeping. Even so, she lowered her voice to a whisper. “Why?”  
 
    Her father laughed. “Absence told me I should. Apparently Absence needs us. Needs you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Only Absence knows.” 
 
    Even though Shanti had a million more questions, something about knowing Absence needed her made her feel warm inside. “What is my deepest desire?” Shanti asked.  
 
    “That is for you to determine,” her father said.  
 
    Shanti stared through the portal at the rolling sea, surprisingly thankful for the burst of fresh salty air that met her skin. Something caught her eye in the distance. Something new, different than water and clouds.  
 
    Land. 
 
    And, in that moment, she knew what her deepest desire was: 
 
    Freedom. 
 
   


  
 

 11: Viper Sandes 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso- Circa 524 
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    Gods, how Viper despised her sister, Sun. 
 
    From a safe distance atop the pyramid, the three sisters watched as Empress Riza Sandes’ plague-riddled corpse was burned, her ashes sent to the gods in a billowing cloud of black smoke. Viper pretended it was someone else—anyone but Mother—which was the only way she could keep from crying. She was the youngest, the Third Daughter, twenty-one name days old, but that was no excuse for weakness. The Three Daughters were Sandes, and had to maintain appearances, even on the worst day of their lives.  
 
    The Second Daughter, Windy, two years older than she, barely seemed to notice the burning ceremony had begun, her nose stuck in a book. Windy’s medium-length black hair was a frizzy mess, her dress wrinkled beyond repair. She was even missing a shoe, though she probably wouldn’t have noticed if she was missing a foot, such was her concentration on the confounded pages of whatever topic she was currently obsessed with. Teran Beliefs Related to the Afterworld, the cover read. Viper had to stifle a yawn. Her scholarly sister annoyed her, but not nearly as much as their eldest sister. 
 
    The First Daughter, Sun, was six years older than Viper, a fact she never failed to remind her of. She wore a long pale-blue dress, which served to accentuate the perfection of her smooth, dark skin. Her long black hair was pinned up, resembling a crown, which Viper was certain was no accident. Even while in mourning Sun managed to maintain her pretentious holier-than-thou air, her chin lifted high, her hand raised over her head as though she could feel something electric in the air.  
 
    Viper had the urge to push her down the pyramid. In her mind, she relished the impact of each of the thousand stone steps on her sister’s body, breaking her bones one at a time.  
 
    She never loved Mother the way I did. Neither of them did. Yes, Windy and Sun had always been respectful and devoted to their mother, but neither had cared for her as Viper had. Windy was more concerned with soaking in as much knowledge as she could, even if she’d probably never use any of it. She was a scholar without a purpose, the worst kind as far as Viper was concerned. But Sun… 
 
    Sun coveted the empire. Though she’d never said as much aloud, Viper knew her eldest sister had longed for her mother’s death like a flower longs for sun and rain. A poisonous flower, the desert lumia perhaps. Viper had even once caught her sister sitting on the Empress’s dragon throne. The nerve!  
 
    Worse, Sun had already produced offspring, three daughters, Raven, Fire, and Whisper, the middle of whom bore a tattooya, the firemark, though she was only a child of eight name days old. Not a threat.  
 
    Yet.  
 
    It didn’t even matter that her sister’s political marriage to the Phanecian emperor had gone up in smoke four years earlier, thrusting the empire into a civil war. If Sun wins the throne and one of her daughters eventually claims the empire, I’ll never get it back…  
 
    That isn’t going to happen, Viper reminded herself.  
 
    She’s in for a surprise, she thought. She knows Windy cares nothing for ruling and she thinks I’m too young… 
 
    I’m coming, sister. I’m coming. 
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    All Three Daughters had made a claim on the throne, as was expected of them, though Windy had done so grudgingly. At the ceremony, Sun had worn a neutral expression, but Viper could see the fakeness behind it. The smile. She thinks she’s already won, Viper had thought.  
 
    Now, in the giant arena nestled between the three pyramids, amidst the raucous shouts and applause of the Calypsian audience, Sun Sandes donned a new mask, a fierce snarl, which was clearly meant to intimidate her two younger sisters.  
 
    Viper played along, backing away as if scared of her sister’s wrath.  
 
    Windy had already been defeated by Sun, within moments of the contest’s start. She’d basically let Sun defeat her. The Second Daughter had left the arena in a hurry, probably off to return to studying some droll book with more pages than her sister had sense. 
 
    Not me. I refuse to be intimidated.  
 
    Sun closed in, her long, scythe-like weapon shining in the sunlight.  
 
    Viper retreated until her back hit the wall. Weaponless, she held her hands over her head.  
 
    Sun smiled a beautiful smile. “Do you submit to your new empress, sister?” she asked.  
 
    Viper dug her toe into the sand, pretending to consider.  
 
    “You have no weapon. You have no chance. Save your dignity and surrender to your better sister.” 
 
    “I—I—”  
 
    “Dragon got your tongue?” 
 
    The crowd chanted Sun’s name—they were already naming her as the new empress.  
 
    “You’re not the empress,” Viper growled, kicking her foot in the air, spraying hot sand into her sister’s face, into her eyes.  
 
    Simultaneously, Viper lunged forward, slamming her shoulder into Sun’s abdomen, rocking her back. The scythe went flying while Sun scrubbed at the rough sand blinding her.  
 
    Viper was blind too—with anger. All the pain, all the sadness, all the frustration seemed to pour out of her. She saw red and orange flames. She saw black smoke. She saw golden shards of light. Her fists were true to her name—the lightning-quick strikes of a deadly snake—landing blow after blow to her sister’s head, face, stomach… 
 
    The crowd roared even louder, enthralled by the unexpected turn of events and the entertainment it provided. The only thing the Calypsians liked better than the crowning of a new empress was a street fight. Viper planned to give them one.  
 
    Her sister’s face was bloody and one of her eyes was already puffy and closing up, and still Viper pummeled her.  
 
    Ungh. Out of nowhere, Sun bucked backwards and kicked out, connecting solidly with Viper’s midsection, sending her head over heels into the air. She landed with a thud in the dirt, the wind gasping out of her. Gone were the flames, the smoke, the golden light. Gone was the pain, the sadness, the frustration.  
 
    She felt nothing, a numbness settling into her bones.  
 
    And then, as she blinked away stars, she felt sun-heated metal pressed against her throat. “I’ll do it,” Sun growled. “I’ll slice you open from ear to ear if you don’t submit to me.” 
 
    Her sister’s face came into view. Gone was her beauty, her perfection, her face a mess of blood and bruising, her lips contorted into a snarl. It’s almost poetic, Viper thought. The outside finally reflects the inside. 
 
    Do I want to die? Viper wondered.  
 
    Yes, she answered herself.  
 
    But then another thought struck her, something her mother had said to her years earlier, when Viper, just a young girl, came to her in tears after Sun had knocked her over and made her eat sand. Your trials will only make you stronger. And, as the youngest, you will have more trials than either of your sisters, which means you’ll be the strongest.  
 
    Her mother wouldn’t want her to die. Her mother had loved her. She could be strong for her memory; she could be strong for herself. 
 
    Viper did the hardest thing she’d ever had to do: 
 
    “I submit,” she said. “My empress.” 
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    Viper left Calypso three days later. Now that the rule of the empire was decided, there was nothing chaining her to the city. She’d lasted longer than Windy, who had departed for Citadel two days earlier.  
 
    Viper, as was her right, claimed three of the guanero, the royal guards, to accompany her. They would be her guards for the rest of her life, or theirs, whichever was shorter. The four of them rode guanik, fierce reptilian steeds that performed far better than horses under the fiery Calypsian sun. 
 
    As they rode out from the city, watched by throngs of silent Calypsians lining the streets, Viper replayed her final conversation with Sun in her mind.  
 
    “You tried to disgrace me,” her sister had said, whilst sitting on the dragon throne. She wore a half-mask in the shape of a dragon’s face to hide the worst of the injuries inflicted upon her by Viper.  
 
    “How dare I,” Viper said. She infused just enough mocking into her tone to get her sister’s attention. It was all part of her plan. 
 
    “And now you would be so bold as to mock me, the Empress of Calyp, Empire of the Rising Sun, She Who Sits Upon the Dragon Throne?” 
 
    Gods. The arrogance of her sister never failed to astound her. “Yes.” 
 
    “I should have your tongue cut out.” 
 
    “What would it look like to the people?” she said, dialing back the sarcasm a notch, reeling her sister in. “If you cannot maintain order amongst your own sisters, how can you be expected to maintain order in the empire?” 
 
    Her sister fumed silently. Viper knew she’d gained a point. Now to seal the deal. “It is clear we cannot exist in the same city,” she said.  
 
    Sun cocked her head to the side, narrowing her uncovered eye suspiciously. “You would leave Calypso, as Windy did?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” 
 
    “Don’t profess to care.” Viper pretended to sound hurt, like her previous bravado had been an act, and now she was revealing her true feelings. It wasn’t difficult. 
 
    Her sister’s tone softened. “Sister, I don’t fault you for trying to defeat me. I know how you’ve always envied me.” The nerve of this woman! “And I’m sorry if you are melancholy by Mother’s death and my victory.” Melancholy? Mother’s death destroyed me, you vile scorpion!  
 
    Viper managed to hold her tongue, hanging her head, maintaining the façade.  
 
    Sun sighed. “What would you have me do, sister?” 
 
    Viper looked up, letting her hair fall across her face to hide the twinkling she knew was now in her eyes. “Give me Zune.” 
 
    The empress had not refused her. How could she? Not only would she be rid of Viper, but Sun would be relieved of responsibility for the city that had long been considered the thorn in Calyp’s proverbial side.  
 
    What have I gotten myself into? Viper wondered now, as the city of her childhood grew smaller and smaller behind her.  
 
    “Am I a scorpion-squashed fool?” she asked, turning toward one of her guanero. Cadon was his name, a brash, uncouth bruiser with a tendency toward violent outbursts. And those were his appealing attributes. Viper had carefully selected him, as she knew her sister wouldn’t put up a fight. She also knew she could manipulate the bland-faced man in more ways than one.  
 
    “If you’re a fool, then I’m a guanik’s arse!” the man said, slapping his leg. 
 
    Yes, Viper thought. Yes, you are. But you are my guanik’s arse to tan as I please. 
 
    She didn’t know the other two as well, Nurge and Piston. Instead, she’d had Cadon select the other two to accompany them, assuming he’d choose others like him.  
 
    Nurge was definitely in the oaf category, his hands like sledgehammers and almost always curled into fists, as if they were stuck that way. His steed seemed to sag in the center under his enormous weight.  
 
    Piston, on the other hand, Viper wasn’t sure of. He was tall and lean, his skin exceptionally dark even for a Calypsian, and interspersed with pale scars of various sizes and shapes. There was a grace to him the other two guanero could never hope to emulate. He spoke little and didn’t laugh at his comrades’ crude japes.  
 
    Viper was surprised to find herself staring at him. She would have to tread carefully around a man as handsome as he, lest she find herself smitten.  
 
    I don’t have time for men, she thought. I have an empire to overthrow. 
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    Zune was a strange city. Most Calypsians would consider it a dirty, backward, violent place, and yet they traveled by the thousands each year to watch the fights.  
 
    Most wouldn’t admit how much they enjoyed their time in the City of Blood.  
 
    To Viper, however, Zune was interesting. The sprawling, crowded city was a place of second chances and power. Those who controlled the fighting pits had the power, the ability to entertain the empire and use some of the most violent characters in the realm to do so. The fighting pits also granted criminals, war prisoners, and deviants a second chance. A new life, one filled with cheering crowds, pain, and, for most of them, death.  
 
    But not all. The strongest fought on, day after day, in the hopes of moving up and eventually fighting in the battle royale, the annual event that drew half of Calyp to the northeasternmost city.  
 
    The winner won their freedom. 
 
    Viper and her guanero moved through the city, past the shops selling various forms of simpre, a strong drink favored by most southerners, past half-naked children playing with sharp objects, running along streets littered with broken glass, past brothels and dark-eyed men and sharp-eyed women. They even passed an old man with a rag twisted atop his head who was attempting to charm a snake.  
 
    Yes, to Viper the city of Zune was her second chance. And I will make it mine. 
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    Their first stop was at a tavern. Though they had plenty of provisions left, Viper wanted her presence to be felt amongst the common people. Cadon moved through the establishment, shouting orders to the proprietor, herding angry and confused customers out the door. Nurge was equally belligerent, while Piston worked silently. 
 
    Viper ordered them to stop once half the space was cleared. The remaining customers could stay, watching as she dined like a commoner, on hard bread and sour soup, throwing back the hottest peppers available, something neither of her sisters had ever been able to so much as lick.  
 
    The people would marvel at her, and eventually leave and spread rumors of the Third Daughter’s unexpected appearance in their city.  
 
    It was for this exact reason that Viper hadn’t sent advance word of her arrival nor purpose.  
 
    Zune wasn’t the kind of city where outsiders were welcomed. No, it was a city that understood only one thing: strength.  
 
    I will conquer you, she thought as they left the tavern. In one hand she held a half-eaten pepper, and in the other a bottle of a cinnamon-spiced type of simpre, which she would drink as they rode on.  
 
    The people stared at her as she rode. Some wore dumbfounded expressions, but they eventually morphed into smiles. The Third Daughter is eating peppers and drinking simpre! they whispered. Children ran behind her, laughing and showing off.  
 
    They reached their next stop: the pits.  
 
    The fighting pits took up half the city. Hidden behind a wall to prevent fighters from escaping and to ensure spectators were unable to watch without paying, the pits were nestled along the half of the city that hugged the sea. In the event that the prisoners somehow managed to fight their way out of the pits and past the pitmasters, and then climb the enormous stone wall, they would still be forced to swim, hoping none of the ocean’s dangerous predators mistook them for monk seals.  
 
    Viper rode up to the gates, kicking her guanik’s ribs so it would snap its jaws and flash its rows of razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    “Whoa!” one of the people at the gate said. He was a squat round-bellied man with jowls that shook when he talked. Or walked. Or did much of anything. Before Viper had left Calypso, she had asked one of the royal artists to paint her a picture of this very man so she would recognize him on site.  
 
    Danube, she thought. Pitlord. For years he’d filled his belly off the blood of the fighters. It was common knowledge that the vile man skimmed profits from the very fighting pits he was charged with overseeing. Until now, no one cared, so long as the entertainment flowed as swiftly as the waters of the Spear.  
 
    “Do you know who I am?” Viper asked without introduction. 
 
    The man nodded, his mouth flopping open. 
 
    “Good. Do you always man the gates personally?” 
 
    “I—you—what?” the man said, his face turning from pale to pink to red in short succession.  
 
    “Do you have a hearing problem?” 
 
    “I—no—I don’t think so. No.”  
 
    “Good. Then you should listen to my next words very carefully, for they are for your ears. The empire appreciates your sixteen years of service in Zune.” 
 
    The man’s eyebrows shot up. “I—well—thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now you are hereby relieved of your duties.” 
 
    “I—excuse me?” 
 
    “You’re certain your ability to hear is well?” 
 
    Cadon sniggered.  
 
    “I—I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Ah, so it’s not your hearing that is the problem. It’s your wits. Let me explain in simpler terms.” She paused, pointing out into the city. “Go. Now. If I must repeat myself again I will do so with my guanik’s teeth wrapped around your fat skull.” 
 
    With a yelp, the man scurried away, his long robes flapping around his bulbous body like a thick second skin.  
 
    “That was easy,” Viper said. “Nurge, follow him. See that he doesn’t make off with any of his gold, if he has any left.” 
 
    Cadon smirked. Nurge grinned, and then slipped away to follow the now-unemployed bulge of a man. Piston said, “Trust me, the hard part is yet to come.” 
 
    Something about the way he said it made Viper think he spoke from experience.  
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    They left their mounts to be watered and fed. From there, they walked along the edges of the small outer pits, occasionally stopping to watch one of the fights. In one pit a young narrow-eyed Phanecian-looking girl was victorious when she clamped her teeth around the throat of an old man who could barely walk. In another pit a one-armed man used a staff with impressive skill to batter a much younger opponent until he bled out in the dirt. Each pit seemed to contain more violence than the last.  
 
    People screamed from the stands, cheering on whichever fighter they’d bet on. Almost anyone could place a bet on these fights as the minimum wage was only a single wooden Scorpion, the lowest monetary denomination in all of Calyp.  
 
    They continued onto the next ring of pits, which were larger and fewer in number. As a fighter won a certain number of matches in the outer rings, typically nine, they moved to these pits to face more worthy opponents. Here, the skill was superior, the fights generally longer-lasting, the stakes higher. To bet on these matches, you needed to have more coin, at least two silver Dragons per bout.  
 
    The pattern continued as they moved inward, each circular ring bearing larger pits in fewer number, until they reached the dead center. The final pit was massive, easily twice the size of the grand arena in Calypso. It was here that the annual battle royale would take place. It was said the surrounding platforms had a hundred levels, each of which could hold a thousand people or more.  
 
    A hundred thousand citizens of Calyp, Viper thought. Here is where I will win the empire back. 
 
    The thought filled her with excitement and purpose. To think, she’d considered letting Sun kill her during their fight. To think, she’d almost wanted her to.  
 
    Now, a fortnight later, everything looked different, shiny and new.  
 
    This is my world, she thought. All I have to do is clamp my hands around its throat and squeeze until it submits.  
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    Zune was old and crumbling, the coppery smell of blood laced with sewer water tinging the air. There was great poverty and great wealth, with little in between, the stark gap showcased as pristine mansions cast enormous shadows over ruined buildings housing hundreds of squatters. In this city, Viper quickly realized, there was great hope and infinite sorrow. Zune was a city of extremes.  
 
    And Viper loved it.  
 
    In her first fortnight as Pitlord, she focused on the finances, which were in disarray, with hidden accounts, missing funds, sizeable unpaid debts, and meager salaries for the pitmasters, with most of the profits funneling directly into Danube’s rather large pockets.  
 
    Nurge had caught the rotund man as he was cleaning out his large estate, tossing fine silk garments into a box and loading up a wagon. Unfortunately, as Viper had expected, the man had already spent most of the money he’d stolen, with little left over. Still, they seized his assets, including his estate, sending him scurrying from the city with naught but the clothes on his back, like the scorpion that he was. Rather than auctioning off the land and houses to the highest bidder, Viper instead opened it up to her pitmasters, most of whom accepted her invitation to live in the beautiful quarters, surrounded by servants that answered their every beck and call. She also increased their salaries fivefold, and cut her own salary completely. Coin wasn’t a problem for her: Before she’d departed Calypso, she’d claimed her inheritance, a large stipend which would be brought to her six times a year under royal guard.  
 
    Already her pitmasters seemed happier in their new circumstances. She spent time with them each morning, japing with them and even occasionally flirting. They were hard men, accustomed to dealing with dangerous criminals and watching as their blood was spilled, but that didn’t make them immune to her feminine charms.  
 
    “You are a woman of many talents,” Piston said one day, after the pitmasters had been dismissed to carry out their daily duties. The lean, dark-eyed man didn’t speak often, but when he did Viper couldn’t help but pay attention. There was something deadly about the way he looked at her. It only made her more interested in him.  
 
    “We’ve barely scratched the surface of what I’m going to do to Zune,” she said, looking away, feigning disinterest.  
 
    “I look forward to seeing what you have in mind. The pitmasters love you. But that won’t win you the empire.” 
 
    She glanced at him sharply. Behind those dark eyes she could sense an intellect that even she had underestimated. But could she trust him with the full truth? It was too soon to know, and she wouldn’t put it past her sister to plant a spy in her midst. “The empire?” she said. “Surely you jest. The empire is my dear sister’s. She won it fairly.” The reminder still stung a little. Why couldn’t I have been stronger?  
 
    Doesn’t matter. The past is the past. The next time I meet her, I will be stronger. 
 
    “Victory is never permanent,” Piston said, as if reading her mind.  
 
    “I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Viper said. “I’m but a young woman trying to find her place in the world.” 
 
    Piston laughed, and she found it to be contagious, a smile curling her lips. Was it really the first time she’d heard him laugh? Yes. She wanted to make him laugh again.  
 
    “What’s next?” Piston asked.  
 
    “Stoneworkers,” she said. When he raised his eyebrows, she clarified. “Assemble a team of the best stoneworkers in the city. Commission them to repair the fighting pits, one at a time, starting with the outer ones and moving toward the center. The grandstands, too. Build more luxury seating. Zune is well past due for an upgrade.” 
 
    “You will lose income during the repairs,” he said.  
 
    She shook her head. “No, I won’t, because I will charge more for entry into the remaining pits. And once the pits have been repaired, I will charge even more.” 
 
    “What if people won’t pay the higher entry fees?” 
 
    She had already considered this. “They will pay. This place is an addiction to them.” 
 
    He smiled, nodding. Without another word, Piston strode off.  
 
    The first phase of her plan was off to a strong start.  
 
    Time for phase two, she thought. 
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    Viper found Cadon and Nurge in the underground atrium dealing with a problem. One of the prisoners was refusing to fight.  
 
    It wasn’t an unusual problem. According to her pitmasters, the solution was typically to threaten execution. Anyone facing immediate certain death would generally choose to fight for their life instead.  
 
    But this was an unusual case. The man refusing to fight had been in the pits for half the year already, a remarkable achievement. Most fighters were eventually defeated, which meant they died, but this man had defeated hundreds of opponents already, and was well on his way to a position in the battle royale, which gave him a genuine chance at freedom. A chance he was now throwing out the window by refusing to fight.  
 
    He sat on the ground, his back to the wall, his face downcast, hidden by long strings of dark hair that fell to his knees. His skin was too light for him to be of Calypsian descent, his eyes too narrow. A Phanecian then. His skin was already laced with long red stripes, welling with blood. One of the pitmasters raised his whip, bringing it down with a sharp crack! The fighter flinched, but didn’t change position, continuing to hide his eyes as another line of red appeared.  
 
    “Let me, you weakling,” Cadon said, grabbing the whip from the pitmaster.  
 
    Cadon, muscles bulging, raised the whip.  
 
    “Stop,” Viper said.  
 
    His hand froze in the air. “My lady,” Cadon growled. “This man refuses to fight. He must be punished.” 
 
    Viper ignored her guardsman, staring at the bleeding man. The tendrils of hair parted slightly, revealing sharp green eyes looking back at her.  
 
    She approached him. “What is your name?” she asked. 
 
    “Prisoner one-seven-nine-four-two,” he said.  
 
    “Your real name. The one given to you by your parents.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. A drop of blood trickled down his shoulder to his elbow, quivering on the edge of his skin before dripping off.  
 
    Viper said, “I will name you if you’d prefer. That’s what a woman does with her dogs, isn’t it? Or you can tell me your name and be the first prisoner to join my new program.” 
 
    Finally, the man looked up, pushing the hair away from his eyes, tucking the strands behind his ears. She was surprised to find his face mostly unscarred, save for a long raised line running from the corner of his left eye to his temple. “What program? This is a place of death. We fight, someone dies. Eventually it is your turn.” 
 
    Instead of answering, Viper said, “Why won’t you fight? Do you fear death?” 
 
    The man laughed, though there was no true amusement in the sound, nor did it reach his eyes, which continued to bore into Viper’s. “I cannot be killed in the pits,” he said. “It is my curse to bear.” 
 
    “Curse? Most would consider not dying to be a blessing from the gods.” 
 
    “The gods do not exist but in the minds of men. Else they would’ve come down and destroyed us all already.” 
 
    It was Viper’s turn to laugh.  
 
    “Now can I hit him?” Cadon asked.  
 
    “No. You will bring this man to the grand pit. Until I say otherwise, he will not fight.” 
 
    “But, your—” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    Cadon fingered the handle of the whip, as if considering whether to take a quick swing, but then handed it back to the pitmaster. “Get up, you dog,” he said to the man, and he and Nurge hefted him to his feet, dragging him away.  
 
    The man’s eyes never left Viper’s as he was forced into one of the underground tunnels running beneath the pits.  
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    “Your name?” Viper asked again, for the tenth time.  
 
    When the man didn’t respond, she dumped a bucket of water on his head.  
 
    “I could make something up, you know,” he said, wiping water out of his eyes. He was already drenched from head to toe, his skin slick and slightly less brown than before—the water had washed away much of the dirt and grime and blood. He now kneeled on the stones in a puddle of water as deep as his thumb. 
 
    As commanded, Cadon and Nurge were standing nearby. They would only intervene if the man attempted to hurt her. She suspected he wouldn’t. 
 
    “You won’t,” Viper said.  
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    The man seemed to consider this, then said, “Why do you want to know my name?” 
 
    “Because numbers are boring. The people can’t cheer for a number. When you win the battle royale, I don’t want them screaming ‘Prisoner one-seven-nine-four-three!’” 
 
    “Two, not three.” 
 
    “See? No one can even remember that.” 
 
    “So you want them to scream ‘Gat’?” 
 
    “If that’s your name.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Was that so difficult?” 
 
    “Will the other prisoners get their names back?” 
 
    “Only if they earn them. There’s no point in learning someone’s name if they’re going to die the next day.” 
 
    Gat shook his head. “I don’t know what to make of you. I don’t know what you’re trying to accomplish. You’re the Third Daughter to the empire. You could be doing anything. Why this?” 
 
    She ignored the question. “Let me ask you something, Gat. If you could have anything in the world, what would it be?” 
 
    He answered without hesitation: “Freedom.” 
 
    She nodded. “Do you think most of the prisoners in Zune would answer the same way?” 
 
    “Not most of them. All of them.” 
 
    “So why won’t you fight? According to my pitmasters, you are one of the favorites to win the battle royale. Freedom is at your fingertips and you’re throwing it all away for the chance at a swift execution? For what?” 
 
    Gat cupped his hands together and dipped them in the water. He scooped some up, sipping from his makeshift cup. “The cost of freedom is too high. I don’t want to kill anymore,” he eventually said.  
 
    “Maybe you don’t have to,” Viper said. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow in surprise. 
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    During the day, Viper trained with Gat. He taught her to fight, not in the manner of the Calypsians like she’d learned as a child, with their whips and short knives, but like a Phanecian, after the method of phen ru, the martial art of attack. It was this unorthodox style that had allowed Gat to survive so long in the pits. Slowly, day by day, a change was wrought in the man, as if the memories of the blood he’d spilt were displaced by new memories.  
 
    At night, she watched the fights, hunting for potential new blood for her program. When she saw a fighter she liked, she had Cadon and Nurge bring them to the grand arena, where she learned their names and informed them they wouldn’t have to fight again. They started training immediately, learning to fight like Gat.  
 
    Gat seemed to embrace the role of trainer. He was like a new man.  
 
    A fortnight later, Cadon said, “May I be honest with you?” 
 
    “Always,” Viper said.  
 
    “This strategy will fail.” 
 
    Viper hid her amusement, though she was surprised the dull-headed guardsman had even realized there was a strategy. “Why?” 
 
    “You are charging more, but providing less entertainment. The best fighters are no longer fighting, and the oddsmakers are already asking questions. They are wondering when they will see them again, if ever. If you don’t reveal them soon, the people will stop coming to the pits.” 
 
    “An unexpectedly logical argument,” Viper said.  
 
    “Uh. Thank you?” 
 
    “And yet flawed. For you don’t know the entire picture. You have but a slice of a painting, a single eye, while I have seen what is hidden beneath the cloth covering. The masterpiece.” 
 
    That seemed to befuddle him sufficiently to stop talking altogether.  
 
    “I appreciate your concern,” she added. “But never fear. Everything is going as planned. The more the oddsmakers and their ilk long for the fighters I’m withholding, the more they’ll be willing to pay when I at last give them what they want.” 
 
    That seemed to placate the large man, who lumbered away, off to bully some prisoner no doubt.  
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    The next day, Piston came to her, and Viper was surprised at how good it felt to see him. Whenever he was close by, she felt more alive. “Three of the new pits are complete,” he said. “Several others are almost finished as well.” 
 
    “You came to see me about business?” 
 
    “What else is there?” 
 
    “Have you missed me?” 
 
    He came closer, his hand hovering just shy of her face. “I have been busy carrying out your wishes.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked.” 
 
    “I miss the sun when it is hidden behind dark clouds.” 
 
    “I am not Sun,” she growled, hating the analogy.  
 
    His hand touched her face, and she trembled at his touch. “No, you are not. You are the sun and the moon and the stars and the night and the day and the fire of dragons.” 
 
    She tried to keep her voice firm, low. “Do you desire the fire of dragons?” 
 
    “I desire you.” 
 
    “Perhaps someday,” she said, pulling away. “If you continue to please me.” She turned her back, waiting until she heard him leave before turning back around. She took a deep breath. I cannot get distracted. For all I know, this man could be a spy. 
 
    No, she’d keep him at arm’s length, distracting him with the renovation project until it was too late. 
 
    I must know for certain, she thought.  
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    She revealed the new pits to the people that night. At the same time, she announced that their beloved fighter, who now had a name—Gat—would be the first to fight.  
 
    Despite Cadon’s fears, the people paid top dollar for the event, almost twice as much as the usual entry fee. Triple the usual number of bets were cast on the bout.  
 
    “If this is a trick…” Gat said, leaving the threat hanging in the air. 
 
    “What?” Viper said. “You’ll kill me? You’ll kill the spectators?” 
 
    He shook his head. His voice became low, sad, the version of him she hated. “I’ll kill myself.” She much preferred the strong, confident man who taught her and the others to fight.  
 
    She rested a hand on his bare shoulder, immediately wondering what made her do it, and at the same time wondering when she’d started feeling so comfortable with the man. He stared at her hand. “There’s no trick. This is what we’ve been training for. A new form of entertainment. Better for everyone.” 
 
    “You’re not worried the people will see right through it?” 
 
    “The people see what they want to see.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    He left her, off to prepare for his first fight in months.  
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    Gat moved around the shiny, new pit with an effortless grace, so fluid he might’ve been water rushing through a canyon.  
 
    Above where he fought, every new seat was filled, as well as all three luxury pavilions. There, the wealthy occupants dined on roast pyzon and tenderized duck liver while watching the fighters destroy each other. 
 
    Gat’s opponent, one of the fighters Viper had selected months back, was a solid man named Barr-et, a gray-skinned Dreadnoughter who’d been imprisoned for stealing jewelry. Viper had chosen him for this particular fight because she trusted him more than any of the others, save perhaps Gat. He’d bought into her plan quickly, embracing it with a vigor none of the others had, Gat included.  
 
    And now he was going to die, or at least appear to.  
 
    He was already “bleeding” from a dozen places, each from a well-placed kick or jab by the far superior warrior he was facing. Gat wasn’t uninjured either, limping slightly, his lip bloodied.  
 
    The crowd was going mad as the men circled each other slowly, playing it up like they’d practiced.  
 
    And then Gat struck with a flurry of attacks, raining first body blows and then head shots on his opponent. Barr-et pretended to try to block them, to fight back, but in reality this was the big finish, one they’d worked on for the last three days straight, the exact placement of each strike planned perfectly.  
 
    Barr-et went down. The crowd roared even louder. Gat dropped on top of his opponent, not stopping his blows until the man was motionless. Lifeless. Lying in a pool of blood.  
 
    Gat stood, slowly raising his hands over his head. The people cheered. They didn’t chant his name, as Viper had hoped, but it was enough. They had their champion. It was a start.  
 
    Right on cue, Cadon and Nurge rushed into the pit and carried Barr-et’s limp body into the tunnel leading away. Viper slipped from the back of the crowd and past Piston, who was guarding the entrance to the underground tunnels. Filled with energy, she took the stone steps two at time, bursting into the atrium usually used to allow winning fighters recover. Now, however, this room was used for staging and post-match debrief. First, she spotted Cadon, who came over to greet her, concern in his expression. 
 
    “What did you discover?” she asked. Earlier, she had asked him to follow Piston. 
 
    “Too much,” he said. “He sent a bird to Calypso.” 
 
    Viper frowned, her heart beating three times too fast. “A bird? No one uses birds anymore. Streaming is far quicker and more reliable.” 
 
    The guardsman nodded. “I thought it was suspicious too. So I had a skilled archer shoot it down.” 
 
    “You intercepted it?” 
 
    “Yes. Once Piston ceased watching its flight.” The man paused, licking his thick lips.  
 
    “And?” Viper said impatiently.  
 
    “It was as you had feared. It was a message to your sister, the empress. Piston told her everything we’ve been doing. About the renovations, the fighters you’ve been pulling aside, your training…he even explained how you were fixing fights and promising the prisoners freedom in exchange for their loyalty.” 
 
    Viper froze, catching herself before she could show her surprise. “Thank you for your service and loyalty,” she said. “You will be rewarded.” 
 
    “Your safety is the only reward I require,” Cadon said.  
 
    As he walked away, Viper watched him with narrowed eyes. The truth was, she felt shaken. Though she’d suspected a spy for a while now, hearing confirmation was another thing entirely. “Bastard,” she said. 
 
    Her attention was diverted when she spotted the next pair of fighters preparing for their match, another two from her secret group. Mish, a wiry girl who fought just dirty enough to win seven straight matches against bigger, stronger opponents before Viper had claimed her. And Naki, a tall, red-skinned Teran man who liked to use his teeth as his weapon. In the typical manner of Teran males, his coppery hair was long and straight, reaching almost to his waist. 
 
    “Good luck,” she said to both of them. “You’ll make us all proud.” 
 
    They nodded, both grinning, moving into the tunnel.  
 
    Gat brushed past them, entering the atrium. He spotted her. “Satisfied?” 
 
    “Good show. They’ll be talking about it for days.” 
 
    “They didn’t chant my name.” 
 
    “They will.” Unless my sister shuts us down. 
 
    He nodded. “How is Barr-et? I accidentally landed a few of those kicks at the end.” 
 
    Viper scanned the atrium, locating the Dreadnoughter, who was lying on a slab as two of the pitmasters applied a clear salve to the area just under his ribs, while another wiped the blood from his skin. The sheep’s blood. Both men had entered the pit with plenty of it on hand, hidden in their clothing, wrapped in large banana leaves. Each time they landed a blow, they squirted some on their opponent.  
 
    It was strange seeing the pitmasters serving the prisoners. And yet, the masters didn’t seem to mind, so long as they got paid. Viper had also promised them leadership positions in whatever was to come.  
 
    Have I cast my net too wide? she wondered. The more people she let into her inner circle, the greater the risk of spies. She’d already learned that the hard way. And yet, she knew she had to trust someone.  
 
    Now, Barr-et cocked his head to the side, very much alive, and laughed, the sound quickly morphing to a groan. “You hit like my third wife,” he said to Gat, who clasped his hand. 
 
    “She must’ve been a strong woman,” Viper noted.  
 
    “Not as strong as my sixth wife!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gat said. “I tried to hold up the blows as best I could. The adrenaline got the better of me it seems.” The pitmaster finished with Barr-et and began cleaning the animal blood from Gat’s skin.  
 
    “Har! I’ll take a few bruised ribs in exchange for my freedom any day!” He eyed Viper warily, as if daring her to contradict him.  
 
    She didn’t. “A deal is a deal. Your freedom is yours, so long as you don’t double-cross me. You have a choice now: leave Calyp forever, or join my cause. If you leave the city but not the empire, I’ll hunt you down and rip out your heart.” 
 
    “Har!” the man laughed. “Now you sound like my fifth wife! She tried that exact same thing! Twice! Har!” 
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    Before Barr-et was sent out the gate to the fighting pits, he was disguised, his hair shorn to the scalp, his clothing changed to that of a pitmaster.  
 
    Viper held her breath as she watched him go, as he almost ran into a passerby. The woman startled, stopping dead in her tracks.  
 
    Oh gods, she was at the fight, she’s going to recognize him, we’re going to have to grab her and— 
 
    With a sweeping bow, Barr-et, who would now introduce himself as Rur-vera, apologized to the woman and continued on his way. After a moment’s hesitation, the woman chuckled to herself and walked away.  
 
    “Your first soldier,” Piston said, standing beside her. 
 
    She refused to look at him, afraid he might be able to read her as easily as a scroll. “And hopefully not my last,” she said. “Do you think his true identity will be discovered?” 
 
    “As you said, people see what they want to see. They won’t be looking for a dead man, and certainly not one dressed like a pitmaster. I’d be more concerned with whether he’ll return.” 
 
    “He will,” Viper said, although she had the same concern, which had been rattling around her head for days. It was the one true fatal flaw in her plan. Once she offered freedom, the released prisoners would be able to do whatever they chose with it. Despite her threats, there was little she could do to stop them. 
 
    She was hoping the gratitude they felt toward her would be strong enough. 
 
    Tonight, she needed a distraction from her thoughts. “Come with me,” she said to Piston. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “My chambers.” 
 
    Two went in, only one came out. 
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    At dawn, Viper waited alongside Cadon, hoping Barr-et would make an appearance.  
 
    Hours later, she gave up. 
 
    He was gone. 
 
    He’d chosen to leave the empire forever. 
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    “He’s here!” Naki shouted, bursting from the tunnel and into the grand arena, where training was in full tilt. The Teran had “lost” the fight the night before, and thus was also “dead.” But his freedom was dependent upon the return of Barr-et. It was a strategy Viper had decided upon earlier, linking all of their freedom to each other’s loyalty. If one brick in the wall crumbled, they’d all come crashing down. She wouldn’t risk losing another future soldier. 
 
    “Who?” Viper said, not willing to believe it yet. 
 
    “Barr-et! He came back!” 
 
    Viper took a deep breath. An explanation was in order, and she would get one. Her eyes met Gat’s and he shrugged. “Keep going,” she said. “I’ll return soon.” 
 
    She strode from the arena, following Naki.  
 
    When she emerged into the atrium and saw the broad-faced Dreadnoughter, she had the urge to run to him and throw her arms around him. She also had the urge to slap him across the face.  
 
    She did neither, standing before him wearing a neutral expression. “Explain yourself.” 
 
    “No need to cut out my heart, Your Dragonliness. I admit, I went a little mad on account of all the freedom. Had too much simpre to drink, the strongest kind I could find. Don’t remember much after that except I awoke with my eighth wife and a headache the size of a red pyzon! Har!” 
 
    Viper shook her head, unable to hold back the smile. She was certain it was the truth, and a night full of simpre and women was the least of her worries. He came back, she thought. When offered a chance at a new life, he chose me. 
 
    Cadon stumbled into the atrium, glancing back and forth. “I heard Barr-et showed—”  
 
    “You heard right,” Viper said. “Cadon, meet the first soldier in my army.” 
 
    After things quieted down, Viper pulled Cadon aside. “This was too close a call,” she said. “I underestimated the loyalty of these prisoners, many of whom might stab their own mother in the back if the situation warranted it. My plan is too risky.” 
 
    Cadon blinked, and she could read the surprise in his expression. “I haven’t seen Piston today.” 
 
    “I took care of him.” 
 
    “Then what’s the risk? You’ve eliminated the spy.” 
 
    “There could be another.” 
 
    “Who? One of the pitmasters?” 
 
    “Possibly. Or Nurge.” 
 
    “Nurge is solid. I’ve known him my entire life.” 
 
    Of course you have. “Even one of the prisoners could cross me. My sister would reward them richly for information. They are criminals, after all.” 
 
    Cadon frowned, as if greatly troubled by the turn of events. “Then what do you propose?” 
 
    “We put everything back to how it was before. We run the fighting pits the way they were meant to be run.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Tomorrow. Tonight we’ll stick to the plan. Then tomorrow we take the freedom back from those we’ve granted it to. The prisoners go back to fighting for real. To the death.” 
 
    “Even Gat?” 
 
    “Especially Gat.” 
 
    “What about your plans for the empire?” 
 
    “I will come up with something else.” 
 
    Cadon nodded slowly, unsurely. He started to turn away. 
 
    “And Cadon…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Thank you. I wish to reward you for your service tonight, after the fights. Come to my chambers.” 
 
    A greedy smile played across his lips. “As you wish, my lady.” 
 
    Viper smiled back. The moment he turned away, however, she gritted her teeth, her tongue bitter with the lies she’d told him.  
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    The fights that night went much like they had the evening before. Naki was released beforehand, melting into the streets wearing his pitmaster disguise. Viper had a feeling he would return the next morning, as promised.  
 
    Three more fighters were “killed” by the “victors”. Assuming Naki returned, all three would be granted their freedom on the morrow. Gat didn’t fight—Viper would build up the anticipation for a few days, and then have him face off against three of the other victors at the same time. Of course, he would win.  
 
    Then will they chant his name? Viper wondered. She hoped so. And if they do, will the lies become real?  
 
    She’d already bathed and scented herself in tea tree oil. Her hair was brushed with silver dust, shimmering in the torchlight. Her lips were painted the color of yellow rose. She laid down on her bed, wearing a thin silk coverlet.  
 
    A knock at the door. “Enter.” 
 
    Cadon pushed inside, and she saw the way his breath left him when he saw her, the instant desire in his eyes.  
 
    “Close the door.” He did.  
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Don’t speak,” she said. She never wanted to hear his voice again. His lies. “Come to me.” 
 
    He didn’t need further urging, striding across the space, completely at ease, removing his guard’s belt, which contained all of his weapons. It clattered to the floor behind him as he worked on the ties on the front of his shirt.  
 
    His eyes were so focused on Viper that he never saw the shadow falling over him from behind.  
 
    Cadon gasped as Piston’s strong arms pinned his behind his back. “Move and I’ll break your bones,” the Calypsian growled.  
 
    “Help! Her lady is under attack!” Cadon shouted. “Nurge!”  
 
    “Nurge has been killed,” Viper said, sliding off the bed and slipping a robe on. “We couldn’t take the chance with him, though I suspect he was none the wiser to your little spy games.” 
 
    “What? I think you’re confused, Piston is the—” 
 
    Piston’s fist crashed into Cadon’s back and he grimaced.  
 
    “At first, I thought so, too,” Viper said. “But he was too obvious and my sister too shrewd. She would never select a spy like him. No, you were the far better choice. You did well, hiding the truth behind your own feigned ignorance. And casting suspicion on Piston was a brilliant maneuver. You made one fatal mistake, however.” She paused, letting it all sink in. 
 
    Cadon’s innocence melted away, his face suddenly full of true fear. “I don’t know what you mean…” 
 
    “The message you claimed to have intercepted from Piston was far too detailed. Even you shouldn’t have known the full extent of my plot, especially if you were as dull-witted as you like to pretend.” 
 
    “I overheard you talking to Gat, I swear I never—” 
 
    “Save your lies for the gods,” she said. “Piston followed you today. You sent another bird to my sister, telling her I’d changed my plans. You fed her the same lie I fed you. How does it taste now?” 
 
    Recognition dawned in his eyes. “You’re not changing your plans.” 
 
    “Very good. Pity you won’t be a part of what’s to come.” 
 
    “My lady, I’m sorry, I’ll make it up to you, I swear it!” He was trembling now, tears bubbling from his eyes, streaking down his cheeks. Seeing the big man cry made Viper uncomfortable. 
 
    She opened the top drawer of the chest beside her bed, extracting a knife. He stared at the glinting blade, sobbing harder. 
 
    She jammed it into his heart. 
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    The day’s training was over, and the grand arena was empty save for Viper and Gat, who sat against the newly erected wall. Months had passed since Gat had first refused to fight. It seemed like a lifetime ago.  
 
    Three of her “dead” fighters had chosen to take their freedom and leave Calyp, but she didn’t allow their disloyalty to affect the others. Three hundred and twenty-nine had returned. Every morning her army grew, so large now that she’d had to take some of the pit profits and build a large estate outside of Zune to house them all. There the best men and women fighters trained and prepared.  
 
    How many soldiers do I need? she wondered. A thousand? Ten thousand? More? Viper knew her sister’s latest dragon brood was growing. Once the dragonia matured, she might need a hundred thousand soldiers to stand a chance. Thankfully, a steady stream of prisoners continued to arrive in Zune, feeding her army. 
 
    “Your mind is full,” Gat said.  
 
    Her gaze flicked to his. He was watching her intently, as he often did. More than once he’d admitted to being in love with her. More than once she’d shrugged off his advances. I feel nothing for him, she told herself, her latest lie.  
 
    Whenever the temptation grew too great, she distracted herself with Piston. 
 
    “My mind is always full.” 
 
    “You’re impatient, I can see it.” 
 
    “Tell me, Gat, how did you end up in Zune? You’re Phanecian, a thousand leagues from home.” 
 
    “You’ve never asked me that before. Why?” 
 
    Because it didn’t matter. Because I didn’t want to know. “I’m asking now.” 
 
    “I’ve killed many people, both men and women,” he said.  
 
    He liked being clever with his words, as he was doing now. “In the pits, yes. Defending yourself, yes. But before Zune? No, I don’t believe you’re a murderer.” 
 
    His face grew sad, which surprised her. Why would he be sad to not be a murderer? 
 
    “I snuck into Calyp almost a year ago, crossing the border by night.” 
 
    “In the midst of a civil war? You must have been missing your wits.” 
 
    He didn’t laugh.  
 
    “Why did you leave Phanes?” 
 
    “I couldn’t live there anymore…” 
 
    “Did you do something? Commit some crime? Or had you jilted your lover, who chased you out, screaming for your head.” 
 
    A wry smile. “Something like that.” 
 
    Viper cocked her head to the side. He truly was melancholy as he remembered whatever had brought him here. No, it wasn’t like any of what she’d suggested. “You’re a traitor,” she said, the truth making sense.  
 
    “In a sense,” he said. “I tried to free some slaves. My sister helped.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” 
 
    “We got separated as we tried to escape. I fear the worst.” 
 
    “What is her name?”  
 
    “Sonika. Sonika Vaid.” 
 
    The name sounded familiar for some reason, but she wasn’t sure why. Gat Vaid, she thought, wondering why she’d never asked him his surname. Both he and his sister boasted a strong name. “So you’re against slavery?” she asked, wanting to confirm her understanding of the situation. Slavery was the main focus of the marital dispute between the Sandes and Hozas. The Hozas lived for it—the Sandes despised it.  
 
    He nodded. “It’s not right to own humans like property. Which was why it was ironic when I ended up here.” He looked to the sky, as if searching for the gods.  
 
    “And made to fight. To kill.” 
 
    “At first I thought I was just doing what I had to do to survive, using what I’d learned growing up to defend myself. But then I realized I was as bad as the slavers when I killed.” 
 
    “That’s why you refused to fight again.” 
 
    He nodded. “And then you showed up, right when I thought they were going to kill me.”  
 
    The way he looked at her, at all of her, was intoxicating. And also disconcerting. Viper looked away, unable to meet his gaze. “I’m not some angel sent by the gods,” she said.  
 
    “To me you are. You saved my life. You gave me hope for a better way.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m just a woman. Flawed. Out for revenge against my sister.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” he said. “What will you do once the empire is yours, once all of your dreams are realized?” 
 
    She hadn’t thought that far ahead, and yet the answer dropped instantly from the tip of her tongue. “Defeat Phanes. Win back the south.” 
 
    “End slavery?” 
 
    Of course. She despised slavery as much as the next Calypsian. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I am your warrior.” 
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    Another month passed, Viper’s numbers growing daily. She kept her distance from Gat, fearing her attraction for him would lead to a mistake. If anyone outside of their inner circle ever saw them together...  
 
    Instead, she spent more and more time with Piston, whose company she enjoyed. He spoke less than Gat, but when he did his words seemed to hold great wisdom. He tempered her optimism and bridled her impatience. He was the antidote to the poison of the snake for which she was named.  
 
    And then, abruptly, it was time again for the annual battle royale.  
 
    Where have the days gone? Viper wondered, watching as Zune flooded with travelers, growing three times its usual size during this time of year. If anything, it was even more crowded than usual, rumors of the famous Gat spreading like wildfire across the empire. A warrior of his renown was a welcome distraction from the civil war that continued to rage on the border between Calyp and Phanes.  
 
    Viper watched the human deluge pour into the city, waiting, Piston at her side.  
 
    And then she was there, surrounded by guards, riding atop a roofed litter, the silken shades tied open on the sides so she could wave to her people.  
 
    Empress Sun Sandes.  
 
    Viper strode up to meet her, offering her a hand down. “Welcome, sister. How I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Her sister smiled a radiant smile. Her face was fully healed, no trace of the injuries sustained when they’d fought for the right to rule the empire. “And I, you. I’ve heard stories about the impressive changes my little sister has wrought on the armpit city of the south,” she said.  
 
    I’m sure you have, though your little birds are long dead. After Cadon’s death, she’d continued sending birds in his handwriting to Calypso. They were full of lies. “It will be my pleasure to give you a tour before the main event.” 
 
    “Splendid. Has Windy arrived yet? I was hoping for a grand Sandes’ reunion.” 
 
    “I received a message only yesterday with her apologies. It seems she’s far too busy.” 
 
    “Pity,” Sun said, though her tone was anything but disappointed. More like relieved. Sun had even less in common with the Second Daughter than the Third. “And your guanero? Where are they? I was hoping to see some friendly faces while in Zune.” 
 
    Is my face not friendly enough, sister? “Nurge has taken ill. We’ve quarantined him as a precaution, though we’re fairly certain it’s not the plague.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” She didn’t sound sorry. 
 
    “Piston will be at the arena; you’ll see him there.” Viper let silence fall, waiting to see how long her fool of a sister would last. One heartbeat…two heartbe— 
 
    “And Cadon?” 
 
    So predictable. “Oh yes, him.” Your dead spy. “I had sent him to Citadel to collect Windy before I knew she wouldn’t be attending.” 
 
    “How thoughtful,” Sun said neutrally. Viper hid her amusement. She would have to send a bird from “Cadon” in a week’s time confirming the story. 
 
    She changed the subject. “What of your daughters? Surely they are old enough to attend the event of the year?” 
 
    “Mm, yes. They would’ve loved to have made the journey. Whisper, however, is ill. Nothing serious, of course. Fire is training with her ability. And Raven, it seems, has grown fond of the dragons, so much so that she can’t bear to be away from them for a day, much less several.” 
 
    She fears me, Viper realized. She thinks I might attempt to assassinate her. And if so, she wants her daughters as far away from me as possible to ensure the line of succession.  
 
    In that moment of realization, her respect for her sister went up a hundredfold. Because, despite her fear and suspicions, she came anyway.  
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    The tour ended at the grand arena, which now boasted seating for well over a hundred thousand spectators, ten thousand of which would pay a premium for luxury boxes with one servant per patron to accommodate their every desire.  
 
    “I’m duly impressed,” Sun said. “I had my misgivings when you asked to take over the pits. But it seems my doubts were misplaced.” 
 
    “Thank you. I only wish to achieve greatness for our empire.” 
 
    “And you have. But now it’s time for you to return to Calypso. To your home.” 
 
    Nice try, sister. Keeping your enemies close is a smart move. “Perhaps in a year or two’s time,” she said neutrally. “Though the operation has improved, there is still much to accomplish. Once I’m comfortable of my succession plan, I will certainly return home and find another pursuit to occupy my time.” Like overthrowing you and your daughters. 
 
    “I could command you, you know.” 
 
    “But you won’t.” 
 
    Her sister laughed, and it was as fake-sounding as her voice had been all day. “No, I won’t. Just as I won’t begrudge Windy her scholarship in Citadel.” So long as you think neither of us are a true threat, she thought. 
 
    “Good. Then I’ll lead you to your quarters to freshen up before the fight. This year, we have the best group of warriors yet. It’s certain to be a spectacle you won’t want to miss.” 
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    They’d practiced for weeks, choreographing every punch, every kick, every movement, until each and every fighter could perform each maneuver with their eyes closed.  
 
    Viper watched, in awe of them. If she hadn’t known it was all a great performance, she would’ve believed it to be real. The crowd cheered each time the great Gat defeated another opponent, spilling their blood like water across the arena floor. They gasped each time he himself was nearly killed, dodging a killing stroke and taking it across the arm or shoulder or hip instead. It was a battle royale unlike any they’d ever seen, complete with various types of fighters, from brawlers to those versed in phen ru to those adept at a variety of weapons, from knives to clubs and everything in between.  
 
    It was a battle for the ages.  
 
    From time to time, Viper glanced at her sister, gauging her reaction. Unless she herself was acting, she was rapt, her eyes never leaving the field of battle. Most of the time, her eyes were glued to Gat.  
 
    When the final killing move came—where Gat pretended to snap the neck of the last opponent—the crowd was in a frenzy, on their feet, roaring their approval for the man who’d met every challenge he’d faced…or so they believed.  
 
    And then, as the champion slowly rose to his feet, they did what Viper had longed for them to do for months. 
 
    They chanted his name.  
 
    “Gat! Gat! Gat!”  
 
    Over and over again as he slowly spun in a circle, surrounded by “dead” men and women, letting the spectators’ cries wash over him like a summer’s breeze. A thrill ran through Viper as she turned once more to look at her sister. 
 
    Sun Sandes, Empress of Calyp, was applauding, too, chanting the name of the man who would one day help Viper overthrow the empire. 
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    The next morning, Viper escorted her sister to her litter, helping her climb inside. She felt…victorious, as if she’d already won the empire. Calm yourself, she thought. It was an important step toward her loftier goals, but she had much still to accomplish. Bide your time. Grow your army. Wait until the time is ripe. 
 
    Sun looked down at her. “I want him,” she said. 
 
    Viper frowned. “Who?” 
 
    “The victor of the battle royale. Gat Vaid. I want him in Calypso. I want him to train with the guanero.” 
 
    “He’s a Phanecian,” Viper said, her mind racing. Would her sister really go this far? 
 
    “Yes, and he left Phanes to come to Calyp.” 
 
    “Perhaps he’s a spy.” 
 
    “A spy who got caught, sent to Zune, and just happened to fight his way to freedom by winning the battle royale?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    “It’s possible that I will one day learn to breath fire like my Second Daughter, too, but it’s unlikely. I’m willing to take the risk. I want him.” 
 
    “It’ll have to be his choice. Gat Vaid is a free man now. I won’t have you undermining my operation and the hope it gives the other prisoners. That hope is what makes them fight so tenaciously.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Offer Gat a position in my army. Offer him a royal stipend. Offer him whatever you have to in order to convince him to come to Calypso.” 
 
    She nodded. “I will.” Oh yes, I will. 
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    “I won’t,” Gat said.  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’m a free man now, right?”  
 
    Viper nodded uncertainly. 
 
    “Then I choose to stay here. To continue to train your army. To prepare for what’s to come. I have no desire to be a spy.” 
 
    “Don’t you see? This is our one chance to infiltrate my sister’s chain of command. This could be the turning point.” 
 
    “I’m not a fool. I see the benefits. But I also know what I want, and that doesn’t involve Calypso or your sister.” The last few words lowered into a growl, and the look he gave her now resembled hot coals smoldering into ash.  
 
    A thrill ran through her, one she’d held back for months. Gods, this man. Why did I have to choose someone so…desirable? 
 
    She found herself at a loss for words, all arguments escaping her. “I—” 
 
    “You don’t own me. Not anymore,” he said. With that, he stepped forward—too close, too close—touching her cheek with his palm, running his thumb along her jawline, playing with her hair. Her mind stopped working, her heart breathing fire. “I want to savor you like fine wine. I want to drink you until I’m drunk.” His voice was tender but rough at the same time. Certain. Demanding. 
 
    He kissed her, and she didn’t refuse him—would never again refuse him.  
 
    No, he wouldn’t be her spy. He would be her champion, and together they would rule the south like dragons.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12: Gareth Ironclad 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom- Circa 522 
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    Seven-year-old Gareth Ironclad, firstborn son of King Oren “the Juggernaut” Ironclad and Queen Ira Ironclad, loved everything about Ferria. He loved the aromatic smells as he walked with his father and brothers through the market—braised leg of lamb and smoked beef tenders and roasted quail. He loved the gleaming armor displayed by the Orian smiths, freshly oiled and polished. He loved the way the iron-sheathed trees grew amongst the village, the heart of the forest pumping life into the city he called home. 
 
    But, more than anything, he loved the way the Ferrians and Orians alike looked at him. 
 
    With respect. With admiration. They nodded their heads and tipped their caps and shouted greetings to him and his brothers. Even better was the reaction he received from the legionnaires, with their sheathed weapons and jointed plate.  
 
    In fact, a platoon was passing at this very moment. Gareth grinned as the men and women soldiers beat their iron chests with their fists in honor of the king. But once the king had passed, their attention turned to Gareth. “Bless the Shield!” some cried. Others shouted, “Hail the Shield!” Gareth didn’t understand how he’d earned such an impressive nickname—the Shield—but he loved it just the same. 
 
    And though he knew pride was beneath a prince, his chest swelled anyway.  
 
    One of his twin brothers, Grian, pouted. “We all have the same name day,” he pointed out, as he liked to do. “I don’t see what makes him so special.” Agitatedly, he ran a hand over the short tufts of reddish-brown hair poking from his scalp. Unlike Gareth and Guy, who wore their hair long, Grian liked to have the castle barber trim it every few weeks. Anything to look different than his brothers.  
 
    He can’t change his face, nor his chestnut eyes, Gareth thought with amusement.  
 
    “He was born first,” Guy said sternly. He’d always been the most serious of the three. 
 
    “So he pushed and shoved his way out of Mother before we did. That makes him the Shield?” Grian glared at Gareth.  
 
    Gareth beamed back. “It was my first victory!” He raised a fist in the air. His brother could complain all he wanted, but it wouldn’t change anything. 
 
    Grian tried to grab Gareth’s collar, but Guy stepped between them. For as long as Gareth could remember, Guy had defended him from Grian. Not that he needed it. When they fought with dull-edged swords he got in as many licks as he took. And yet Guy was always there, always by his side.  
 
    He was getting tired of it. He was a prince, destined to greatness like his mother always said, not a child. 
 
    Gareth pushed his brother away, but Guy muscled him back. For a few moments they struggled for dominance while Grian smirked at them, but froze when their father boomed, “Enough! I will not have the princes of the realm acting like street urchins.” 
 
    “Grian was being an ore monkey and Guy wouldn’t let me at him,” Gareth complained.  
 
    Guy said, “Grian was being an ore monkey.” 
 
    “Hey!” Grian protested.  
 
    The king cuffed Guy on the back of the head, followed by Gareth. Gareth stumbled, barely maintaining his balance. His brother did the same. It was like being clobbered by a mason’s sledge.  
 
    Grian sniggered, but was cut off when he received his own smack to the skull.  
 
    “You are all Ironclads,” their father said. He shielded his eyes from a wayward shaft of sunlight blazing through the branches. His bald head was already turning pink. His hand slid down his cheek and tugged on his thick, red beard, which was braided in three places. The expression he wore was thoughtful, distant, as he said, “The same blood and ore runs through your veins. Never forget that.” He turned away, but added over his shoulder, “You can settle it on the training grounds.” He strode away, his massive Foehammer swinging where it was sheathed at his hip. 
 
    Chastened, the three fell into stride behind him as he continued toward the castle. Just loud enough that Gareth could hear but not the king, Grian muttered, “Shield? Bah! More like a wilted cabbage leaf.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Grian,” Guy said. 
 
    “And you do? I should’ve been first. Anyway, Father was the youngest brother in his family, and now he’s the king. And I’m not an ore monkey.” 
 
    Guy said to Gareth, “Don’t listen to him. You are the firstborn and the Shield. Everyone says so.” 
 
    Normally, Gareth would relish such a reminder, but something about the way his brother said it sounded unusual. Almost strained, like a grimace of pain. Gareth studied Guy’s face. His lips were tight, his eyes narrowed. If anything, he looked even more serious than usual. 
 
    “But what does that even mean?” Gareth asked. 
 
    Guy looked away as if he hadn’t heard. He changed the subject. “What do you think Mother has planned for our eighth name day?” 
 
    “Only the biggest feast of our lives,” Grian said, licking his lips. “I saw a dozen wagons entering the castle gates this morning. They were full.” 
 
    Gareth frowned, still trying to catch Guy’s gaze, but his brother refused to look at him. The conversation had already moved on.  
 
    “I heard there’ll be Orian channelers,” Guy said. “They’re going to put on a show.” 
 
    At that, Gareth completely forgot about the strange tone his brother’s voice had taken just a moment before. “Truly?” 
 
    “Aye,” Guy said, finally meeting his eyes with a smile. “They’ll be riding ore hawks and ore panthers.” 
 
    “If Grian is there, they can ride an ore monkey too!” Gareth said. 
 
    “I’m NOT an ore monkey!” Grian said, trying to reach around Guy to hit Gareth.  
 
    The castle’s iron gates loomed ahead, guarded by the largest soldiers in the realm, including Beorn Stonesledge, the ironmarked, standing a head taller than anyone else. His iron-fist pendant hung heavily from his neck.  
 
    “Ho, Iron Fist,” the king bellowed. Behind the giant man, the gates began to open. Well, perhaps “open” was the wrong word. Instead, they seemed to liquefy, melting away to either side and vanishing inside the wall. Gareth craned his neck and tried to spot the Orian gatekeepers who were channeling the ore. He frowned, seeing nothing but metal. They were well hidden.  
 
    The king and Beorn Stonesledge embraced with a hearty slap on each other’s back. “Any news from the front?” the king asked. 
 
    The “front” was currently the Black Cliffs, the razor-like rocks separating the east from the north. The Hundred Years War between the Four Kingdoms had started long before Gareth was born. Talk of “the war” and “the front” were so commonplace that he barely thought about it anymore. He knew one day he and his brothers would lead the legionnaires into battle, but it felt so distant it might’ve been a thousand years off.  
 
    Grian, on the other hand, always seemed to perk up at talk of war, and now was no exception. “Have we smashed Darrin to bits yet?” he asked, rubbing his hands together. 
 
    King Ironclad chuckled at his son’s question. “If only it were that easy. First we have to find safe passage through the mountains.” 
 
    “A difficult task under normal circumstances,” Beorn agreed. “And almost impossible while being harried by northern archers the entire time. We received a stream from Crow’s Nest while you were away from the castle. That promising tunnel we discovered at the beginning of the last moon cycle? A dead end.” 
 
    The king shook his head in frustration. “If only Raider’s Pass wasn’t swamped with westerners right now.” He waved the thought away with a large hand. “Let them destroy each other, and then we shall have them both.” He laughed gregariously, which was the only way Gareth had ever known his father to laugh.  
 
    “We could scale the Razor, like Uncle Coren once did,” Grian suggested. “I could do it, I’m a top climber.” 
 
    It was so easy Gareth couldn’t help himself. “That’s because you’re an ore monkey,” he said, barely bothering to disguise the insult behind a cough.  
 
    It drew a rare smile from Guy. Grian fired a scathing look at them both, but the adults didn’t seem to notice the exchange.  
 
    The king said, “I admire your enthusiasm, son, but the Razor is as steep and slick as a bare metal wall. Mine brother was the only one to ever lead a platoon over the Black Cliffs, and he paid the ultimate price in the end. Even if we had enough soldiers who could climb it, Darrin has the finest archers positioned strategically along the cliffs. We would be cut to ribbons at best; at worst, we’d drown in the sea. No, it’s better to go through the Mournful Mountains if we can find a way.” 
 
    Grian blushed, which only made Gareth’s grin widen further. Guy said, very seriously, “We found a way through once. We can do it again.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, my boy!” the king said, slapping him on the back. Despite his bravado, Gareth noticed his father’s grimace at the reminder of the last time the mountains had been breached, more than fifteen years ago, a story he’d heard half a hundred times.  
 
    It was the battle in which his uncle, Coren “Thunder” Ironclad had been killed. As his father had alluded to, Coren had led a platoon over the Razor as a distraction for the main force, which was commanded by Oren as they snuck through a tunnel and into the north. By the time Oren’s soldiers had arrived, the battle was nearly lost, and his brother was already grievously wounded. To make matters worse, the northerners had mounted a fierce counterattack and forced what was left of Oren’s army back through the passage, which they then destroyed with hammer and chisel. The mountain had been sealed ever since.  
 
    Later, Gareth’s grandfather had died of natural causes. That was when Oren Ironclad was proclaimed king of the east and protector of the realm.  
 
    Gareth, try as he might, couldn’t remember any of it.  
 
    He was nudged from his revelry by Grian’s shoulder as they entered through the gates. “Ready to settle things?” Grian asked. 
 
    “I’ll even give you the first hit,” Gareth retorted. 
 
    Guy rolled his eyes. “I’m going to see if Mother needs any help with tonight’s preparations.” 
 
    While Grian raced off to fetch a pair of dented practice swords, Gareth watched his other brother depart around the bend of the first of the castle’s walled inner rings. Just before Guy disappeared, he turned around and met Gareth’s eyes. From a distance, his gaze looked haunted, like he’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “On guard,” Grian yelled, tossing Gareth a sword and springing forward.  
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    Hours later, as the sun began to disappear into the thick of Ironwood, Gareth and Grian were exhausted and breathless, but friends again. Grian clapped him on the shoulder and said, “You fight like a westerner.” 
 
    “You fight like an ore monkey,” Gareth spat back, but this time it wasn’t meant as an insult.  
 
    Grian laughed. “Have you seen the way they gnash their teeth? Those creatures are vicious!” 
 
    Gareth tried to return his smile, but now that the fight was over his mind had returned to the strange things Guy had said, that unhinged look in his eyes.  
 
    “Hey, Grian?” 
 
    “Yeah, weakling?” 
 
    Gareth ignored the comment. “Has Guy been acting strange?” 
 
    Grian snorted. “He always acts strange.” 
 
    “I mean more strange.” 
 
    Grian seemed to consider, finally waving the idea away with his sword, now even more scratched and dented then before. “Nah. He’s just excited for our name day.” 
 
    Gareth wanted to feel relieved at his brother’s words, but didn’t. Instead, he felt like there was a big hole in his stomach, with wind whistling through unfettered. Or maybe he was just hungry. 
 
    Giving credence to that very thought, his stomach rumbled as they approached the grand banquet hall. Something smelled divine.  
 
    Grian grinned at Gareth and said, “Last one to the roast duck is an ore monkey’s cousin!” He shoved Gareth and took off, but Gareth managed to keep his feet and give chase, catching him halfway to the entrance. As they jostled for the lead, neither of them noticed the broad form stepping from the hall and into their path.  
 
    By the time they did notice, it was all they could do to skid to a stop. Gareth was a heartbeat too slow, stumbling awkwardly into his mother, who was wearing her very best dress armor. He rattled off and tumbled to the ground, collecting dirt in his mouth. 
 
    Shaking away the stars that blanketed his vision, his mother’s face materialized a piece at a time. She already had Grian by the scruff of his shirt. His feet were dangling from the ground, his face turning red. “Where have you been?” she demanded.  
 
    “Training,” Grian squeaked. “It was Father’s idea, I swear on the Great Forest of Orion! Tell him, Gareth.” 
 
    Gareth tried to nod, but blinked instead. His vision was still swimming, his head full of angry bees. Queen Ira Redfern Ironclad was a large woman on her worst day, both tall and strong, but from this particular vantage point she might’ve been a giant. He felt like he’d run into a metal wall, and the wall hadn’t won so much as annihilated him. 
 
    “I don’t care if Orion Herself descended from Her Forest in the clouds and told you to train, today is your eighth name day, a very auspicious day. The feast begins promptly at sunset and you smell like a chamber pot. Get cleaned up before I’m forced to scrub you myself!” 
 
    She dropped Grian and he landed on his backside with a yelp. Frantically, he helped Gareth to his feet and they hobbled away as fast as they could. Being scrubbed by their mother was akin to torture. Given her current mood, Gareth thought, torture might be the better option. 
 
    “Thanks,” he managed to say to Grian, who continued to help him walk.  
 
    “I was afraid she was going to eat you,” he said, and they burst into a fit of giggles.  
 
    “Or both of us,” Gareth said. “You for an entrée and me for dessert.” 
 
    “With whipped cream on top!” 
 
    Gareth laughed again, feeling good, despite his throbbing head and beating heart. He hadn’t laughed like this with Grian in a while.  
 
    Their laughter faded, however, when they spotted Guy striding toward them. He was dressed in fine gray trousers and a white tie-up shirt bearing the northern sigil—the crossed swords on a field of black. “Guy Ironclad” was also embroidered on one of the breasts. His face looked freshly washed, practically glowing. His long ginger hair was tied back in a knot.  
 
    To Gareth, he looked like he’d swallowed a frog. A plump green one.  
 
    “Glad to see you find the most important day of our lives so amusing,” Guy said, brushing past them.  
 
    Grian looked ready to stalk after him, but Gareth stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “He’s just mad we’ve been training all day while he’s been working,” Gareth said. He said it as much for himself as for his brother’s temper.  
 
    “Aye,” Grian said. “That’s probably it. C’mon.” 
 
    They headed inside, passing metal walls that changed from day to day, channeled by the Orians into intricate patterns depicting scenes from nature. More than once, the king had requested battle scenes, but the Orians refused. “Battles are meant to be fought, not channeled,” Gareth had heard one of the forest dwellers say.  
 
    Although Gareth would never admit it out loud, he preferred the nature scenes. They were calming, with blooming flowers, ore panthers springing from branch to branch, massive trees standing sentinel. The walls of the castle were just another thing he loved about Ferria.  
 
    Grian pushed into the bathing room, a gout of steam bursting through the door. Two iron tubs were filled to the brim with hot water. One was being emptied by a bath worker—Guy’s tub.  
 
    Grian stripped down and catapulted into the water with a splash, screaming as it burned his skin. Gareth took his time, folding each sweat- and dirt-stained garment as he placed them in the washing bin. Slowly, he eased into the scalding water. 
 
    Grian was staring at him. “You act like a woman sometimes,” he said, smirking. 
 
    Gareth’s cheeks reddened, and he hid his embarrassment by submerging himself. When he came up, a soapy cloth smacked him in the face. Gareth retaliated with a splash, and soon half the water was on the floor and they were hastily toweling themselves off.  
 
    Still laughing and pushing each other, Gareth froze when they came to the bench that had their clothes already laid out. All amusement vanished like an exploding green star. 
 
    “What the hell?” Grian said, speaking first.  
 
    “I—” Gareth didn’t know what to say. Inside he felt his heart beating faster, his chest swelling with pride, and he had the all-encompassing urge to smile, to leap into the air, to run around the room in excitement. It took every bit of his self-control to just stand there, staring. 
 
    “Figures,” Grian muttered, grabbing his clothes—a black pair of pants and black shirt stitched with his name and nothing else—and stalking off.  
 
    Any bond the day’s activities had formed between them seemed to snap like a broken rope.  
 
    Gareth reached for the glittering armor suit engraved with his name and an ornate, curving shield. The moment his brother was gone, his lips curled into a smile so broad his cheeks began to ache. 
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    Gareth stared at himself in the mirror, unbelieving. Though it was only his eighth name day, a tall boy who might’ve been twelve stared back at him. The boy was clad in beautiful new armor, form-fitting in the Orian style, the seams nearly invisible to the naked eye. He held a helmet under one arm, casually, like he did it all the time. There was a gleam in his eye so foreign it might’ve been that of a Calypsian, or Phanecian.  
 
    The gleam was confidence, he knew. More than he’d ever felt in his eight short years of life.  
 
    Is that really me? he asked himself for the dozenth time.  
 
    I look like— 
 
    “My warrior. My son,” a voice said from the side.  
 
    Startled, he spun to find his mother standing in the doorway to his dressing room. “I—I look like a warrior? Truly?” 
 
    She smiled, but the expression didn’t seem to reach her eyes. Still, she nodded. “You were always meant to be a great warrior, Gareth. When you were born, I looked at you and said, ‘He is so strong.’” 
 
    Warmth spread through his body, until he had to breathe out heavily to release it. “Guy and Grian are strong, too,” he pointed out. At the same time, he was remembering what the legionnaires had shouted to him as they’d passed. Hail the Shield! Bless the Shield! 
 
    The queen said nothing, waiting patiently for him to continue. 
 
    Gareth tried to untangle his knotted thoughts. “Why do they call me the Shield? Why do I get to wear the armor tonight, and not Guy or Grian?” 
 
    There was no mistaking the sadness in his mother’s eyes. “It is your birthright, son. Not theirs.” 
 
    Why did she look so melancholy? Why should she be sad for him, rather than his brothers? Today was supposed to be a day of celebration, not mourning. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You will, princeling. Tonight is an auspicious night. You must prepare yourself.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She took a step forward, cupping her hand against his cheek. His mother had never been a particularly affectionate woman. As a legionnaire herself, she usually wore armor, which didn’t make for the most comfortable hug. Plus, there was always the risk of getting stabbed by one of the plethora of weapons she carried, not the least of which was the Queenblade, a dual-edged longsword strapped to her back. In size and strength, it was rivalled only by her husband’s Foehammer.  
 
    Gareth leaned into her touch, feeling oddly comforted by it. There was something special about a mother’s touch. He wondered why it had taken him so long to realize that.  
 
    She peered at him through a waterfall of dark hair. “When you face the truth, stare back at it and don’t blink. If you can do that, you will be fine.” 
 
    She patted his cheek again before turning and departing the way she’d arrived, leaving Gareth to stare at his reflection once more.  
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    Gareth was holding back a huge smile, but it was like a holey dam trying to resist a deluge. Finally, it broke through, and he let himself grin amongst the slaps on his armor, the shouts of “Shield! Shield! Shield!” and all the other attention he was getting as he marched through the banquet hall.  
 
    His brothers were already there, sitting in places of honor at the head table. Guy’s eyes met his, slightly narrowed but otherwise hiding his thoughts behind a mask of concentration. Grian, on the other hand, openly glared at him, spraying juices as he bit into a large ham shank.  
 
    Gareth tried to control his warring emotions, but they clanked swords against shields in the pit of his stomach, which had become a battlefield. Why were his brothers acting so strange? And why were his parents so subdued? Usually by now his father would be throwing back mugs of ale and singing bawdy marching songs. Instead, he played with his beard, his eyes empty and vacant. 
 
    And then there was his mother. Typically she would be reprimanding his brothers for eating too fast or too messily, tugging their ears and pinching their arms. She just sat there, unmoving, so still she might’ve been a statue of a great warrior queen. That sad look remained on her face, the same one he’d seen in his dressing room. Did I do something wrong? Gareth wondered.  
 
    He noticed the placement of his own seat of honor. In the center, slightly raised, higher even than the king’s and queen’s chairs. He frowned when his mother pulled it back slightly, gesturing for him to sit. All the attention, all the shouts and back-slapping, suddenly felt like a great weight on his shoulders. And that question continued to echo through his mind: 
 
    Why me why me why me? 
 
    Feeling numb, he sat down and his mother’s strong arm pushed his chair in, until the table kissed his armor.  
 
    Grian kicked him under the table. Guy reached over and lightly touched his hand before withdrawing rapidly as if he’d been burned.  
 
    “Now that all my sons are here,” the queen said. “We may feast! Eat up, none of this food shall go to waste on this night!” 
 
    The attention turned away from the head table as mugs were filled to the brim with ale, and food was passed around. Grian reached for a jug of ale, but the queen slapped his hand, filling his mug with water flavored with gingerroot instead. Gareth grinned at Guy, and his brother attempted to return the gesture. Perhaps things were going back to normal, after all.  
 
    For a while, Gareth was lost in the smells and flavors of the most magnificent feast he’d ever laid eyes on. There was quail stuffed with spinach and cloves, roast mutton crusted with finely crushed breadcrumbs, smoked trout drizzled with lemon and thyme. There was even an entire wild hog, an apple stuffed in its open maw. The bread was sweet and warm, the mashed potatoes creamy and garlicky, the roasted vegetables—carrot and zucchini and eggplant—just soft enough to eat, swimming in butter so fresh it must’ve been churned that very morning.  
 
    By the time dessert came, Gareth felt like a stuffed hen bulging against his armor. Grian was half-groaning, half-laughing, holding his stomach. Guy, on the other hand, had taken small nibbles of everything, but left most of the food uneaten on his plate.  
 
    “You’ve got grease stains on your armor,” Grian said, pointing at Gareth’s chest.  
 
    Gareth looked down to find his plate as shiny and pristine as ever. Grian laughed. “What a fool! It should be me wearing that armor, not you.” 
 
    Gareth was about to fire an insult back, but suddenly Guy was out of his chair, brushing past him, and grabbing Grian by the shoulders, throwing him back, chair and all. He toppled over, crying out as he slammed against the floor. And then Guy was on him, pounding away, raining blows down with the force of a summer storm.  
 
    The clamor of the feast dropped to silence in an instant as forks froze midway to mouth and conversations were cut off in midsentence.  
 
    It had all happened so fast Gareth could only gawk as his father sighed, pushing back his chair slowly. Grian had managed to shove Guy to the side, and now the two were wrestling amongst breadcrumbs, trying to gain the upper hand. The king reached down with both large hands, grabbing each of his sons by their collars, not unlike a cat picking up a kitten by the scruff of its neck.  
 
    He held them aloft, and Gareth waited for the reprimand, for that booming voice to scold them, to demand better from princes of the realm. To his surprise, however, the king only sighed again, placing them back on their feet. He said nothing, returning to his chair beside his wife, who reached over to hold his hand, her melancholy expression now mirrored on her husband’s face. 
 
    Stunned into silence and obedience, Grian and Guy took their seats, staring at their plates.  
 
    Once again, the noise of the banquet hall returned to normal as conversations resumed, silverware clanked against plates, and ale splashed into mugs.  
 
    “What was that?” Gareth hissed at Guy. 
 
    His brother said nothing, shaking his head.  
 
    Gareth turned to Grian, who met his eyes. “Sorry I called you a fool,” Grian said. 
 
    “I don’t care about that,” Gareth said. He gestured to Guy, who was playing with a chocolate-covered strawberry on his plate.  
 
    Grian shrugged. He seemed as surprised by the entire exchange as Gareth. He had a small cut on his face and the skin beneath one eye was beginning to bruise. “Don’t worry him,” he said, loud enough for them both to hear. “He’s just a fun killer.” He snatched a square of frosted cake and drizzled honey on it. 
 
    Gareth sometimes wished he could be more like Grian, able to separate individual events into piles, examining each one at a time. Instead he just felt overwhelmed by all that had happened today, a day that was still far from over.  
 
    He twisted back to Guy, but his brother was gone. 
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    Long after the food had been cleared away, Gareth finally spotted his brother sitting beside their cousin, Hardy. Their heads were pressed close together and they seemed to be arguing about something. 
 
    Gareth had the urge to get up and demand to know what they were talking about, but Grian stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Look!” he said. “Guy was right.” 
 
    Gareth followed his brother’s gaze to where a train of newcomers were silently entering the room. The king clapped his hands and said, “At last,” and then began gesturing for a space to be cleared between the tables.  
 
    Soon a large area had been vacated, which was soon filled by half a dozen forest dwellers. Orians, Gareth thought. He knew that most who lived within the bounds of the iron forest had at least some ore running through their veins, but these were pure Orians, their forest dweller blood never having mixed with that of humans. There weren’t many like them anymore, perhaps a hundred or less. The armor they channeled was of the highest quality, and they were also responsible for maintaining the castle’s defenses. 
 
    There was something about them that made it almost impossible to look away, something captivating. For one, their hair was different than that of humans, silkier and naturally imbued with a myriad of colors—silver and lilac and amber and jade. Their eyes were also different, spectacular shades of gold and silver; like cats they shone in the dark and allowed them to see at night. The armor they wore might’ve been works of art, channeled to fit like a second skin.  
 
    “Who’s she?” Grian asked, pointing at an Orian woman on one side. She had long silver hair and eyes as golden as the noonday sun. She wore battle armor with a tall bow strapped to her back. Her face was so still and expressionless it might’ve been a mask she wore.  
 
    Gareth immediately recognized her. “Gwendolyn Storm,” he said. He remembered a day a year or so ago when it was his turn to hold court with his father while he sat on the iron throne. The very woman he was looking at now had entered the room with a message for the king. She was a royal messenger. Though most communications were sent using inkreed stream, she was responsible for the most important messages, those for a king’s ears only, which she carried not on scroll or parchment, but in her own mind, repeating the words out loud. His father had introduced her to him, and he’d been so dumbstruck by her beauty that his words had become stuck in his throat. 
 
    Grian’s eyes darted to his. “You’ve met her?” 
 
    “Aye. She’s a royal messenger. They say she’s a thousand years old.” 
 
    His brother scoffed. “Orians don’t live that long.” 
 
    “Well, she was around for the Dragon Massacre. I heard her talking to Father about it.” 
 
    “That was eight decades ago.” 
 
    “Well, she was there. And she’s skinmarked.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Aye, it’s true. Father told me.”  
 
    “I thought only Beorn Stonesledge bore a mark of power?” 
 
    Gareth shook his head. “She bears the heromark. She’s saved hundreds of lives, or so they say.” 
 
    “Ore,” Grian whispered, almost reverently.  
 
    Before they could say another word, the show started. Lanterns were dimmed, fireplaces were shaded. Shadows danced across wall and ceiling. Gareth glanced at Guy, who was still sitting next to Hardy, but then was quickly drawn back to the Orians. 
 
    It started slow, with one of them, a male with jade hair and silver eyes, extending a single finger toward the royal table. From the tip of his finger, a shoot began to grow. It was in the shape of a tiny tree trunk, but formed entirely from ore. Though Gareth couldn’t begin to comprehend how he did it, he knew this was the art of channeling, an ancient skill mastered by the Orians centuries ago, long before the Crimeans first discovered the Four Kingdoms and began to mix with the forest dwellers. It was said the Orians were one with the large ore deposits beneath Ironwood, that they could feel them at all times, drawing them forth when desired.  
 
    Gareth watched in awe as the trunk of ore grew branches and then leaves, becoming a tree in miniature. Grian appeared to be equally mesmerized, leaning forward without ever taking his eyes off the Orians. The others began to channel too, and soon there was an entire forest, which they began to fill with ore panthers leaping from branch to branch and ore hawks soaring overhead. Next, they created humans and Orians clad in gleaming ore, marching through the wood, arriving at a city, which sprang up from their fingers, seeming to flow forth like liquid before hardening into walls and buildings and a castle. No, Gareth thought. Not a castle. Ferria. Our home. They are creating Ironwood and Ferria.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Gareth noticed that one Orian had not yet participated in the creation, had not channeled a single drop of ore or even moved. Gwendolyn Storm was a statue, her golden eyes taking it all in.  
 
    As Gareth watched her, she finally stepped forward, using a single graceful motion to draw her bow over her head and an arrow from her satchel. She aimed the bow directly at Gareth. 
 
    He flinched, but she had already moved on, changing her target to the forest of ore suspended before her. With a crisp twang! she loosed the arrow, which stopped in midair over the forest, before changing, stretching, growing leathery wings, a scaled hide, a spiked tail, and a maw full of razor-sharp teeth. A dragon! Gareth thought.  
 
    The dragon swooped over the forest, tongues of red-hot ore shooting from its mouth, melting the trees into gnarled lumps. Other dragons soon joined the first, hunting the legionnaires, herding them into groups, destroying them in bunches. 
 
    The Dragon Massacre, Gareth realized. They were recreating it from their own memories. They had all been there, Gwendolyn Storm included. They had all survived it. As young as they looked, any of them might’ve been a century old.  
 
    The counterattack began in earnest, with ore hawks clawing at the dragons, ore panthers biting the Calypsians, legionnaires using sword, bow, and hammer to fight back, to defend their lands, their people, their iron city.  
 
    Inch by inch, the southerners were driven back, defeated.  
 
    And yet it didn’t feel like victory, the lumps of melted ore oozing liquid iron.  
 
    Gareth felt like crying, and though Grian tried to hide it, he could see the way his eyes sparkled with unshed tears too.  
 
    Gwendolyn Storm raised her hands and the scene began to drain away, returning to wherever it was channeled from. “Ironclad sons,” she said. “Our history is your history. Our lives are your lives. Our truth is your truth.” Though her eyes were dry and fierce, her words full of power and strength, Gareth saw the pain that lanced her face. In that moment, on that face, he realized that pain came in many forms, sometimes born from anger rather than sorrow. “And now, for one, the quest begins. May Orion illuminate you on this night of nights.” 
 
    Her cat-like eyes darted away and then she was gone, naught but a blur as she darted from the hall.  
 
    “Heromarked,” Grian whispered. 
 
    Gareth could only nod in agreement.  
 
    “Speech!” someone shouted, and the lights were rekindled, the fireplaces restoked. Gareth blinked, the images he’d witnessed fading before his eyes. However, he knew they would forever be burned in his memory. 
 
    Slowly, almost reluctantly, the king stood, raising an iron mug in the air, ale sloshing over the sides. All around the room, people stood, lifting their own drinks. Gareth recognized them all. There were legionnaires in full battle armor—Korger Morgan and Fran Porter and Boris Sneed. There were friends of the family like the royal baker, Sweeney Bon, and close relatives like Hardy Ironclad, his cousin, a man grown already. And on and on, smiling faces, people he’d known his entire life. People he cared about more than anyone in the world.  
 
    Gareth tried to stand, too, but his mother pushed down on his shoulder to keep him in his chair. It felt strange sitting when everyone else was on their feet. 
 
    He flinched when another hand settled on his shoulder; Guy had returned to his seat. He wore a grim smile.  
 
    “We are gathered here today to celebrate the lives of my three sons!” the king said. Cheers. Clinked mugs. “They arrived on the same day eight years ago, and now they are fast becoming men.” 
 
    At that, the three brothers couldn’t help but to share looks of pride. Even Grian seemed to forget his anger at Guy for a moment.  
 
    The king continued. “Grian arrived third, but he shall never be last.” Grian beamed, squirming under the weight of the stares, trying to hide behind his mug. “And he’ll always be late!” the king added, drawing a smattering of laughter.  
 
    “My firstborn was Gareth.” 
 
    “The Shield!” someone cried, one of the legionnaires—Cormac Resin.  
 
    “Aye. The Shield. Like my brother was before him.” His eyes rose to the iron ceiling, lingering there as he said, “May Coren forever ride through the Great Forest of Orion.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘like your brother’?” Gareth blurted out. His face reddened as his father and everyone else in the great hall looked at him. “I mean, I—I thought his nickname was Thunder,” he stammered, barely getting the words out. 
 
    The king’s eyes were made of iron. “Yes, it was. The Shield is no nickname. It is your title, as it was once his. Your burden, your calling to bear.” As if that explained everything, he turned back to the audience. “My second son was Guy, your eastern prince, your heir to the realm, your future king and protector.” 
 
    Gareth blinked, stunned into silence, trying to decipher the words his ears had just heard. Trying to make sense of the senseless.  
 
    Beside him, Guy stood, his eyes meeting Gareth’s for a stark moment before passing on and roaming across the room, the eastern sigil seeming to grow larger on his breast. 
 
    “Long live the king! Long live the king!” the people chanted. 
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    When you face the truth, stare back at it and don’t blink. If you can do that, you will be fine. 
 
    Gareth’s head was in his hands when his mother’s words came back to him. The truth? What does that even mean? That Guy was always meant to be king, and me the Shield? And what is the Shield supposed to do anyway? 
 
    After his father’s speech had ended, the three brothers were whisked away, split up, as they would each be going on a separate “quest” for the final portion of their name day celebration. Gareth had been left alone at the castle’s western entrance. Well, not completely alone. Chaperoning him was Beorn Stonesledge himself, the ironmarked, his hulking frame resting against the wall, his battering-ram elbows on his boulder-like knees. Gareth was sitting on the ground, still clad in full armor, his stomach roiling with having overeaten at the feast.  
 
    He glanced at Beorn, whose eyes were closed. His chest rose and fell heavily, as if he was sleeping. Gareth cleared his throat and the man’s eyes cracked open. “Yes, princeling. Ask me what is on your mind.” 
 
    Gareth’s mouth went dry. Not because the man had guessed his intentions, but because he was afraid of the answers. Only something bad could explain his mother’s melancholy, the way Guy was unable to meet his eyes, and why his father hadn’t touched his mug of ale all night.  
 
    “I—” 
 
    “You are the Shield,” Beorn finished for him. “Not a nickname, a title. One your uncle held before you.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I can’t tell you anything other than that. Your quest tonight will reveal the rest.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I can tell you this: You were born for greatness, princeling, even if it’s not the greatness you expected or wanted.” 
 
    Gareth tried to swallow, but his spit stuck in his throat. He nodded, trying to put on a brave face when all he felt was nervous. When you face the truth, stare back and don’t blink.  
 
    He was pretty certain he’d blinked a lot since finding out his brother would be king. Not anymore, he thought, locking his lids open, staring into the darkness gathering on the iron walls of Ferria.  
 
    A silence-shattering sound snapped him from his concentration. His entire body jolted as he turned toward it. It seemed to have come from beyond the walls, somewhere in the forest. 
 
    A scream.  
 
    “Someone needs you,” Beorn said, gesturing toward the gate, which swam open, channeled by some hidden Orian. Gwendolyn Storm perhaps.  
 
    “But I’m just—” 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    The strength of the man’s voice obliterated the dozen excuses he’d been forming. I’m just a boy. I’m not supposed to leave the castle walls at night. I don’t even know who screamed. It’s my name day and I’m supposed to be waiting to go on a quest. 
 
    He pushed to his feet and ran, his strides slower than usual due to the weight of the plate surrounding his body. The full belly didn’t help either.  
 
    The forest consumed him, metallic branches growing iron tendrils that seemed to beckon to him, reach for him.  
 
    A strange sound that was half fear, half determination groaned from the back of his throat and he plunged forward into darkness, raising his arms above his head to ward off an attack from above. Nothing came, and he stumbled, realizing he expected some force to push against him.  
 
    A cloud passed somewhere overhead, obliterating what was left of the light from the moons and stars. Skidding, he stopped, his lungs heaving, gouts of breath panting from his lips.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    What am I doing? he thought. I should go back. 
 
    Another shout shredded the still fabric of night, and he flinched. It was closer this time. And familiar somehow.  
 
    No. Can’t be. Guy is on his own quest.  
 
    But then another shout, more of a war cry, one he’d heard a thousand times during training. Grian, he thought.  
 
    Any thoughts of returning to the castle flew from his mind like an ore hawk bursting from a bough. His brothers were in trouble—that was all that mattered. Despite the complete darkness that seemed to block his way forward, he charged ahead with reckless abandon, hoping he wouldn’t run headlong into an iron-sheathed trunk.  
 
    He stopped occasionally to listen for more shouts, and each time he did they seemed to come from another direction. Though he was hesitant to leave the relative safety of the path, he eventually cut to the left after hearing another shout, picking his way through metal trees and iron bushes, trying not to cut himself on the sharp edges.  
 
    He rounded the trunk of a tree so large around a dozen men could’ve joined hands and still not surrounded it, and then— 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    He froze. The area in front of him was large and empty, a muted gray murk without the typical black shapes of the forest. Gareth just breathed, in and out, trying to catch his breath, contemplating what to do next. He’d never heard about a clearing this large in Ironwood, especially not so close to the castle.  
 
    Somewhere in the distance, a scuffle caught his ear. Shapes emerged, shadowy forms moving through a world of gray. Shouts rolled like thunder, accompanied by lightning strikes of steel meeting steel.  
 
    An arc of light blazed forth, surrounding him, so bright after the darkness that he might’ve been looking into the face of the sun, forcing him to shield his eyes with his hands. 
 
    Orelights, he thought. Orian channelers would capture the reflection of lanternlight in the ore as it formed. One orelight was usually enough to light a large area, and he’d never seen so many in such close proximity.  
 
    More shouts, the sounds of battle approaching. Who is attacking? The west? The north? The south? Doesn’t matter. All that matters is that Guy and Grian are in danger. 
 
    Something brushed against his side and he jumped, but whatever had touched him seemed to have moved on. 
 
    He peered through his fingers, blinking rapidly as his eyes adjusted to the brightness of the clearing, which truly was enormous. Hundreds of soldiers clashed, half of them eastern legionnaires, and the other half an indeterminable enemy clad in crimson armor, their faces hidden.  
 
    There! He spotted Grian, now clad in armor, doing battle with a foe twice his size but holding his own, parrying strikes with the perfect form instilled in him by hours spent in the training yard. Every so often he would release his trademark battle cry as he counterattacked.  
 
    Gareth started toward him and something slapped against his thigh. He looked down, shocked to find a sword hanging from his waist, sheathed in the scabbard attached to his armor. His mouth dropping open, he pulled it out, a thrill racing through him as the light caught the edge. 
 
    This was no practice sword, the edge honed to the sharpness of a razor blade, the point a dagger meant to pierce flesh and bone.  
 
    Raising his weapon, he rushed into battle, releasing a cry of his own.  
 
    The first soldier he met was one of their own, Horj Drummond, a barrel-chested career legionnaire who occasionally let Gareth and his brothers hold his sword and shield. He almost always bore a smile and jape on his lips. 
 
    Not now. 
 
    Now his mouth was twisted into a snarl, his eyes dark orbs of fury as he hacked at three crimson opponents at once, kicking one back while whirling to slash another across the shoulder. The third he bull-rushed, smashing the crown of his helm into his midsection, rocking him back. 
 
    The sheer violence of the battle was beyond Gareth’s wildest imagination. 
 
    Twisting away, Horj regained his feet, noticed Gareth, and shouted, “To Guy! Save the future king!” 
 
    Where? Gareth was about to ask, but the legionnaire was already pointing, pushing him toward where he finally spotted Guy.  
 
    His heart dropped to his feet.  
 
    Guy was also wearing armor, but his helmet was missing, his long ginger locks askew. He was backing away from a red-clad foe, who continued to strike with forceful slashes from a massive broadsword, pushing the prince back. Though Guy tried to block each blow, he was clearly outmatched.  
 
    Gareth found his feet, churning his legs as he ran toward his brother, who was all alone, separated from the rest of the soldiers. Another powerful strike, this one knocking the sword from Guy’s fingers. Guy backed away, trying to turn to run, but he wouldn’t make it in time, couldn’t make it in time, not if he was a man grown.  
 
    “Arrrrrr!” Gareth yelled, rushing in from the side, throwing himself between the enemy and Guy, bringing his sword up in the nick of time, the impact shuddering from his sword to his hand to his arm, instantly numbing muscle and tendon. Of their own volition, his fingers opened and he dropped the blade. The enemy laughed, swinging his massive weapon from side to side with a flourish.  
 
    Guy tried to shoulder his way past Gareth to protect him, but Gareth held him back with one arm. Not this time. I am the Shield. “Stay behind me,” he growled, surprising even himself with the forcefulness of his tone. This was truth. This was purpose. To save my brother’s life, he realized. To be his Shield.  
 
    Oh Ore, he thought, realization dawning in his mind. His uncle, Coren, didn’t just die in the Battle at the Razor. He died to protect his brother, who was now the king of the realm. Gareth’s father. Coren had been the Shield.  
 
    And now I am. 
 
    This was the truth his mother had alluded to earlier, when she’d told him not to blink, to face it head on with honor, with loyalty, with duty.  
 
    And Gareth, only eight years old, but well on his way to becoming a man, didn’t blink. Not as his enemy kicked him in the chest, rocking him back. Not as the large man loomed over him, his sword raised over his head. He was going to die, yes. He knew. He knew. But he was dying so Guy could live. The brother who had always stood up for him, always protected him, even when he didn’t need him to.  
 
    The moment before the blade fell, he realized something else: 
 
    Guy knew. This whole time, Guy knew he would be king and that Gareth had been born to protect him.  
 
    Goodbye, brother, he thought. Be the great king you were born to be. 
 
    The edge of the blade flashed with orelight as it arced downwards.  
 
    And then stopped. The tip was a fingerbreadth from his eye, glittering.  
 
    What happened? he thought, his breath trapped in his lungs. Had his foe been slain by another? Another truth linked together in his mind, like a broken chain forged anew.  
 
    There’s no blood.  
 
    Though the intensity of the battle had taken his breath away, he’d yet to see a single drop of blood—not on blade or skin or ground. Even the blade hovering above him was clean.  
 
    He frowned. 
 
    The blade lifted, his foe tossing it aside, raising a hand to lift his faceplate. His father, Oren Ironclad, King of the Eastern Realm, stared down at him with proud eyes and pursed lips. Were those tears twinkling in his eyes?  
 
    “Son, today you became a man. You are ready to take the oaths of the Shield.” 
 
    He extended a hand. Finally, Gareth blinked. And then he clasped his father’s hand.  
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    “I give my life for yours, freely and without exception,” Gareth said, repeating the words his father had taught him. He said the words to his brother, Guy, whose expression was serious, but not without emotion. He could almost see the mask fracturing around the edges. “You shall be king, and I your Shield. From this point forward, until the day I die.” 
 
    Guy’s lips opened, closed. Opened again. “I shall honor your sacrifice by my service to the realm, by ruling with honor, always maintaining the best interests of our people. Before making any decision, I shall consider what you might’ve done. You shall always be my hidden counsel, my brother, my Shield. From this point forward, until the day I die.” 
 
    The last word spoken, there were no cheers from the audience gathered to witness the ceremony. Gareth and Guy clasped hands, and a thousand unspoken words seemed to pass between them. I’m sorry, Guy mouthed.  
 
    “I know,” Gareth said. “But you don’t have to be.” 
 
    They turned to face those who continued to watch. Heads nodded in appreciation and fists were pressed to chests in a show of loyalty.  
 
    Gareth’s father beat his own chest, while simultaneously biting his lip. 
 
    Gareth’s mother kissed her fingertips and pushed them toward her sons.  
 
    Grian, however, refused to looked at either of them. 
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    “As usual, I might as well not exist,” Grian said. He hadn’t stopped moping since the ceremony. They were supposed to be polishing their armor, but he was playing with a hangnail on his thumb.  
 
    Gareth said, “You would rather be the Shield?” 
 
    Guy looked away, though he continued to polish his breastplate.  
 
    “Yes,” Grian said without hesitation. “I would rather be anything than third. The brother without purpose. Guy will be king, you will be his protector, and I will be forgotten.” 
 
    Guy stood suddenly, shoving his armor to the side. “You are so selfish, you know that?” he snapped. He stalked away, slamming the door to the armory behind him. 
 
    Grian looked at Gareth. Sighed. “Sorry. I know neither of you chose this. Can you believe Guy knew the whole time and never told either of us?” 
 
    Gareth wished his brother wasn’t so fool-headed sometimes. “That’s because he hated it. He still hates it. He would rather the roles were reversed.” 
 
    Grian seemed to chew on that for a while, and then finally ripped off the nail and tossed it away. A spot of blood welled from his fingertip. “Sorry,” he said again, sucking on his thumb to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “You already said that.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just, I feel left out.” 
 
    Gareth shook his head. “Ore monkey,” he muttered. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “I said you can be a real ore monkey sometimes.” 
 
    Grian was on his feet in an instant. Gareth followed him, refusing to back down. Grian pushed him. “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “Why? It’s true.” 
 
    Grian shoved him again, harder. “Why? Because I want to be a part of the Ironclad legacy? Because I want to follow in father’s footsteps, or Uncle Coren’s, or somebody’s?”  
 
    “No, because you always act and never think,” Gareth said, jamming a finger against his skull. 
 
    That stopped Grian cold. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You are second in line for the throne, you ore monkey. You could be king someday. That’s more than I can say.” 
 
    Grian’s eyes widened. Slowly, a smile worked its way onto his face. “I hadn’t thought of that.” The smile quickly faded. “But first you and Guy would have to…” He trailed off. 
 
    “Yes. We would have to die. But I will die before Guy dies. I will die to protect him.” 
 
    Grian stepped forward, all fight having left him. He placed a hand on Gareth’s shoulder. “I know you will. You are a good brother. And if I ever become king, I will honor both of you.” 
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    Several months had passed, and talk of the Shield and the line of succession had moved on to other topics: the spring harvest; another promising tunnel that might lead through the Mournful Mountains; news of the civil war in the south; and the king’s most recent order to rebuild the Bridge of Triumph in order to mount an attack on the west.  
 
    But Gareth hadn’t forgotten. It was the last thing he thought about before bed and the first thing he thought about when he woke up. It was like a shadow haunting his every footstep. One day, he would die. Not of old age or some rare disease or a terrible accident, but to save his brother’s life. It wasn’t so much the fear of death that left him feeling as empty as a dried out husk, but the fact that the day he was born the days had started counting down, like an hourglass turned over, spilling its sand through a glass tube. He wasn’t so young and naïve that he didn’t realize that every man had their own hourglass; it was simply that his was much smaller. For all he knew, he might be halfway through his life already. It was that thought that stole sleep and made him feel uneasy.  
 
    In public, he hid his feelings well. He relied on humor and banter more and more to keep from being sucked into the dark hole that seemed to be beneath his feet.  
 
    Now, however, as he watched the swift-moving river through Ironwood churn past, he couldn’t help the darkness that surrounded him despite the brilliant light of the noonday sun. 
 
    “Ore,” he muttered. I’m pathetic. I bet Uncle Coren never moped around like this. I bet he embraced his role as the Shield. I bet he relished marching into battle to protect his brother. 
 
    He was pulled from his thoughts when he spotted something gleaming in the sky. He thought it must be an ore hawk, but then it fell, dropping rapidly toward the forest. It clinked off branches, tumbling awkwardly to the forest floor, landing somewhere on the opposite side of the river.  
 
    Something drew him to it. Curiosity perhaps. He stood on the riverbank, considering his options. There was a bridge downstream, but it was a half day’s walk, which meant a full day to return to this point on the opposite side. During the summer his brothers and he would often swim in this very stream, when the water levels were low and the currents weak. This time of year, however, the river was fed by the ice melt from the Mournful Mountains, turning it into a cold, powerful river.  
 
    But that thing that fell… 
 
    Gareth pulled his shirt over his head, tugged off his boots, and prepared to jump. 
 
    The moment before he leapt he heard a shout from behind, but he was already airborne, his head twisting around to see who had called out.  
 
    Cold water and bubbles surrounded him, and something seemed to grab him by the feet, tugging him downward. Thankfully, he’d managed to hold his breath, and his feet found the bottom, pushing off hard as he swam toward the surface. He was a reasonably good swimmer, better than Grian for sure, though not as strong as Guy.  
 
    His head burst from the river for a long moment, and he swiveled to see where he was. The forest seemed to be rushing past far too quickly, the current far stronger than it had appeared from dry land.  
 
    The force from below grabbed his ankles once more, threatening to pull him under. Just before it did, however, he spotted a fleeting form sprinting along the riverbank. “Gareth!” the form shouted.  
 
    Water covered him once more, even as he recognized the voice, the form. Guy. 
 
    He pushed that thought from his mind as he struggled against the current, which might’ve been a dozen foes pulling at his arms, his legs. Any ideas of reaching the opposite riverbank vanished as he began to fight for his life.  
 
    I’m the Shield, he thought. I can’t die now. I have to save my brother’s life. 
 
    But the river had other plans, dragging him across the bottom with a powerful undertow, scraping his exposed stomach and back with sharp stones. There was a brief respite when the current weakened, and he fought his way back to the surface. Guy was even with him now, his strides long. “Hang on!” he shouted. “I’ve got you!” 
 
    Panic set in, as Gareth realized what Guy was about to do. “No!” he tried to shout, but a whitecap hit him in the face and turned the word into a gurgle. 
 
    Taking two more long strides, his brother leapt into the water, disappearing with a splash. 
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    Gareth didn’t know how long he’d been in the water, only that every time he was sucked under it was harder to fight back to the surface. His lungs burned. His arms ached. His feet had been bashed and bruised against so many rocks they felt numb.  
 
    Each time he managed to bob above the water and take a breath, his brother was closer, his teeth gritted, his jaw locked in determination as he cut his arms through the water and kicked his feet. 
 
    “Go—” Gareth tried to shout the next time he emerged, but was pulled under once more. He kicked hard and pulled through the water with his hands, popping up once more. “Back!” he screamed.  
 
    But then his brother was there, his hands reaching under Gareth’s arms and buoying him up. “I’ve got you,” he breathed, his voice strained.  
 
    “You’ll never get me to shore,” Gareth said. “You have to save yourself. You’re the future king.” 
 
    “I’m sick of people saying that,” Guy grunted. Gareth could feel his brother’s legs kicking beneath him, churning up the water as he swam backwards. “I’m your brother. And you’re mine. We can be each other’s Shields for now. Grian’s too.” 
 
    “Guy, please—” 
 
    “Stop!” Guy said. “The rapids are coming. I need to concentrate.” 
 
    Oh Ore, Gareth thought, his heart sinking even further. We’re both going to die. The Iron Rapids were the most treacherous portion of the river, especially this time of year. He twisted his head to look downstream, where the channel narrowed, forcing all the water into a small shoot flanked by high cliffs. Interspersed across the water were sharp-edged boulders protruding from the water. Both the rocks and cliffs glittered in the sun, their edges and faces forged of iron from the forest’s ore deposits.  
 
    “Guy,” Gareth said, and he hated the desperation in his voice. He was supposed to be a man now, but to his own ears he sounded like a helpless child.  
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” Guy said. 
 
    “You must. Perhaps this is my way to save your life. By giving my own.” 
 
    “No.” There was no room for argument in his brother’s tone.  
 
    The weariness, the fear, the shadow of death—it all caught up to Gareth in an instant, and tears sprang from his eyes. He didn’t want to die, no, but more than that he didn’t want to fail his brother. His people. The kingdom the Ironclads had served for so long.  
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” Guy soothed, seeming to realize his brother’s distress.  
 
    The opportunity for words passed as the water swept them along faster, taking Gareth’s breath with it. A deadly looking rock passed rapidly to one side, narrowly missing them. Another loomed dead ahead. “Kick!” Guy shouted. 
 
    Gareth kicked as hard as he could, his legs tangling with his brother’s as he did the same. They began to shift horizontally across the rapids, slowly, inch by inch. 
 
    Not fast enough. 
 
    The boulder seemed to race toward them with the speed of a charging horse. “Ah!” Gareth and Guy cried in unison as the rock smashed into them from the side. A bolt of pain shot through Gareth’s hip and he felt Guy’s right arm loosen its hold across his chest.  
 
    For what felt like an eternity they spun together in a one-armed embrace, the sky and metallic tree branches swirling overhead. Then the river picked them up, launching them over a slick rise, slamming them into a frothing pool of whitewater. Up became down, and Gareth swallowed a breath that was as much water as air. He lost hold of his brother. Various parts of his body were jolted against rocks as he tried to break free of the whirlpool.  
 
    But then he did, the river once more pulling him downstream. Guy was just behind him, kicking to catch up, grabbing him again.  
 
    More rapids approached ahead.  
 
    Gareth felt like crying. 
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    Minutes felt like hours. Hours like days.  
 
    But, eventually, the river spat them out, bedraggled and bruised, exhausted and broken. After the harrying speed of the tumbling rapids, the wide river felt like a peaceful float downstream.  
 
    Gareth’s eyes closed. The idea of sleep was enticing.  
 
    “I’m too tired to drag you to shore,” Guy said.  
 
    “Mm?” Shore? What was his brother talking about? 
 
    “We both have to kick.” 
 
    Darkness began to fold its wings around him. 
 
    “Snap out of it!” Guy shouted, biting him on the back of the neck. 
 
    Gareth blinked. Did his brother just…bite him? 
 
    “I’ll do it again,” Guy warned. “Now kick!” 
 
    Barely able to feel his feet, Gareth began to move them back and forth through the water. 
 
    “Faster!” 
 
    He did, and soon a line of bubbles was trailing after them, the opposite shore getting further and further away. He felt his heels begin to drag across muck and rocks. 
 
    “You’re…much…heavier…on dry land,” Guy said, grunting.  
 
    With a final heave, they sprawled in a heap on the grassy shore. Above them, metal arms grew and shrunk, changing with the passing winds. 
 
    The river burbled happily nearby, a soothing melody.  
 
    They breathed. Eventually, they slept.  
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    “You can’t keep doing this,” Gareth said. “You could’ve been killed.” 
 
    They sat on the riverbank, drying out in the last dying rays of the sun. Neither of them seemed keen to begin the long march back upstream to Ferria. It would be the middle of the night before they arrived at the castle. The king and queen would not be happy. 
 
    “I think what you mean to say is ‘thank you,’” Guy said, inspecting the cuts and scrapes along his legs and arms. They were both a bruised, bloody mess.  
 
    “Thank you,” Gareth said, meeting Guy’s eyes. “But you can’t keep doing this. I’m supposed to protect you. You are the future king.” 
 
    “I told you not to—” 
 
    “It’s the truth. You are the one who will rule after father is…when it’s your time.” 
 
    “It’s a dumb tradition,” Guy said, skipping a flat metal stone across the water.  
 
    “How long have you known?” 
 
    “Since we were six. Hardy told me, even though he wasn’t supposed to.” Two years? Ore, how did he keep it a secret for so long? 
 
    “I—” What did he want to say? What could he say?  
 
    “C’mon,” Guy said, standing. He held out a hand to help Gareth up. “We should head back.” 
 
    Gareth stared at his brother for a second, and then accepted his hand. “I’m sorry,” he said. “For everything.” 
 
    “You’re not the one who should be sorry,” Guy said. When Gareth started to object, he added, “No more swimming until summer, agreed?” 
 
    “Aye,” Gareth said, finally managing a weak smile. “No more swimming.” 
 
    Guy offered his own serious smile and threw an arm around his twin. Together they began trudging upstream, water and blood streaming down their legs as long shadows crept through the forest.  
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    Hours later, in the dark silent throes of night, they arrived at the castle gates.  
 
    “Who goes there?” someone growled, simultaneously casting an orelight over them. “Orion protect us all. Prince Guy? Prince Gareth? The king and queen have been worried sick.” 
 
    The Orian atop the wall placed his hand on the metalwork and the gate channeled open.  
 
    They passed through, too tired to speak. Several legionnaires immediately surrounded them, forming an escort back to the royal quarters. They offered a wagon, but Guy refused. Gareth grinned at his brother. They’d made it this far—they could walk the rest of the way under their own flagging strength.  
 
    When they reached their destination at long last, their parents were already standing outside waiting, having heard the commotion. The king wore nothing but half-trousers, his thick chest coated in a carpet of red hair. He waved at the soldiers to depart, and they marched away, back to their posts. “Where in Orion’s name have you been?” he demanded after they were gone, taking a step forward menacingly.  
 
    Gareth opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    Quickly, Guy said, “I felt like swimming, but underestimated the current. It swept me into the rapids. Gareth saved my life.” 
 
    Gareth stared at him in shock, so stunned he couldn’t even find a single word of denial.  
 
    “You’re the future king,” his father said. “Not the court fool. Although maybe you should be. Get to bed. Both of you.” 
 
    With that, the king turned away, stomping inside.  
 
    Guy nodded once at Gareth, stepped over to give their mother a quick hug, and then followed. Gareth stood there, still trying to make sense of what had just happened. “Do you have something to say?” the queen asked, her eyes stern and sharp, despite the hour. She wore a long dressing gown, though he could see her boots poking out beneath it. 
 
    “I—” He wasn’t sure what was worse, calling his brother a liar or admitting that he was the fool who’d almost drowned.  
 
    “I already know,” the queen said. “You don’t have to say it.” 
 
    “You do? How?” 
 
    “I’m your mother. I can smell a lie from a hundred feet away.” 
 
    “Should we tell Father?” 
 
    She cocked her head, seeming to consider. “No. It will serve no purpose. It was a fool thing both of you did today.” 
 
    Chastened, Gareth hung his head. 
 
    His mother put her hand on his shoulder. “Learn from this. There is nothing wrong with brother protecting brother, even the future king protecting his Shield, but that doesn’t mean you should give him the opportunity.” 
 
    With that said, she departed, leaving Gareth standing alone. She’s right, he thought. I have to be smarter. I have to protect myself so Guy doesn’t have to. When he needs me, I’ll be there to defend him. 
 
    Finally, for the first time since he’d learned the truth of his title as the Shield, he felt a sense of true purpose.  
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    Almost ten years later 
 
      
 
    Three brothers. Three missions, as decreed by the king. 
 
    Prince Grian would oversee the final construction of the Bridge of Triumph, which was well on its way to completion. Prince Guy would cross the Spear with his legionnaires and attempt to take the border city of Felix from the west. Prince Gareth was heading south, all the way to the Scarra Desert, where it was said the fighting with the Calypsians had grown fierce. 
 
    Gareth wasn’t pleased with being separated from Guy. “How can I be his Shield when we’re in different places?” he argued.  
 
    “It was your brother’s idea,” the king said, “and it was a good one. The latest streams made it clear that Felix is undefended. There will be little risk to the future king. The Scarra, however, is a bloodbath. You will protect your brother best by forcing the barbarians back across the wastelands.” 
 
    Gareth sighed. He guessed it made sense, but still…it felt odd leaving his brother’s side after all these years. Ever since that day they survived the Iron Rapids, Gareth had been careful, never putting himself at risk unless it was to protect the future king. 
 
    When they were well away from their father, Gareth pulled Guy aside. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    If anything, Guy’s face had grown even more serious over the years, although he’d kept his hair longer than either of his brothers. “Doing what?” 
 
    “You never were a good liar,” Gareth said. “What do you know that Father doesn’t?” 
 
    Guy sighed. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Gareth clutched his arm as Guy tried to turn away. “It matters to me!” 
 
    Another sigh. “Fine. There are western reinforcements heading from Knight’s End to Felix. I intercepted the stream before it reached Father.” 
 
    “You fool!” Gareth hissed. “I’m going to tell him—” 
 
    “No!” Now it was Guy’s turn to stop Gareth from walking away, his grip firm and determined. “I’ll deny everything I just said. I’ve already burned the message. Even the stream worker didn’t have the chance to read it before I grabbed it. Who’s he going to believe, the future king, or the Shield who desperately wants to defend his brother?” 
 
    Gareth knitted his lips into a tight line. He wanted to scream. Would Guy never stop treating him like a child? Would he never allow him to do his duty? “This is the last time I leave your side. When we both return to Ironwood—and we will, I promise you—I’m going to tell Father the truth about what happened that day when we were eight years old. I’m going to tell him about all the other times you protected me and lied about it. I’m going to tell him about this lie. He might believe me, or he might not.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Guy said. “I won’t dispute your claims.” 
 
    “You must stop treating me differently. You must allow me to be your Shield.” 
 
    “I will,” Guy said. “I swear it.” 
 
    And though those were the words he’d been waiting years for his brother to say, they sent a shred of fear through him. 
 
    He hid it behind an upturned jaw as they clasped hands and bid each other well on their respective missions.  
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    Several months later 
 
      
 
    After nearly half a year fighting on the fringes of the Scarra Desert, the border was finally secure. Gareth longed to see the metal walls and trees of Ferria and Ironwood again.  
 
    Most of his legionnaires had been relocated to the Spear, where Guy had been victorious against the west. He’s alive, Gareth thought. I haven’t failed him. The thought was a light through a fog. 
 
    Several horses had been sent ahead to meet them in Barrenwood, while he took a few of his most trusted men in a small iron boat along the northern edge of Dragon Bay. Before returning home, he wanted to be certain there were no raiders trying to make landfall in eastern territory. Also, a brief paddle was just the thing to remove the sand and grit of months spent in the desert.  
 
    Now, after an uneventful five-day journey, they’d reached the Barren Marshes, where they’d row their way as far inland as possible before resuming their expedition across dry land to where their horses should be waiting.  
 
    The Barren Marshes were an eerie place, the sky a gray blanket overhead, the air full of ghostly vapors swirling and misting. Tall grasses and broad ferns stood sentinel along the water’s edges, occasionally tufting from the middle of the marsh, forcing them to paddle left or right to avoid scraping the boat’s bottom.  
 
    Though it wasn’t as creepy as the Rot, a swampland full of preserved dead bodies in the eastern corner of Hyro Lake, Gareth was still anxious to be quit of this place as soon as possible. The sooner they were past it, the sooner they could ride for Ferria and he could be reunited with Guy.  
 
    As he was contemplating what such a reunion would be like, one of his men hissed a warning and pointed to the side. Gareth squinted, his hand automatically reaching for the hilt of his sword. His grip relaxed, however, as the bedraggled form came into focus. A man, young-looking, clutching something between his hands, bobbing along the banks of the marsh. He had long golden hair and his clothes were filthy. He appeared to be awake, searching the sky and marshlands with wide, confused eyes.  
 
    “Where am I?” he said aloud, as if speaking to the ghostly vapors.  
 
    Gareth hesitated a moment, but then said, “The Barren Marshes, I’d say.” 
 
    The man’s head whipped around, and when Gareth first laid eyes on him, it took his breath away.  
 
    It wasn’t until much later that he would remember that moment fondly, as the day he met Roan Loren, true heir to the western kingdom.  
 
   
  
 



13: Verner Gäric 
 
    The Western Kingdom- Circa 60 
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    “We all must fight, Father,” twenty-four-year-old Verner Gäric said, pacing across the sunlit room. Ever since war had been declared on Crimea, he’d had a seemingly infinite supple of energy inside him that needed to get out.  
 
    “I’m an old man, son,” Tomas Gäric said, combing a hand across his head. Though he was seventy-eight name days old, he still had a full head of thick hair. Once jet-black, now it was sheened in a silver color so bright it might’ve been mistaken for an iron helm from a distance. His face, however, told the true story, a tale of years spent exploring the new lands discovered sixty years earlier by his father, Heinrich Gäric. The lines along his brow and on the edges of his eyes were as deep as the Phanecian canyons. 
 
    “You can’t fool me with this bent-back routine, Father. I’m your son. I’ve seen you on the practice grounds; you wield a sword and shield as well as a man half your age.” 
 
    “I won’t fight,” Tomas said with a finality Verner had heard before. It meant the conversation was over.  
 
    Verner blew out an exasperated breath, stopping to face his father. More and more, he couldn’t understand his father’s motivations. It was he who had taught him to stand up for what he believed in, to not allow a monarchy hundreds of miles away to control his life or the life of his people. And yet, when it came to war, his father drew the line. “At least tell me why. You owe me that much.” 
 
    “Owe you?” Tomas said, but there was a twinkle in his eye. “I owe you nothing. Nor this land. I’ve given my life to ensure its success. All I’ve ever wanted is for Knight’s End to thrive.” 
 
    “You’ve given your time to this land, but not your life,” Verner clarified. “I would die for our independence. Would you?” 
 
    “Yes.” No hesitation.  
 
    “Then why won’t you—” 
 
    “Because I made a promise to your grandfather!” Tomas shouted, his fists clenched at his sides.  
 
    Verner took a step back. Usually his father was in complete control of his emotions, something that had always bothered him. Now, there was a fire in his eyes that spoke of fervor, and desire, and… 
 
    “You want to fight, don’t you?” Verner said. “What promise did you make to Granpapa?” 
 
    Tomas sighed, striding over to the door leading out to the balcony. There was no hunch to his posture now, no signs of age or weakness. He placed his hands on the marble balustrade, gazing out over the city Verner had grown up in—Knight’s End. His home. Both their homes.  
 
    Verner took a moment to collect his thoughts before joining his father. He had never met his grandfather, who’d perished somewhere in the northern Hinterlands when Tomas was only eighteen years old, more than three decades before Verner was born. Though he didn’t truly know Heinrich Gäric, the man responsible for discovering these lands while under command by the Crimean ruler, King Streit, sometimes he felt like he did. His grandfather came alive in the stories his father told him growing up, tales of discovered lands, countless adventures, and numerous brushes with death. But still, what did a man who’d died in the year 10 have to do with the war they faced now? 
 
    Chewing his lip in thought, Verner stood next to his father. Knight’s End was spread out before them like a miniature city, the people so small from this height they might’ve been figurines, moving hither and thither, conducting their daily business. Merchants hawking wares. Couriers delivering messages. Children running and playing. This was what they were fighting for, this way of life, unfettered by the exorbitant taxes and irrelevant laws of a ruler so distant he might’ve been on one of the moons.  
 
    Tomas spoke at last, his words placed carefully, as if each might break if uttered too close together. “I promised him I would never fight the crown.” 
 
    Verner was careful not to object too vehemently. This was a conversation that needed to be handled with care. The way his father spoke of his own father…he hadn’t just loved him—he’d idolized him. “Even if the Crimeans declared war on our people?” 
 
    Tomas shook his head. “Our conversation wasn’t that specific.” 
 
    “That’s because grandfather couldn’t predict the future. Had he known what we faced, surely he would tell you to fight. Surely he would fight with you.” 
 
    His father’s eyes met his, and the look he gave him seemed fathomless, his dark eyes filled with an eternal well of experience and history, much of which Verner could never fully appreciate. “You didn’t know him. He was the greatest man I ever knew. The bravest, too. But he was no soldier. The thrill of discovery was what drove him, as well as his family. He wanted me to live, not die for a cause that could be avoided. If he were here today, he would tell me to surrender, to make peace with the crown, to live.” 
 
    Verner could read between the lines. “But if it were up to you?” 
 
    Tomas smiled, but it was a sad smile, seeming to fall off his lips. “I was born a revolutionary. Even at eighteen, when my father died, I wanted Knight’s End to be independent from Crimea. That’s why my father made me promise him I never would.” 
 
    “He’s not here now. He’s been gone a long time.” 
 
    “His memory is as strong as ever. Time could never fade Heinrich Gäric. And when I made the promise, he was breathing his last breath. A deathbed promise should never be broken.” 
 
    Verner soaked it all in, finally understanding a part of his father he’d struggled with for a long time. Still… “You could be king, you know.” After Heinrich had died, King Streit had appointed Tomas as Protector of the Crimean Expansion, which is what he called these lands. Though he governed Knight’s End, along with the other colonies spread across the west and east, he did so under Crimean authority.  
 
    “I have no desire for such absolute power,” Tomas said ruefully.  
 
    “Which is exactly why you should rule.” 
 
    “Son, you have an independent spirit and a quick mind. You remind me a lot of myself at your age. I am proud of you. I will not force you to make any promises. You must follow your own heart, and I must follow mine. Now please, allow an old man his rest.” 
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    His mother’s back was to him as he entered the room, but she saw him in the mirror. In the reflection, her eyes met his and she smiled.  
 
    Viola Gäric was twenty years younger than his father, though age was beginning to catch up with her too. A few years ago, she’d chopped her golden hair short, and now it was speckled with white that blended in like salt amongst sand. The most prominent lines on her face were around her lips, which were quick to smile. Her eyes were sparkling pools of blue that might’ve belonged to a woman half her age. She had a small button nose (which had saved Verner from inheriting his father’s hooked beak) and butterfly lips that seemed full of mirth even when she was angry. Though that was a rare occurrence, even during dark days like these. 
 
    She turned, her smile broadening even further. “My son. Give your mother a hug. Or are you too old for such affections?” 
 
    Verner immediately felt better, despite his conversation with his father. “I will be a hundred before I outgrow affection for you, Mother,” he said. She stood and they embraced. He lingered a moment longer than usual, relishing his mother’s warmth—as much in spirit as in body.  
 
    “You look troubled, Verner. The wars of men weigh heavily on you. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    Verner wasn’t surprised. His mother had always been able to see to the core of him—or perhaps he just wore his heart on his sleeve. “Father will not fight. He told me about the promise he made to Granpapa.” 
 
    She held him back to look at him, and he was surprised to see a darkness fall over her face. “Your father has lived in the shadow of Heinrich his entire life. The man even casts a shadow in death. He was a legend; a hero. Tomas doesn’t take promises made to him lightly.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “But nothing. Your father is his own man, and you are yours. Would you have him make your decisions for you?” 
 
    Verner realized he hadn’t been fair. He knew his father loved Knight’s End as much as anyone—probably more. “I will fight.” 
 
    His mother nodded thoughtfully. “I know you will. But is that all you will do?” 
 
    Verner cocked his head to the side. “What else is there? We are under attack. We must fight.” 
 
    Her lips once more dancing with a smile, Viola said, “You have a mind for strategy, my son. You always have, since you were a little boy and defeated me in seven moves when we played Knights and Dragons.” 
 
    The memory made him smile. Verner had forgotten about that—he hadn’t played the game in many years, his handmade set gathering dust in a chest somewhere. But still… “This isn’t a game.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “People’s lives are at stake.” 
 
    “All the more reason to be thorough in our planning.” 
 
    What was she getting at? “Father is a wise man,” Verner said slowly. 
 
    “There’s no disputing that,” his mother said. “Then again, I remember when you beat him in five moves.” 
 
    “A child’s game.” 
 
    “Grown men play for coin in the marketplaces.” 
 
    “A game then. For adults or children, it matters not. It isn’t real. I will fight. That is all I can do.” 
 
    “As you say. But know this, Verner Gäric, our independence may hinge upon the voices in the council room. You may choose to be one of them, or stay silent. But you must live with the consequences.” 
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    Crimean trade had been cut off for only a week and already the people of Knight’s End were in an uproar. Of all things, it was cheese that was the problem. Most of the colonists had developed a strange, almost addiction-like affinity for Crimean cheese. Though Verner hated to admit it, he missed it as much as anyone, that pungent taste on his lips, so sharp it made his tongue tingle. There were other Crimean exports being missed as well, everything from sheepskin boots to silk scarves to finely woven rugs and tapestries.  
 
    It was causing dissension in the ranks. Already peacekeepers had been dispatched to break up three separate riots, and Verner knew it would only get worse before it got better. Even amongst the soldiers he was hearing complaints. They grumbled about the extra training hours. They grumbled about being ill-prepared for a war with the crown. They grumbled about old weapons and ill-fitting uniforms and the weather being too cold to fight, or too hot, or too wet, or too dry. Basically they grumbled about everything.  
 
    Truth be told, Verner was beginning to worry his grandfather was right. Maybe it would be easier swallowing their pride and maintaining peace with King Streit, who was now said to be more than ninety name days old. Eventually, the old man would have to die, wouldn’t he? Perhaps his sons would be more willing to grant Knight’s End its independence. What difference would a few years make? 
 
    “I’m as bad as the rest of them,” Verner muttered, staring out at the calm seas. He stood on one of the too-quiet docks nestled along the western shores of the Bay of Bounty. Typically, at this time of day the docks would be bustling with activity. Crimean ships would be docking, their goods being unloaded by burly salt-stained seamen anxious to finish their tasks before exploring the city, bringing coin to the taverns and inns lining the cobblestoned streets. And local ships would be preparing to sail across the Crimean Sea with their own goods: casks of fine wine from local vineyards; salted beef and lamb from the outlying farms of the western plains; sturdy leather boots. And on and on. Instead, a single merchant vessel rocked and bobbed, waiting to raise anchor and set sail for the western settlement of Talis. The sailors went about their tasks with an air of boredom. Several out of work dockworkers napped against wooden pilons, their caps pulled over their eyes. Verner had the urge to march over to them and offer a swift kick in the ribs and a strong suggestion that they join the army. 
 
    Instead, he looked back at the water, which paved a glittering pathway all the way to the western horizon. The air was calm. The sky blue and clear. The sun shining pleasantly. Though he knew a storm was brewing out there somewhere, it was easy to believe they would be able to avoid it. The captain of the lone ship barked the command to raise anchor and a large chain began to lift from the depths. Clearly this man believed it was safe to set sail. Captains were supposed to have good instincts, after all.  
 
    The heavy clop of horse hooves pulled him from his childish revelry.  
 
    He turned to face the rider, who was clad in mail, waving an arm and shouting something. Verner frowned, wondering what would cause a soldier to act so erratic.  
 
    As he approached, his meaningless shouts became words. “Hold the ship!” he yelled.  
 
    Verner glanced at the captain, who was also watching the rider, but who didn’t seem to be able to hear his message yet. “Captain!” he said loudly. “Lower your anchor.” 
 
    The captain glanced at him, seemed to consider whether he was bound by an order from a Gäric while on the deck of his own ship, shrugged, and then issued the command. It took another moment for his sailors to comprehend what he was saying, and then the massive iron anchor—which was halfway from the water to the ship’s railing—dropped back into the water with a splash.  
 
    The rider charged up, pulling his steed to a stop so close to Verner that he could see the flare of its nostrils. “Why did I just halt this ship?” Verner asked. 
 
    “Riders arrived from Talis,” the soldier said. He was even younger than Verner, no more than sixteen if he was a day. His expression was half excitement, half terror, which, at that age, was much the same thing. Though Verner wasn’t much older, being so young seemed like a long time ago. 
 
    “What riders?” 
 
    “Soldiers,” the boy said, emphasizing the word. “Half were injured. One was dead in the saddle.” 
 
    Verner frowned. Talis was a hard three day’s ride from Knight’s End. It wasn’t the southernmost Crimean colony, but it was closer to Phanes than Knight’s End. “There was a battle?” The boy nodded in terror-excitement. “The Phanecians?” Though tensions with their Southron neighbors had remained high, there hadn’t been a major attack by either side in over a year.  
 
    The boy shook his head. “No. The Crimeans.” He said the last word like some kind of a prayer. There was no mistaking the reverence in his tone.  
 
    “What?” Verner was unable to mask his surprise. For one, he hadn’t expected an attack for weeks, at least. Secondly, he’d thought the first battle would be at Knight’s End as the Crimeans sought to slice a hole through the capital city. In fact, his father had already sent several fast warships into the Crimean Sea to patrol the waters and provide an early warning of an impending attack.  
 
    Instead, King Streit had circumvented their defenses already, making landfall further south. Realization spread like approaching dawn through Verner’s mind: 
 
    The attack will come from the land rather than the sea. 
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    Verner was out of breath by the time he reached the castle’s main atrium. Though he’d borrowed the soldier’s horse from the docks, he’d sprinted from the stables through the various courtyards and gardens, comprising a total of two-hundred-and-thirteen steps, a number which the king of Crimea supposedly believed to be lucky. The castle had been built a decade earlier on command from King Streit, who said his favorite colony needed a proper castle. Verner was of the opinion it was intended as a bribe to his father to ensure his continued loyalty and obedience.  
 
    Little did the king know, his father cared little for gold and castles. All he cared about was peace and prosperity for his people.  
 
    In any case, the lord protector of the realm was sitting alone in his council room studying a map when Verner dashed up, sweating profusely through his thick trousers and linen shirt.  
 
    “Father…Talis…the Crimeans,” he managed to get out between breaths. 
 
    “I know,” Tomas said. “The rider stopped here first. I’m the one that sent him to the docks to stop the ship and to find you.”  
 
    Oh. For some strange reason, he was surprised. Sometimes he forgot his father was the ruler. He’d just been so…distant lately. Almost as distant as King Streit. 
 
    He approached, still breathing heavily, wishing he hadn’t run so hard. He leaned over his father, who’d gone back to studying his map. “According to the soldiers who”—his father swallowed hard—“survived the attack, the Crimeans made landfall here.” He pointed at a spot on the map even further south than Talis. From there they could’ve attached either Talis or one of the border colonies, Verner thought. Clearly, the king had wanted to keep his options open. 
 
    Finally, he managed to speak. “They will march on Knight’s End next.” 
 
    His father looked up sharply, as if he’d forgotten his son was still there. “Yes. They will. They left no fighting man alive, save for the few who managed to escape. They rounded up the women and children and elderly and imprisoned them. King Streit was hoping to take us by surprise from the south, but we got lucky.” 
 
    “Lucky? We lost our second largest city.” In reality, calling Talis a “city” was being generous. Though a wall was being planned, the town was naught but a series of ramshackle houses built with very little order or planning. Tomas and Verner had been considering a visit to the town for a while, but hadn’t yet gotten around to it.  
 
    “Yes. Lucky. If we were unlucky, the Crimeans would attack without warning while we’re staring at the sea wondering where they are.” 
 
    Verner knew his father was right, but it still hurt to think of all those soldiers killed because they hadn’t been better prepared. They couldn’t let that happen again, not in Knight’s End. His mother’s words came back to him. You have a mind for strategy. “We need to rally the troops, begin setting up a perimeter, and focus our forces to the south.” 
 
    “Already done.” 
 
    “Then we should send scouts along the coast, and also on the Western Road, just in case they try to surprise us again.” 
 
    “The command was given an hour ago.” 
 
    “We must dig trenches, fill them with oil that can be lit with flaming arrows when the Crimeans arrive.” 
 
    “Naturally. I had one of the captains appropriate fifty men to do just that. And the rest of the warships will sail from Bethany at first light. We will recall the scout ships, too, no sense in losing a single man before the real battle begins.” 
 
    Verner was dumbfounded. “But I thought you didn’t want to fight.”  
 
    “I don’t. And I won’t. But that doesn’t mean everyone else won’t have to. The rest of the city isn’t bound by a fifty-year-old promise.” 
 
    Verner felt foolish. Of course his father would protect the city. At this point, the Crimeans weren’t interested in surrender. They wanted to reinforce their dominion over these lands, and surrender wouldn’t be an option until blood was spilt in this very city. Then again, the defenses would be fairly standard—the Crimeans would be expecting them. Would it be enough? Several mad ideas floated through Verner’s mind, but who was he to second-guess his father’s commands? The city had survived this long with him as its protector. “What can I do?” he asked instead. 
 
    His father pushed away from the map, turning to face his son. His jaw was firm, his expression grim. “For the first time in my life I truly understand why my father, why Heinrich, commanded me to leave the expedition into the Hinterlands. He probably saved my life when he did. And when he made me promise not to fight the crown, he was only trying to do what was best for me. But he was wrong. Not in his love for me, or his desire to protect his family, but in his belief that there weren’t things worth fighting for, that independence didn’t matter. I know what you believe in, son, and I won’t try to stop you from fighting when the time comes. You will serve under Captain Lewers, if you choose.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Verner said. “I will protect the city. We will be victorious.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    His mother’s counsel came back to him: …the voices in the council room…choose to be one of them, or remain silent…live with the consequences. “Yes, Father.” 
 
    Tomas turned back to his map as if he hadn’t heard.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The Crimeans must have marched in sixteen hour shifts in order to reach Knight’s End by nightfall two days later.  
 
    In the shadows of the dying sunlight, Verner could just make out their green and black flags flapping in the wind, see the silver edges of their armor, glimpse the flashing edges of their swords and shields. He estimated their numbers at ten thousand strong. 
 
    The sound of their feet marching across the hardened plains was like thunder, and Verner felt it tremble through him. Several hundred of them rode mongolbeasts. Standing on four legs as thick as tree trunks, they snorted and shook their heads, which were flat from back to front, ending in a long, curved spike on the tips of their snouts. Verner had seen them before; every so often the Crimean merchants would bring a few across the sea and offer rides for a fee. But he’d never seen so many at once, each framed with large sections of plate to protect the vital areas of their chests and throats.  
 
    There would be no sleep on this night.  
 
    Watching the multitude approach, he immediately recognized that the fire trenches they’d dug were too thin by half. The mongolbeasts would ride right over them, while the rest of the army would use long planks they carried on their shoulders—makeshift bridges—to span the gap.  
 
    He bit his tongue, feeling the warm, coppery taste of blood in his mouth.  
 
    What can we do? he thought, backing away from the edge of the wall. Panic seized him, and he had the sudden urge to flee to the inner portion of the castle, to find his father, to beg him to protect him.  
 
    Why did he want to fight anyway? What honor was there in dying? What honor was there in killing?  
 
    “My son,” a voice said from behind. He turned to find his mother, garbed in small white armor. A short sword was sheathed in a leather scabbard.  
 
    “I—Mother? What are you doing here? And why are you dressed like that? You must hide. The Crimeans are coming.” 
 
    She smiled, though it was the saddest smile he’d ever seen. “They are already here,” she said. “And I’m not bound by your father’s promise either. I will fight, and die, if necessary. I will defend the loyal servants of the castle, from the scullery maids to the stable boys to the serving women. They deserve our protection, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I—yes. Of course, Mother.” Verner felt like a coward. Here he was considering fleeing from the battle before it had even started, and his mother was charging into it.  
 
    “Did you speak to your father?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About what we talked about before. Strategy. Defenses. Knights and Dragons.” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes. He already had a plan in place.” His cheeks flushed when he remembered all he’d left unsaid.  
 
    “Is it a good one?” 
 
    Not good enough. “It’s…sensible. Standard defenses for such an assault.” As if to illustrate, a shout burst through the darkening evening, carried from tower to tower by castle callers. Hundreds of flaming arrows soared through the air, a display so magnificent it took Verner’s breath away for an instant. He ran to the parapets once more, watching as the arrows landed well short of the enemy, lighting the trenches in numerous places, the flames shooting up and racing along the pits until it was a single unbroken line of fire.  
 
    “Standard defenses?” his mother echoed, making him flinch. He hadn’t seen her approach to stand next to him.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “He’d given all the commands before I’d even spoken to him.” 
 
    “As long as you’re satisfied.” He could tell by her tone she was disappointed in him, but she would never say as much to him. 
 
    In that moment, as he watched the Crimean army approach the pits of flames, he felt useless. Weak. More a boy than a man grown. 
 
    And then, as they looked on, the Crimeans passed over the trenches as easily as fording a shallow river, on the backs of their beasts and bridges, as unstoppable as a giant black and green wave. 
 
    “Son,” Viola said, gripping his arm. “There is no shame in hiding. Go, be with your father. He will appreciate the company.” 
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    Verner was halfway to his father’s quarters when he stopped, clutching the wall, bent over his knees. He threw up the little he’d managed to eat for supper, his breaths coming in waves.  
 
    He felt like a skeleton, his bones picked clean of muscle and flesh, devoid of blood or organs, his heart having shriveled up and fallen away, along with his brain.  
 
    He’d failed the city twice now. First, when he refused to contradict his father’s strategy. And second, when he’d run from the battle. The urge to curl up in a ball right here and now was so strong it was like a set of powerful hands on his shoulders, forcing him down. Where was his sense of glory? Where was his honor? Was I born without a backbone? 
 
    He sank to the floor, his head in his hands, his entire body wracked with sobs.  
 
    His eyes flashed open when strong arms lifted him up, crushing him in a clanking hug. His father’s plate sang against his, even as his fierce eyes bore into him. “Father?” he said, tears still blurring his vision. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Breaking a fifty-year-old promise,” Tomas said. He wiped away his son’s tears with a finger.  
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “As certain as anything in my life. My father wanted me to live, to be safe, but he was wrong to make me promise this thing. No man should be required to hide away while his people fight for their independence. Will you fight alongside me, son?” 
 
    All of Verner’s fears and self-doubt rushed back. “I don’t know if I can.” 
 
    “That’s how you know your soul is alive,” Tomas said. “The fear is what makes you human. Now come, we have a victory to seize.” 
 
    Seeing the confidence and determination in his father’s eyes gave him the strength he needed. “Thank you, Father.” 
 
    “Thank you, son. You reminded me that some things in life are worth fighting for.” 
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    The doors shook, sawdust and wooden splinters raining down on the helms of the soldiers standing in wait for their enemy to break through the gates. Rather than using a battering ram, the Crimeans simply charged several of the mongolbeasts into the thick, wooden door again and again.  
 
    Up above, on the castle ramparts, archers loosed wave after wave of arrows into the invading army, hoping to cull their numbers as much as possible before they breached the walls. Hot oil was dumped from large vats. Boulders were tumbled over the sides. The screams of soldiers dying assaulted Verner’s ears like ill-tuned instruments. Not all were the enemy. The Crimeans loosed arrows of their own, killing dozens of archers, many of whom tumbled inside the castle walls, landing on the soldiers beneath them.  
 
    Verner gritted his teeth, waiting beside his father. In some ways, the waiting was the worst part. He had the strong desire to urinate, but he held it back, focusing on the blade of his sword, which was tinted green with moonlight.  
 
    He’d told his father about his mother’s plan to fight, and Tomas had only shaken his head and offered a rueful look. “She has her own mind, just as we do.” At least she’s not at the front, Verner thought. She would be the last line of defense, along with a group of castle guardsmen ordered to protect the inner sanctuary, where the servants had been gathered. All other nonfighting city dwellers had been told to stay inside.  
 
    THUD-THUD! To Verner’s ears it sounded like two mongolbeasts had hit the door at the same time. Something cracked, though the damage was invisible from the inside.  
 
    THUD-THUD! A seam rippled across the wood, and the jagged tip of a horn poked through. Several soldiers tried to hack at it, but mostly got in each other’s way. One of the captains barked an order for them to back up, and the entire mass seemed to move as one, retreating enough so that they wouldn’t be crushed when the doors came down.  
 
    THUD-THUD-CRAAAACK! A thin gap appeared, widening as weapons and fists were shoved through, pulling, tearing, wrenching each half of the door to the side.  
 
    “Attack!” the captain at the front shouted, and his force charged, stabbing through the breach. The cries of death resumed. One of the soldiers was pierced by a blade in his shoulder, and stumbled back to be treated by the healers waiting well away from the fray. He brushed past Verner as he retreated, and he could see the pain on his face. 
 
    Pain is nothing next to oppression, Verner thought. The idea seemed to steady his legs beneath him, and for a moment he managed to drag his mind away from the thick of the battle, to a higher place—like looking down on a Knights and Dragons’ board.  
 
    He frowned. If this were a game, they were about to engage in a strength on strength battle to the last soldier, last horse, last knight. Which would be fine if they had more pieces remaining on their side. But they didn’t, which meant a different strategy was required.  
 
    “Drop back,” he whispered, the idea taking shape in his mind.  
 
    “What was that, son?” his father asked, looking at him sharply.  
 
    Verner didn’t look at him, staring ahead at where the Crimean infantry had moved back, making room for the mongolbeasts to charge once more. Another direct hit and the doors would give way. There was no time to lose.  
 
    He turned to his father, grabbing his shoulders with both hands. “Give the command to drop back. Have each captain set up in a different part of the city. They can hide in alleys and buildings, taverns and marketplaces. Make them come to us. And then we’ll make them pay for it.” He said the last sentence with a growl, certainty flowing through him. This could work. This would work. 
 
    Tomas shook his head. “I won’t give that order. I won’t bring the wolf into our home.” He shook his head again. “No, we stop them here, at the gates, before they can destroy all we’ve built.” With that, he strode forward with his sword raised, just as the doors burst inward with a final thud.  
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    War was even more brutal and chaotic than Verner could ever have imagined. He watched as a soldier was gored by a mongolbeast, the breath gasping from the man’s lungs. The enormous creature thrust its head back and forth, trying to dislodge the corpse.  
 
    Verner ducked, and the body flew past.  
 
    A Crimean soldier bearing a red captain’s seal on his helm leapt from the beast and charged him. Verner found his feet, slipped on the blood and ichor that filmed the stonework, and barely managed to raise his sword in time to block the slash of his enemy’s weapon. The man, who wore a grey, well-trimmed beard, followed through with a shoulder to his chest, knocking him back. For a moment they struggled for an edge, while all around them the sounds of similar battles created a cacophony that seemed to dim with time.  
 
    Verner remembered a trick he’d once used on the practice field when training with his father. It had worked then, and he’d impressed Tomas, a man who wasn’t easily impressed.  
 
    He dropped his shield. His foe’s eyes widened in surprise, but Verner was already moving his free hand, gouging the man’s eyes, and then sliding his hand down to secure his opponent’s sword hand. The entire maneuver took less than a second, and before the man could react, Verner thrust with his sword, slipping past the now-lowered blade of the captain.  
 
    His aim was true, and the blade met little resistance as it sliced between plate and mail, sinking deep.  
 
    The man’s fingers lost all strength and he dropped his sword.  
 
    It was the first man Verner had ever killed.  
 
    It would not be the last, not on this night.  
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    Verner was proud of the soldiers of Knight’s End, but alas, it was not enough. They’d fought valiantly, many men losing their lives to defend their city, but still they’d been pushed back down the main thoroughfare, where the fighting became even more fierce in the larger area. Mongolbeasts used the extra space to stampede, smashing anything in their path, whether man, horse, cart, or building. Shattered stones and cart wheels littered the streets, along with bodies. Too many bodies, both enemy and ally.  
 
    Another round of retreats had recently been called, and for several brief, precious moments, Verner was beside his father and the men who’d served under various captains, now fractured into one single group.  
 
    The last stand.  
 
    The Crimeans were regrouping, the surviving captains shouting out commands and formations.  
 
    A healer tugged at Verner’s arm, bandaging a slash across his hand that was bleeding profusely. Verner hadn’t even known it was there. He was having trouble seeing out of one eye as well, the swelling fierce. He wasn’t certain what had struck his face amongst the press of bodies and carnage, but there was little he could do for it now. One eye would have to suffice.  
 
    “Son,” his father said. “I’m proud of you. So proud.” Sweat and blood beaded on his forehead, dripping from his brow. A ragged gash ran from temple to temple, a glancing blow that might’ve killed him had it landed squarely. 
 
    “We’ve lost,” Verner said.  
 
    “It is no fault but mine. My strategy was flawed. I didn’t give us a good enough chance. The trenches should’ve been wider, the attack more spread out.” 
 
    “No, Father. You did everything you could. You fought. That’s what matters.” It wasn’t entirely the truth, but the grim smile that formed on Tomas’s face was worth the white lie.  
 
    “You must flee. Find your mother and escape to the sea. Take a boat and sail somewhere safe. There is no dishonor in living.” 
 
    Though it was as great a temptation as Verner had ever faced, he shook his head. “I shall not. I shall fight, by your side. I shall die, by your side.” 
 
    There were tears in Tomas’s eyes now, but he didn’t argue. Only nodded sadly. “You are a better man than I.” 
 
    “I have known no better than you, Father.” 
 
    They turned as one to face the enemy, who were rallying down the wide cobblestoned street, war cries on their lips. They were so close now that further retreat would be futile. Verner gritted his teeth, raised his shield and sword, and prepared to die a glorious death.  
 
    A chorus of cries and shouts rang out from above, from both left and right, back and forward. Verner frowned, swiveling his head to locate the source. Heads appeared at windows and rooftops. Women, children, the elderly. They screamed at the Crimeans, uttering curses and taunts. Soon stones flew through the air, some from slingshots and others from fists. Arrows and crossbolt darts too. Hot water and flaming bottles followed next, and soon the enemy was forced to huddle beneath their shields under the onslaught.  
 
    Tomas laughed a mirthless laugh, slapping Verner on the back. “Knight’s End will not go quietly into the night, it seems. They have given us a chance. Well, half a chance, but we’ll take it just the same. Men! Soldiers of the west! Attack! Attack! Attack!” 
 
    With a roar, the soldiers launched themselves from where they were hunkered behind cart and barrel, charging for the enemy, who were just starting to creep toward the building doorways, as if they planned to search the houses for the women and children who assaulted them.  
 
    Verner fell on the first soldier he came upon, smashing his shield into his side, knocking him sprawling. With renewed energy, he sprang upon him, stabbing him. The other soldiers were fighting with just as much passion as he, and soon the Crimeans began to scatter, falling out of formation as they fled. Townsfolk continued to harry them from above with anything they could throw or shoot, from stones to arrows to cook pots, the latter of which was surprisingly effective.  
 
    Verner and his father ran with the other soldiers, though Tomas’s aging legs soon fell behind. They didn’t stop until the enemy was well and truly gone from the city, the damaged gates shut and barricaded. Archers flocked to the walls and fired upon the retreating Crimeans, disavowing them of any thoughts of regrouping for another attack on this night.  
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    “A war of independence is not won with one battle,” Tomas said, his eyes roaming up and down the men seated at the council table.  
 
    “But what a victory it was!” one man said. “The bards will sing of it till time itself lays down for the final sleep.” 
 
    There were chuckles around the table, and even Tomas smiled. Verner knew the speaker well. He was an aging man, Horam Grim, but had been one of Tomas’s best friends for years. In fact, he was one of the original explorers from Heinrich’s company when they discovered these very lands. Too old to be a soldier anymore, he claimed to have thrown an entire washbasin out the window during the battle, killing two Crimeans and knocking a mongolbeast senseless. Verner didn’t doubt the old man’s story; he was just glad he hadn’t started throwing women and children out the windows too.  
 
    When the moment of lightness had run its course, Tomas said, “As our scout ships were returning to the bay, they spied two-dozen warships approaching from the west. They flew green and black flags. The next attack will come from the sea.” 
 
    Verner’s heart sank. Though he knew their fight for independence was far from over, he’d expected more time to prepare for the next attack. Perhaps they could try to make peace with the Phanecians or Calypsians—request their aid. But now…warships were already headed their way? We’re doomed, Verner thought.  
 
    “We are down to less than a thousand soldiers. Each warship will likely contain two hundred to three hundred men. That outnumbers us by at least five times, if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “Bethany’s ships are less than a day away,” Alvin Corscott said. He was one of the surviving captains, a stern man with a clean-shaven face and bright blue eyes that cut sharply from face to face as he spoke. “That’ll add at least a thousand to our numbers. And we just received a pigeon from our southern colonies. Each of the four border towns are sending five hundred able-bodied men.” 
 
    Verner did the math quickly, his lips pulling into a smile. Three thousand more soldiers brought the total to almost four thousand. They were still outnumbered, but it sounded a far cry better than just a moment ago.  
 
    Tomas rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Right now we are a gnat on King Streit’s backside. Given his lust for expansion, he’s probably spread thin, fighting wars on half a dozen different fronts. Defeating him won’t be enough. It will only turn more of his military attention toward us. Next time he’ll send two hundred warships.” 
 
    Verner felt like his heart was on a string, being tugged up and down by each new piece of information. Was there hope or wasn’t there? Had his grandfather been right all along? Was bending the knee the only option besides death? 
 
    “What are you suggesting, Lord Protector?” Captain Corscott asked. 
 
    Tomas slammed his fist down on the table, making Verner jump. “Our victory must be decisive. We must crush them like the spiders they are. King Streit needs to believe it will be more profitable to give us our independence on our terms, so that the trade route might be reopened.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” Verner blurted out. When every head turned in his direction, he said, “I mean, I was on the streets during the last battle. At best, we traded the Crimeans man for man from start to finish. Another result like that and we will have no one left to fight.” 
 
    “My point exactly,” Tomas said, nodding in Verner’s direction. “I was too hasty to underestimate our enemy the last time. We cannot afford another mistake. I want ideas—anything and everything. Nothing will be laughed at, no matter how outlandish.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as the men around the table considered the situation. Verner noticed his mother slip through the rear entrance, sliding into a chair nearby. Her eyes met his, and she nodded, a thin smile rising to her lips. 
 
    Verner’s mouth went dry. Did she really expect him to speak up during a council meeting full of men twice his age, men who had fought in numerous battles against the natives to the south? Some of these men had even seen Crimea, whereas he’d seen nothing beyond the walls of Knight’s End.  
 
    “Catapults and great harpoons,” one man said. Jordan Goldburn, the captain of the guard. He was a barrel-chested mongrel with a face only a mother could love. His curly hair was beginning to thin at the front, and he was constantly compensating by flopping the rest of his hair over the spot. “Rip holes in a few of their bows from a distance and they’ll think twice about docking in the bay.” 
 
    Harper Forager, the keeper of the coin, said, “It’s possible. But construction would need to begin immediately and would require most of the castle’s purse. Since the interruption in trade, profits have been on the decline.” 
 
    Verner wanted to shout, They’ll just make landfall somewhere else! but the words stuck in his throat.  
 
    As it turned out, others had the same thought, and the idea was soon shot down. Other ideas began popping up from other members of the council, everything from meeting them ship for ship in the bay to allowing them to dock before lighting their ships on fire and using the sea as a barricade to retreat.  
 
    Every idea had numerous negatives, and soon the discussion had become a heated argument. Tomas’s head was in his hands as he watched Grim shout at Forager while Corscott called Goldburn a ‘bloody fool of the highest order.’ 
 
    Verner glanced at where his mother had been sitting, but she was gone. He had several ideas, but at this point was afraid to say anything for fear of the council’s wrath.  
 
    Finally, Tomas grunted. “Enough!” he said, pounding the table once more. “Arguing is wasting what little time we have. Break for a meal and we’ll reconvene in an hour. Each of you bring your top idea and then we’ll take a vote. The idea with the highest votes will be carried out immediately.” 
 
    Grumbling, the men pushed back their chairs and left, until it was only Tomas and Verner left.  
 
    “Father?” Verner said. 
 
    “Mmm?” His father looked surprised anyone was still there. “Oh. Yes. Do you favor any of the ideas put forth thus far?” 
 
    “I—I think…” 
 
    “You’re right. They’re all ridiculous. At best we’ll earn a slim victory, but it will cost us dearly. Maybe I am too old for this. Perhaps I should step down and let the people choose their own leader. After all, it was the king who chose me.” 
 
    “No!” Verner said.  
 
    His father looked amused at the vehemence of his response. “During the battle you didn’t think I was fit to lead, or have you forgotten so quickly?” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes. I mean, I don’t think you’re unfit, Father. Just that you and all these other men are…” 
 
    “Stubborn? Old turtles with our heads in our shells?” 
 
    “I was going to say uncreative.”  
 
    That drew a wry smile. “I didn’t hear any ideas from you.” 
 
    Verner blew out a breath. “I know. I was afraid I would be shunned.” 
 
    “Just like you were afraid to fight before the battle?” 
 
    “Yes! Exactly. I have no experience. Who am I to advise the council on military action?” 
 
    Tomas stood, rounding the table. “That’s not the point I was trying to make. You did fight. That’s what I was saying.” 
 
    Verner shook his head. “As soon as Mother gave me the option to hide behind the castle walls, I took it. I was a coward.” 
 
    He looked up at his father, expecting to see shame in the man’s eyes. He was surprised to see an amused gleam instead. “You don’t know your mother as well as I do. She didn’t give you the option to make you look like a coward. She just knows something that most men don’t: Bravery isn’t fighting when you have no choice; bravery is when you have a choice and choose to fight anyway. She gave you that option, and you made the courageous choice.” 
 
    “Only because you encouraged me.” 
 
    “Just as you encouraged me. Our deeds are no less honorable because we needed some help along the way. Now forget about all those old, squabbling men. How do you advise me?” 
 
    Once more, he noticed his mother. This time she was partly hidden in a shadow near the rear entrance, just listening to their conversation. He remembered what she’d told him before the last battle. You beat your father in five moves.  
 
    Yes, he thought. I have a mind for strategy, and not just in some stupid game.  
 
    He opened his mouth and told his father his ideas. When he’d finished, Tomas just stared at him, his expression unreadable. 
 
    I’ve gone too far, Verner thought. I’ve put the ‘ridicule’ in ridiculous, the ‘out’ in outlandish, the fool in— 
 
    His father’s face changed in an instant, his eyes lighting up. “My boy, I think you’re brilliant,” he said. “I shall put it to a vote at once.” 
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    The vote was unanimous. Verner’s strategy would be enacted with urgency. Knight’s End’s independence was the prize. The meeting ending with much back-slapping and an air of excitement. Verner felt more confident than he’d ever felt in his life. To think, the fate of their new nation would be relying on ghost ships and wine barrels. 
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    Shrouded in darkness, stuffed between the hard, wooden slats of an empty wine barrel, Verner felt anything but confident. I’m a foolish fool, he thought. No, worse than that. A foolhardy foolish fool with a fool head full of foolish ideas. What was I thinking? 
 
    Similar doubts had been creeping in over the last two days, as preparations had been made to carry out his plan. Now, as his scheme was about to be hatched, they’d come to a head.  
 
    The fate of a new nation was at stake, and he was hiding in a wine barrel? 
 
    He swallowed the fumes of fermented grapes, trying to breathe. Trying not to panic. “This will work,” he whispered to himself. “This might work.” This won’t work. 
 
    Shut up, Head! he wanted to shout, but clamped his lips shut. Part of the plan relied on absolute silence.  
 
    A sound caught the edge of his hearing.  
 
    A creak, perhaps the tightening of a wooden board, or the winching of a rope pulled tight. There were no shouts or war cries, no whisper-like zips of arrows being fired into the city, no stomping feet. No, the first Crimean ship to arrive came on padded feet and muffled lips. 
 
    Perhaps the Crimeans believed the first battle had taken all the fight out of Knight’s End, and that the city would resist no longer. 
 
    Let them think us defeated, Verner thought, the faintest glimmer of hope blinking through the miasma of fear and self-doubt that had taken up residence in his mind.  
 
    Louder sounds arose now, splashes of anchors and the grunts of men tying off ropes. The metallic sound of armor, shield and sword, and the thud of boots on the wooden docks.  
 
    “What in the high seas?” someone muttered. 
 
    Verner held his breath. Part one of his plan was about to begin, and if it failed it was likely the rest would fall apart like a poorly constructed chair sat upon by a man of great girth.  
 
    “Wine barrels and white flags of surrender,” another man said, chuckling. “We bring soldiers, and they face us with an army of the finest wine in the western world!” The white flags had been his father’s idea. Tomas had latched onto the plan with both hands, helping to add details to make the ruse more believable.  
 
    There were more chuckles, alongside the sound of swords being sheathed.  
 
    “Remain on your guard,” a gruff voice said. “This doesn’t smell right.” 
 
    “Smells of strawberries and plums to me, Cap’n,” someone responded, snorting at his own joke. The vineyards surrounding Knight’s End were famous for the fruity flavors of the wine they produced.  
 
    “More like a trap,” the captain said, his boots clopping closer. “Gimme something to pry one open with.” 
 
    Verner’s held breath tightened his chest further and his heart began to race. It’s over. They’ll find us and we’ll be killed before we can even draw our weap— 
 
    There was a creak and muffled sound and then— 
 
    “Wine,” the captain said. A series of creaks and clatters followed. “Just wine,” he said once more. 
 
    Verner slowly released his breath, his heart slowing, though not completely.  
 
    “Well I say we break out some flagons and celebrate our victory. In the name of the king!” the jokester soldier said.  
 
    “It’s probably poisoned,” the captain said. “We’ll take some prisoners and have them test each barrel before we partake.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re the cap’n.” More chuckles. Conversations began in earnest, the hushed silence broken as the Crimeans started to truly believe they’d won without bloodshed.  
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “First we search the ships. They may appear to be derelict, but thoroughness will be rewarded.” 
 
    There were grumbles and groans, but feet thudded along, past where Tomas and the other five-hundred soldiers were hidden. He prayed they wouldn’t check any more wine barrels—they’d only filled the first three rows with real wine.  
 
    “You three,” the captain said, “signal the other ships to make landfall, and then remain behind to notify the captains of the situation upon arrival. Have them wait for our return before marching on the city.” 
 
    A chorus of Yes, cap’ns answered. Verner was surprised to learn only one ship had laid anchor thus far. For some reason, he’d expected them all to arrive at once. Perhaps when their spyglasses showed an empty dock and white flags the Crimeans had decided to send one ship ahead to scout.  
 
    The footsteps faded away. Verner suspected the search of the “derelict” ships wouldn’t be as thorough as the captain desired, though it wouldn’t matter anyways. They wouldn’t find anything more than some broken bottles and other scattered debris across the decks. Below decks they’d find unmade beds and dirty clothes. They would believe the ships were riding low in the water because they were no longer seaworthy, full of holes and other damage beneath the surface of the bay.  
 
    Not because there were thousands of enemy soldiers hiding in each ship’s belly beneath the lowest decks, ready to spring from hidden trapdoors the moment the signal was given.  
 
    Ghost ships and wine barrels, Verner thought, smiling grimly. Whether it ended in victory or defeat, the bards would sing of this night for centuries to come.  
 
    Meanwhile, a muted argument had broken out. “Cap’n won’t even know we’ve drunk any,” one man said.  
 
    “He will because I’ll tell him.” 
 
    “You’re a damned traitor.” 
 
    “And you’re a damned lush.” 
 
    “Shut it, both of you. We’ll each have a sip. That’s all.” 
 
    Feet scuffled closer to where Verner was hiding. Oh shite. 
 
    “What are you doing? These ones are already open.” 
 
    “And I prefer the strawberry kind. See the markings? This is the good stuff.” 
 
    Double shite. Verner cursed his stupidity and lack of foresight. He should’ve put a variety of barrels of real wine at the front. Instead he’d just randomly chosen. He tried to remember what markings were on his barrel. They might’ve been strawberries, but he couldn’t be certain. Not that it mattered—if any of the barrels containing men were opened, the ruse would be up. 
 
    His lid rattled above him. The lids of the barrels containing soldiers weren’t even secured, else they wouldn’t be able to escape their hiding places with speed. “This one’s already open,” the man said. “Hope it’s still fresh.” 
 
    “You fool, the best wine is aged.” 
 
    “I’m not a fool!” 
 
    Verner stared at the lid, which had tilted, one end opening to the night-dark sky, where a sliver of moonlight spilled through. His sword was already out, pointed upwards, and as soon as he saw the pale contours of the face peeking inside, he shoved the blade with all his might.  
 
    The soldier never had a chance. He didn’t even make a sound, other than the thump of his body as it hit the dock.  
 
    “What the—” 
 
    The confused cry of one of the other soldiers was cut off, and as Verner rose from his crouch, pushing the lid aside but catching it before it could fall, he saw two more bodies slump to the wooden deck.  
 
    A dozen of the hidden soldiers had emerged at the same time, and two of them had been close enough to the enemy to kill them before they could raise an alarm.  
 
    Their eyes met Verner’s, and they seemed to ask What now? like Verner was the leader. In truth, he was, at least as far as the plan went. Once the true fighting started, the regular captains would resume command. “We need to get rid of the bodies,” he whispered. “And hide the blood.” 
 
    “The captain will notice his three men are missing,” another man hissed back. Captain Corscott. The serious man had challenged Verner’s scheme a dozen times already.  
 
    “But he won’t know what happened to them. It’s the only chance.” 
 
    Grudgingly, Corscott nodded, and grabbed five other men—two per corpse—to dispose of the bodies and move their barrels to cover the pools of blood. Verner gestured to any of the men who’d emerged from their barrels to get back down and pull their lids after them. Then he watched as the corpses were carried onto the very ship they’d come from, and dumped unceremoniously over the wooden railing.  
 
    “You don’t think they’ll go back on the ship?” Verner asked. 
 
    “No reason to,” Corscott said. “Unless they’re trying to retreat, in which case our plan worked.” 
 
    Verner was glad to hear him say ‘our’ plan this time. For the last two days, the experienced captain had been calling it ‘Verner’s plan’ despite having voted for it at the council meeting. Verner nodded and said, “Back in the barrels. Let’s hope it does work.” 
 
    Once more, darkness surrounded Verner, his cramped muscles screaming. Just a little longer… he thought.  
 
    More sounds approached, similar to before but in greater number. The other twenty-three ships made quite a ruckus, especially because many of them wouldn’t find space along the docks. They would have to anchor further out, and then come ashore via smaller boats.  
 
    Soon, however, it was clear there were hundreds, if not thousands, of the enemy all around them. Boots stomped, captains shouted orders. Several men wondered aloud why no one from the previous ship had stayed back to tell them what was going on. There were plenty of comments about the open wine barrels, but any notions of partaking were quickly shut down by those in authority. That caused plenty of grumbles and curses.  
 
    Verner’s back was on fire. He didn’t know how much longer his body would accept being in this position. Just a little longer… he thought again, wondering if it would become his mantra.  
 
    Eventually, when the pins and needles in his legs had given way to numbness, a familiar voice cut through the din. “Nice of you to come ashore,” the first captain, the suspicious one, said.  
 
    “Nice of you to leave a welcoming party for us to tell us what the hell is going on,” someone else answered. 
 
    “I did. Three men.” 
 
    “Well, if they’re here, they did a shite job. They haven’t told anyone anything!” 
 
    The captain cursed. “After this is over, I’ll find a suitable punishment. But now, we have work to do. We searched the ships—all abandoned. It appears the surrender is real. We should march on the gates and demand that the Lord Protector, Tomas Gäric, be handed over. Without their leader, we shall have nothing to fear from Knight’s End.” 
 
    There was general agreement, and then the sound of marching troops, a sound that seemed to last for an eternity, thousands of boots moving together, accompanied by the clinking of armor. 
 
    As the final footfalls began to fade away, Verner’s heart started beating faster once again. Once there was complete silence—save for the occasional creaking timber or lapping wave—he counted to one-hundred, slowly, just to be certain. Then he pushed out from his barrel, a cool breeze wafting across his sweat-lined skin. First he looked up the incline that led to the city. The last of the enemy soldiers were just now rounding the edge of the city walls, making for the main gate. Shadows against stone, they might’ve been weary travelers seeking sanctuary.  
 
    Satisfied that they were safe, he offered the agreed upon birdcall, and soon lids were sliding away from barrels and men were climbing out, flexing their knees and elbows, trying to get feeling back to their extremities.  
 
    Verner did the same, and then walked along the docks, using the same birdcall as he passed each of their own ships. More soldiers began to emerge, climbing across gangways and spilling onto the dock, offering grim smiles and salutes as they passed him. When he reached the end, he turned and joined the throng, allowing himself one gaze across the bay, which was full of sleek, silent enemy ships, their shadows invading the twinkle of starlight across the water.  
 
    When he reached the shore, the captains were already barking out orders, setting up archers, each of whom fitted their bowstrings with arrows, which were then painted with oil and set alight. They flew through the air, but would be seen by none but those atop the castle ramparts. The walls of Knight’s End would hide the rest from their enemy. One by one, the enemy warships caught fire, and were soon floating infernos, the smoke pouring from prow and sail, mast and deck.  
 
    Nothing would be able to hide the smoke from the Crimeans, which meant it was time to move.  
 
    After all the waiting, Verner felt as if they were moving at double speed as they trotted up the incline, two thousand strong. The other two thousand soldiers were safely inside the castle walls, awaiting a signal from the spotters in the towers that it was time to unleash the final part of the scheme.  
 
    The ground beneath their feet was riddled with heavy boot prints as they made their way along the wall. Ahead, shouts burst forth—the Crimeans had seen the smoke. Bells began to toll from the towers, ringing forth for all to hear.  
 
    Though they hadn’t rounded the southeastern edge of the rectangular wall yet, Verner could just make out the heavy groan of hinges as the main gates were opened. He wondered if ever before in the history of warfare a battle had started with one side opening the gate to invite the enemy in. 
 
    There’s a first time for everything, he thought.  
 
    A familiar sound blotted out all other sounds: the chaos of war.  
 
    The men in front and back of him released a cry of “Freedom!” which Verner gladly echoed, and began running, spilling around the corner of the wall, weapons raised.  
 
    The battle was already raging, with the Crimeans funneling through the city entrance, already making decent headway.  
 
    However, those in the back and on the sides swiftly realized they were being flanked. Confusion set in, the captains focused forward while their men were forced to decide what to do. Some pushed forward harder, shoving their allies ahead, while others turned to fight. Still others tried to flee, but the same fire trenches that had been so useless before now prevented their retreat.  
 
    With a final cry of “Freedom!” Verner and his comrades met the enemy. 
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    The fighting was fierce, with most of the enemy choosing to push into the city rather than try to flee. Though Verner’s plan had worked to perfection, the Crimeans were natural soldiers, and, surrounded, fought like cornered wildcats.  
 
    As Verner fought, the difference between life and death—once a wide gulf in his mind—felt as narrow as the width of a single strand of hair. He killed because the only alternative was to be killed. Every stride required the dodging of corpses underfoot, and his feet slid and slipped on the blood running down the streets.  
 
    By the time the last Crimeans were cut down, he’d taken several injuries and was lightheaded from loss of blood. His sword hung aimlessly in the air, searching for enemies where there were none left. His comrades stood all around him, their eyes as wild and vacant as he suspected his were. They were covered in life and death, painted with souls.  
 
    They were freedom. They were vengeance. 
 
    They were killers, every one. 
 
    They were heroes, every one. 
 
    And then his father and mother were there, by his side, embracing him, embracing each other, and the tears flowed. 
 
    The tears flowed. 
 
    Like rain. 
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    Two thousand of their own had perished. Two thousand souls seeking independence. Two thousand heroes fighting for a cause greater than the sum of their lives. Verner thought about those men and women, and wondered whether, before they took their last breaths, they knew of their own greatness. He hoped they did. 
 
    Five thousand Crimeans had died. The few whose injuries did not kill them had been treated and were being held prisoner. They all told the same story—that King Streit was on his death bed. He would not last the fortnight, according to rumors. A long-flying pigeon would be sent across the great waters with a message for King Streit and his heirs. 
 
    We are free. You may come for us, but you will not survive. 
 
    For we do not fight for land or wealth or power, we fight for our very lives. 
 
    And we shall not fail. 
 
    Standing atop the wall, Verner and his family looked down upon the streets of Knight’s End. They were stained red, but it was not blood he saw, but— 
 
    “Roses,” he spoke aloud. “A layer of rose petals.” 
 
    “Yes,” his father murmured. “I see it too.” 
 
    “And I,” his mother agreed.  
 
    And that was how the first independence war got its name. 
 
    The War of Roses. 
 
    King Streit was dead, but the Crimeans would never forget their defeat. They would come again.  
 
    But Verner wasn’t worried about that now, only about the chance they now had. A chance to build a better world. A chance to forge alliances with their neighbors. A chance for peace. 
 
    He hoped they wouldn’t waste it. 
 
   
  
 



14: Sonika Vaid 
 
    The Southern Kingdom- Circa 524 
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    Civil war.  
 
    The dissolution of the marriage alliance between Calypso and Phanes had been the most popular topic of rumor and gossip in Phanea for months. Fighting was fiercest along the Spear, with both sides taking major casualties.  
 
    Good, Sonika thought. Let the Phanecian soldiers die. 
 
    She was vaguely aware that she was scowling, but didn’t care. The leather-clad soldiers who were passing were oblivious to her animosity, too busy showing off for the crowds gathered to cheer them as they marched to war. They flipped and vaulted and sprung, a masterful display of the martial art of phen ru. Though they were weaponless now, when they ran into battle their feet and wrists would be strapped with deadly blades.  
 
    Phen ru is an arrogant, bloodthirsty art, Sonika thought. I could defeat any of them with half as many maneuvers. 
 
    She wasn’t certain if it was true or not—though she’d mastered the womanly dance of phen sur three years earlier, it was considered a dance rather than a martial art—but she felt better thinking it just the same. 
 
    “You’re going to burn a hole through them with that stare of yours,” her brother said, standing motionless beside her. Gat Vaid was more than just her older brother—he was her best friend, and, at times, voice of reason.  
 
    “Let them burn,” Sonika muttered, just loud enough for him to hear. All around them, chalk-faced people cheered, applauding and whistling for each aerial trick.  
 
    “C’mon, we should get home.” 
 
    She knew he was right—the more she watched the soldiers the more likely she was to do something foolish. She wondered why she’d wanted to come to watch in the first place. 
 
    Gat’s tall, powerful body threaded through the throng, leaving a path for Sonika to follow in his wake. She ignored the stares that met her from all sides—she was used to it. There were very few Phanecians who didn’t powder their faces these days, and even fewer who, like she and her brother, were unadorned with gem and jewelry, fine silk and golden threads. Wearing basic clothing, not unlike that of the slaves, they stuck out like a couple of black eyes.  
 
    When Sonika was certain she was going to hurt someone, they finally emerged from the press of bodies and into open space. The canyon walls stretched toward the sky on both sides, and Sonika longed to climb them, to rise above the world that felt more and more like a prison with each passing day. Later, she thought, promising herself.  
 
    Lost in her own thoughts, she barely noticed the shops carved into the stone walls on each side. Fine silks woven with gemstones. Gaudy, brimless hats that seemed to serve no purpose other than to draw attention. A parlor where gems could be sewn right into your skin, permanently. Even the food sellers were of little interest to Sonika in her current mood—she’d lost her appetite the moment she saw the soldiers—but Gat forced her to buy a serving of stuffed pyzon with rice. It was delicious—smoky and sweet at the same time—but she had to force it down. She saved half of it. Gat didn’t touch his own portion, keeping it wrapped up the entire journey home. 
 
    Home was a wide, deep gouge in the stone. To get there, they had to pass hundreds of other manmade caves, pockets carved into the canyon walls that made it resemble a honeycomb. At first they were lavish homes, complete with natural, flowing water, fine furniture, and marble steps curving back and forth from bottom to top and back down again. The wealthiest lived at the top, and even had pulley systems in place to save their legs from the climb.  
 
    The further along they went, the less populated the canyon became, until most of the caves were empty. Further still, they arrived at their own cave, the most basic of them all, set at the very bottom of the wall. There were no other caves above them, no stairs or pulley systems. Just a rock wall with plenty of interesting hand and footholds.  
 
    To get water, they had to walk to a well and haul it back. To reach the markets, they had to walk nearly as far as the slaves.  
 
    The slaves, Sonika thought. The slaves were the reason none of the Phanecians lived this far south in the canyons. Because, just a stone’s throw away, were the slave quarters: Thousands of tiny cubicles chiseled into the canyon walls, reachable via rickety, chipped steps that were more dangerous than they were functional. Occasionally someone would fall to their death—not that anyone cared. Slaves were easily replaceable.  
 
    More than anything else, the thing that frustrated Sonika was that the slaves were so close to the end of the canyons, so close to freedom. But none of them would try to escape, for they were enslaved not by chains, but by magic—Emperor Hoza was slavemarked, able to capture the minds of anyone he chose.  
 
    Thus, the slaves’ eyes were all the same color—black—regardless of what color they were before. They walked stiffly, going wherever their masters instructed them, doing whatever they were told.  
 
    Sonika realized she had stopped, staring ahead, her face once more plastered with a scowl. “Coming?” Gat said, waiting for her.  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “To make a delivery.” 
 
    She nodded. First, they found a sharp stone and cut what was left of their meal—half of hers, all of Gat’s—into smaller portions. Then they went from cubicle to cubicle, giving a bite to each of the children who were too young to work, waiting for their parents to return from their labors. Most of the children just stared at them as they chewed. They were almost entirely Terans, from the nation of Teragon, a land located across the Burning Sea. Their skin was red, which was why the Phanecians started powdering their own skin—to look as different from the slaves as possible. Their eyes were wide and round, unlike the narrow scythe-like eyes of the Phanecians.  
 
    They didn’t make it very far before they ran out of food. The children in the next cubicle stared at them, but didn’t beg. They were used to being hungry, and their parents would return soon with their meager rations for the day. 
 
    Still, it broke Sonika’s heart in two. 
 
    Finally, they entered their own abode, which was warm and cozy. Sonika’s mother, Brida Vaid, was preparing the evening meal—beans and rice spiced with cumin. She cooked the food in an enormous iron pot that could feed ten times as many people. She turned as her children—who were both old enough to leave home, if they wished—entered. “You stopped by the slave quarters?” she said.  
 
    “And watched the latest group of soldiers leaving the city,” Gat said.  
 
    Brida shook her head. “Not our business. The wars of emperors and empresses are of little use to working folk.” 
 
    Sonika didn’t want to start another fight as soon as she’d arrived, but biting her tongue was something she struggled with. “How can you say that? If the Calypsians defeat us, everything will change. Empress Sun Sandes is against slavery.” 
 
    It only frustrated her more that her mother didn’t react to her raised voice, her own demeanor as even as the ground beneath their feet. “We all do our part in our own way. We help where we can. But we are not soldiers—none of us.” 
 
    “They tried to recruit me again today,” Gat said.  
 
    Finally, Brida frowned. “I wish they would leave you alone.” 
 
    “They won’t,” Sonika said. “Have you seen him? He puts half the army to shame.” 
 
    “Only half?” Gat said with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Give or take.”  
 
    Her mother changed the subject, something she was quite adept at doing. “How was the dance today?” 
 
    “The dance” was what she called Sonika’s work. Since becoming a master of phen sur, the dance of the sun goddess, Sonika had made a living teaching girls half her age. Gat worked with her, sort of. He helped recruit new students. Given the way he looked, he brought in a lot of business, even if most of her students were there just to stare at Gat and had no natural talent for the dance.  
 
    Still, Sonika enjoyed her work and the extra coin it brought in, most of which they used to help feed the slaves. She also liked working with her brother, though he teased her mercilessly.  
 
    “The dance was fine,” Sonika said. “Fine. Fine. Fine.” 
 
    “What more could you want from life?” 
 
    And there it was: the problem that had no solution. Their life was fine. She wanted for nothing. She enjoyed her work. She tried to help others. But it wasn’t enough for her. There had to be more. “Nothing, Mother,” she said, sighing.  
 
    “Not even a hug from your father?” Lore Vaid said, entering the cave. 
 
    Sonika turned, feeling a flush of relief at her father’s presence. For some reason, she only fought with her mother, while her father could always calm her restless energy. His narrow eyes held the twinkle of starlight, and his tanned, weathered skin proved a life of hard work as a stonemason. Though there were slaves available to do his work, none were as well-trained as he. Still, work had been on the decline for the last few years, as slavery became more prevalent. Why pay for work when it could be done for free? 
 
    “Of course, Father,” she said, allowing herself to be pulled into a firm embrace.  
 
    “He gets a hug and I get frustration,” her mother noted.  
 
    “I’ve got a hug for you,” Gat said.  
 
    Sonika felt bad as she released her father. She waited her turn, and then hugged her mother. “Sometimes I think we’re too much alike,” her mother said. Sonika frowned, pulling back to look at her mother, but she was already twisting away, going back to stir the beans.  
 
    Alike? More like as different as the moons from the sun, as different as fire and water. 
 
    Behind her, Lore laughed, embracing Gat, who was a head taller than him. They slapped each other’s backs. “How goes the stone breaking?” Gat asked. It was a familiar joke that managed to chase away the last of the tension Sonika felt between her shoulder blades.  
 
    “The stones broke well,” her father answered, his standard response.  
 
    Dinner was soon served, and Gat ate three portions before standing to heft the pot full of leftovers on his shoulder. 
 
    “Want company?” Sonika asked.  
 
    “Nah,” he said. “Help Mother clean up.” Sonika groaned, wishing she’d been quicker to grab the pot.  
 
    As soon as he was gone, Brida said, “Get out of here. We’ll manage.” A smile danced across her lips. 
 
    “Really?” It was unlike her mother to let her shirk her chores. As long as you live in our cave, you will do your part, was her mother’s favorite saying.  
 
    “Really. There will be plenty to clean another day.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sonika said, offering her mother a more real hug than the last one. Nervous energy thrummed through her as she raced from the cave, turning to face the wall, which was sheathed in sunlight. She stared up, her eyes quickly locating the hand and footholds that would provide the easiest climb to the top, a climb she’d completed more times than she could count.  
 
    She wasn’t in the mood for easy.  
 
    Instead, she chose the most difficult of the routes, using protrusions and indentations that offered just enough space for her toes, or three of her fingers. Before she was halfway to the top, sweat poured from her brow. She paused in a decent resting spot where she could cling with one hand, and reached back into the pouch strapped to her waist. It was full of the chalk powder meant for her face, but which she used it to coat her hands, sopping up the sweat and improving her grip.  
 
    As she began to climb again, the canyons began to darken, the sun slipping past the top of the opposite wall. She’d have to hurry if she was going to make sunset.  
 
    Her muscles straining, her fingers and toes beginning to ache, she extended her arms and legs, skipping holds. At one point, all she could reach was a sheer rock wall. Above it were plenty of decent clefts, if only she could get to them.  
 
    Mother would kill me if she saw this, she thought. 
 
    And then she leapt, extending her hand and grabbing the rock, her feet scrabbling at bare wall beneath her. Her other hand slapped down, gripping another hold. Slowly, inch by inch, she hauled herself up. 
 
    The rest was easy, and soon she clambered over the canyon’s edge, flopping onto her back and staring up at the darkening sky, which was now splashed with pinks and purples, speckled with early stars and the dim outline of Ruahi, the red moon god. Luahi, the green moon goddess, was still hiding, waiting for her mother, the sun goddess, Surai, to vanish completely over the horizon.  
 
    Lying like this, seeing the vastness of creation, listening to her own breaths as they joined the cool breeze blowing over the plateau, Sonika could almost believe there was no slavery, no cruelty, no war.  
 
    And then she heard a familiar sound.  
 
    She cringed, rolling to peek over the edge, back into the canyon. Hundreds of people walked, their gaits identical in their stiffness, all heading in the same direction. They didn’t speak, the only sounds from their feet, which seemed to whisper to each other.  
 
    The slaves had returned from another day of oppression and hardship.  
 
    Sonika spotted Gat returning with the pot. Some of the slaves would return to their cubicles to find extra food for them and their families. Others would have to fend for themselves.  
 
    We should be doing more, Sonika thought, not for the first time. But what? 
 
    Another form caught her eye below: her father, emerging from their cave, looking up. He waved to her, but it wasn’t a greeting. It was the signal they’d established long ago, when Sonika was naught but a girl who liked to climb. It had been months since her father had asked if he could come up to join her. 
 
    Grinning, she crawled over to the long coil of rope she’d brought up years earlier, securing it to the cliffs with a metal stake driven deep into the rock. Her father was a decent climber, but the cliffs were beyond his ability.  
 
    She tossed the coil over the side, well clear of her father, watching as it unspooled to the canyon floor. Then she sat back and waited, watching as the rope twisted and rocked back and forth. Eventually, Lore Vaid slipped over the top, his face red with exertion but still smiling and twinkle-eyed.  
 
    “Thanks,” he grunted, easing down beside her. The rope was tied securely around his waist, and he left it there for the descent.  
 
    “I’m glad you came up.” 
 
    “Your mother practically threw me out.” 
 
    Sonika laughed, playing with her long black hair, braiding and unbraiding it again and again. “What are we going to do?” Sonika asked, her smile vanishing as she heard the sound of marching slaves rise up once more.  
 
    She could feel her father’s gaze on her face, but she didn’t meet his eyes for fear of being enchanted. She didn’t want to be calm. Not right now. She wanted to be fire and fury, righteous anger and promises of change.  
 
    She wanted to be someone else.  
 
    “You sound like your mother.” 
 
    “What?” Now she did turn to look at him, surprised. It was so similar to what her mother had said earlier, about them being alike. “What do you mean? Mother does nothing but cook extra beans.” 
 
    “Watch your tongue,” her father snapped. Well, perhaps ‘snapped’ was too harsh a word. He spoke the words with a sharpness Sonika rarely heard from him.  
 
    “Why? It’s true.” 
 
    Her father sighed, looking away. Staring at Luahi, which was just rising to the east. “I’m sorry. I’m not being fair. You can’t help what you don’t know.” 
 
    Now Sonika was lost. Know what? 
 
    “For one, cooking extra beans is not nothing. It is a lot of effort trying to feed hundreds of slaves.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “I know you didn’t, but please, be more careful with your words.” 
 
    “I will. I’m sorry,” Sonika said. She’d let her quick tongue get the better of her again. 
 
    “Second, you are so much like your mother it scares the rock dust out of me,” he said. He chuckled. “And that’s a lot of rock dust. You should see how much comes out of my ears alone!” 
 
    Despite the added jape, Sonika couldn’t bring herself to smile. “We’re nothing alike,” she said. “She’s content to plod along, day after day, cooking her beans and watching the cycle of oppression continue. I don’t want to be that way. I want to do more.” 
 
    Though her father continued to stare at the moon, Sonika saw something flash across his face. A twitch of his cheek, the slight parting of his lips. It felt like words were hanging on the tip of his tongue, but none fell.  
 
    They sat in silence for a while, which was usually fine, but now felt wrong. Eventually, however, he patted her shoulder and said, “We should get back before it gets too dark. You’ll ride with me to the bottom?” 
 
    Sonika bit her lip, considering whether to ask Lore what he’d wanted to say before, but decided against it. Her father would tell her when he was ready.  
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    She awoke to ragged whispers and a loud voice. A heated argument. 
 
    Sonika rolled over in bed to find figures silhouetted against the lighter frame of the cave mouth. One was clearly her father. Half a dozen others flanked him. Two held torches, illuminating the leather armor of the others. 
 
    Soldiers, Sonika thought, a warning bell ringing in her head. What could they possibly need in the middle of the night? 
 
    “Fine,” Lore Vaid said. “I will go with you, just please, do not wake my family. I don’t want them to see.” He hung his head as if ashamed of something. Father, what has happened? What have you done? 
 
    “Fool,” one of the soldiers said. “We’re not here for you. We’re here for your wife.” 
 
    Sonika frowned. She looked over at where her mother should’ve been sleeping, but the bed was empty. Scanning the space, she found the faint outline of her mother huddled in the shadows behind the supper table.  
 
    “My wife? What is a woman to you? She spends her days here, preparing our meals and keeping our home.” 
 
    Sonika had never heard her father trivialize his wife’s life in such a way. Though the words were true, she had the urge to speak up, to defend Brida, to talk of her compassion.  
 
    She threw her legs over the side of her bed and started to stand, but Gat appeared beside her, holding her arm tightly. Shaking his head.  
 
    She stared at him. “We have to do something,” she whispered. 
 
    Another shake. 
 
    “Your wife is a traitor to the empire,” the soldier growled. “She has committed treason of the highest order. Would you deny it? If so, you are as guilty as she.” 
 
    His father seemed to stand straighter at that. “I am the guilty one. I planned the meetings. I recruited the others. I am the traitor you’re looking for.” 
 
    The soldier laughed. “You are a lot of things, stone mason, but you’re no traitor. Stand aside or be cut down!” 
 
    Oh gods. Sonika’s father was no warrior, had never trained in any of the martial arts. He was a laborer, a hard worker, yes, but no kind of fighter. Please back down, Father. Please. This can all be explained, surely. Sonika knew neither her mother nor father had done anything wrong. It was all a misunderstanding, had to be. 
 
    A long silence stretched its legs, until she could take it no longer. Once again, she tried to stand, wrestling against her brother’s formidable grip. 
 
    Her mother slipped from the shadows, and said, “I am the one you want, soldiers. I will go without a struggle.” 
 
    “Brida, no,” Lore said, turning toward his wife.  
 
    “A wise choice,” the soldier said, “but it will not save you.” 
 
    Brida said nothing to that, and Sonika could only watch as her parents embraced one last time, her mother offering a final glance in her direction before turning away.  
 
    “And your son and daughter?” the soldier said. “Where are they?” 
 
    “They know nothing. They are innocent.” This from her mother. Wait, Sonika thought. What do we not know? The way her mother said it made her sound guilty. 
 
    “Take me instead of my son, my daughter,” Lore said. 
 
    The soldier laughed. “We are taking you. We’re taking all of you, just to be safe. A whole family of captured rebels will make a royal prize to Emperor Vin Hoza.” 
 
    From there, everything happened so fast Sonika would later remember it as a series of blurry events melting into one another like daylight into twilight. Her father—her father—moved like lightning, striking one of the soldiers in the face with a high kick in the style of phen ru, an art he wasn’t supposed to know. The man fell back with a cry, even as her mother jumped into the arms of one of the other soldiers, wrapping her legs around his torso. She threw herself back, vaulting off of her hands and sending the soldier tumbling. As she landed, she screamed, “Sonika! Gat! Run! Climb!” 
 
    Sonika was so shocked by the turn of events that she froze, but thankfully Gat had already started moving, pulling her after him.  
 
    They flew toward the entrance, sidestepping the fallen soldier, who was rolling over and standing up. The other four soldiers blocked their path, though her mother and father were keeping two of them busy with blows they were forced to block. Who are these two people? Her parents had become strangers to her.  
 
    “Go!” her father shouted. “The cliffs. It’s the only way.” 
 
    Sonika hesitated as she faced the last two guards, lean, muscly Phanecians strapped with blades on their feet and wrists. One of them grinned at her. Yes, she’d dreamed of such a moment, when she could take down just such an arrogant soldier, but now that it was here her confidence vanished.  
 
    Gat said, “Sonika. Up.” 
 
    It was a code word for a game they’d played often as children. Above the cave entrance was a cleft cut into the rock, the perfect size for a hand—or four—to grip. Sonika nodded.  
 
    “On three,” Gat said. “One…” 
 
    “Two…” Sonika answered. 
 
    “Three!” they said as one, charging for the two soldiers, who readied themselves to strike. However, just before making contact, Sonika and her brother leapt as high as they could into the air, grabbing the wide handhold and letting their momentum carry them over the guards’ heads. They landed beside each other in a crouch. Gat almost went sprawling, but Sonika steadied him with a hand on his elbow.  
 
    “C’mon!” Gat said, dragging her left. “Climb!” 
 
    Fueled by adrenaline and fear, Sonika sprang onto the cliffs, choosing the easiest hand and footholds, easily outdistancing Gat in a matter of seconds. She looked back to find him struggling to get over the first difficult part. We should’ve gone to the right, where the rope is still hanging, Sonika thought. But then her parents spilled from the cave, still fighting the soldiers, and she realized they could use the rope. “Father!” she cried. “The rope!” 
 
    “Go!” her father shouted, but, after throwing a punch, he spun and made for the rope. Something was strange about the way he moved. He was doubled over and clutching his stomach. He’s injured.  
 
    She didn’t move, waiting for Gat to catch up, watching as her father grabbed the rope and began to climb with one hand, walking his feet up the wall as he hung on.  
 
    Her mother, on the other hand, was surrounded by three soldiers. She swept her foot along the ground in a whirlwind circle, cutting their ankles from beneath them. “She’s…incredible,” Sonika murmured to herself, in awe. Her mother, who had once told her stories of her days dancing the womanly dance of phen sur, was using the very same dance to fight against masters of phen ru. And she was winning. It can be done, Sonika realized in that moment. Though she’d always thought it, she’d never truly believed it.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    Her mother broke for the wall, but one of the soldiers dove at her feet, grabbing her ankle and tripping her. She cried out, but rolled and managed to kick him in the face. He howled and released her and then she was on the wall, clambering up beside Lore, who was struggling to hang onto the rope with one hand.  
 
    The soldiers were injured but not defeated. They raced forward, beginning to climb. It didn’t take them long to reach Sonika’s father, using the rope to their own advantage. Brida kicked at them, but they grabbed her feet, pulling her back.  
 
    “Gat!” Sonika screamed as he hauled himself up beside her. “We have to do something!” 
 
    “Get to the top,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “Don’t waste the chance.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    He was already grabbing her arm, pulling her upward.  
 
    She didn’t fight him, even as dread filled her. They were abandoning their parents, willingly.  
 
    She glanced back to find her mother still struggling to kick herself free. “Brida!” her father said. “Leave me. I am already finished. The wound is too deep.” 
 
    “No. I won’t.” Her mother’s growl was so ferocious she might’ve been a lioness.  
 
    “Think of Sonika. Of Gat.” 
 
    For a moment time seemed frozen, her parents hanging helplessly while the soldiers swarmed to reach them. And then Brida Vaid released a scream and a vicious kick that sent one of the soldiers tumbling to the ground. She fought upward, hand over hand, her feet following in perfect rhythm.  
 
    Sonika had only ever seen one other person climb like that. 
 
    Herself.  
 
    “Cut it!” Lore groaned, grimacing. Blood spilled between his fingers, splashing the soldiers grabbing at his legs, pooling on the ground.  
 
    Brida looked back one more time, pulled out a knife hidden somewhere in her clothing, and then began to saw.  
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    Both Sonika and Gat watched in horror as their mother cut the rope holding their father to the side of the cliff. He wasn’t high enough for the fall to kill him, but it could break his legs. Possibly even his back, if he landed the wrong way.  
 
    Yet her mother didn’t hesitate. How can she do that? 
 
    From behind them, someone yelled and then a soldier grabbed Sonika, roping his fingers around her neck, squeezing with one hand while hanging onto the wall with the other. “Gaaawt,” Sonika gurgled, struggling to breathe. The soldier must’ve silently climbed the opposite side while they were watching their parents struggle with his comrades.  
 
    Gat threw a punch, his fist whistling past her eyes and landing a glancing blow on the soldier’s chin. The pressure on her windpipe lessened, and she sucked in a breath, thrusting out her knee to connect with his midsection. He groaned, losing his footing as he scrabbled at the loose stones breaking free.  
 
    Sonika and Gat climbed, though she glanced back with each move up, watching as the rope finally broke, her father falling away. He took two soldiers with him, and even landed on them, cushioning his fall. He lay motionless for a few long moments, but then rolled over, grimacing. He’s not dead, Sonika thought, releasing a held breath.  
 
    They climbed higher. The soldier that had tried to choke Sonika had resumed pursuit, and was faster than Gat, slowly closing the gap. To the right, Brida angled her climb toward them, her lips a grim line of determination. Two more soldiers had followed her, and now reached the rope and used it to make swift work of the upper portion of the wall.  
 
    Sonika clambered over the cliff’s edge. She swiveled back to help Gat, but the soldier was already upon him, pulling his foot in the opposite direction. One of Gat’s hands slipped and he almost fell, but Sonika managed to clutch the collar of his shirt until he could reattach himself to the wall.  
 
    Brida arrived, gripping a cleft in the wall with two hands and swinging her body to land a kick to the soldier’s abdomen. He released Gat, trying to bring up his other arm to block the next blow. The frantic movement threw off his balance, his body twisted, and, with a squeal, he fell.  
 
    Sonika kept her eyes trained on Gat, not wanting to see the aftermath, though she heard the thump of his body as it landed. No one could survive a fall from this height.  
 
    “Up, Gat!” Brida said, turning back to face the final two soldiers, who were on opposite flanks, trying to surround her. They moved in cautiously, having seen what had happened to their comrade.  
 
    Sonika hauled Gat onto the plateau, reaching back down to help her mother. “Mother!” Two big steps up and she would be within reach. With the upper ground, they would be able to defend against their two remaining foes.  
 
    Her mother’s eyes met hers. Something flashed in them, and Sonika could feel what they were saying in her chest, like a slash to the heart. “Mother? Hurry! We can make it!” 
 
    Her mother smiled. “I love you,” she said. “I love you both. Be you. Be strong.” 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    In one swift motion, Brida Vaid twisted around and threw herself from the cliff, grabbing the two Phanecian soldiers as she plummeted to the canyon floor.  
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    Sonika had finally stopped screaming, though tears continued to flow freely down her cheeks, her sobs silently shaking her chest, occasionally choking her.  
 
    Gat cried, too, though not as hard, his arms wrapped around her from behind, holding her tight.  
 
    There was a commotion down below, and, eventually, he peeled himself away, untethered what was left of the rope from the spike, and pulled it up. “We have to move,” he said. “They may send soldiers up after us.” Though he spoke the words with certainty, there was a hollowness in his tone that matched what Sonika felt within her ribcage. 
 
    “I have to—I want to—I need to—” Sonika babbled as she crawled toward the edge. 
 
    Gat grabbed her under the arms and pulled her back. She struggled, thrashing against him, but he held her as she sobbed once more. This time there were no tears, just a shaking of her body that made her muscles and bones ache, her throat hurt, her eyes squeeze shut. She wished for oblivion, for numbness, for anything to take away the pain she felt in the core of her being. 
 
    Eventually, however, she allowed Gat to help her to her feet, steering her across the plateau toward the next canyon over. 
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    “What are we supposed to do?” Sonika said the next morning.  
 
    The previous night, they’d stumbled along the plateau between the canyons for a long time. Sometimes they cried, sometimes they were silent, always they held onto each other for support. Sonika had known that if either of them had let go, they both would’ve fallen and never gotten up again.  
 
    Once they felt they were far enough away from danger, they climbed down another canyon—one that was well away from the heart of Phanea, uninhabited. There they’d found a small alcove behind a set of boulders, falling asleep more from exhaustion—both emotional and physical—than a desire to rest.  
 
    Now, behind those same boulders, they sat across from each other, their knees touching gently. Gat’s face was smudged with dirt, his hands raw and bleeding, his shirt torn at the collar where Sonika had grabbed him to help him onto the top of the cliff.  
 
    She was glad she didn’t have a looking glass to see what she looked like. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do,” Gat said.  
 
    “Did you know Mother could—” 
 
    “No,” he said.  
 
    “But what about Fath—” 
 
    “No!” Gat snapped. 
 
    Sonika hung her head, tears welling up once more.  
 
    Gat sighed and touched her leg. “Sorry, I’m—” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain anything. Not to me.” 
 
    Once more, they huddled together. Gat held her head to his chest for a long, long time. The beat of his heart against her cheek was the only comfort left.  
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    They powdered their faces for the first time, using chalk dust they stole from a vendor. (Sonika distracted him while Gat snatched it.)  
 
    Though they were still a mess and in need of a good cleaning, that could wait. 
 
    Every time a soldier passed, Sonika held her breath, halfway between fleeing and kicking him in the throat. And each time the soldier walked straight by. They were just two white-faced Phanecians out for a stroll.  
 
    The marketplace was abuzz with gossip, which was the main reason they’d returned to Phanea. They needed to know for certain. 
 
    “A rebel group was caught last night,” one man said to another. “Traitors to the empire, can you believe it?” 
 
    Hearing strangers speak of her parents in such a way was hard for Sonika. It was made even harder by the fact that she could scarcely believe it herself. She wondered if her distress showed beneath the thick layer of powder on her face. Gat, on the other hand, hid his interest in the conversation well, pretending to study a swatch of purple fabric meant to be worn as a fashionable belt.  
 
    “I heard they’re rounding up the rest of the group as we speak,” the other man said. “There were two dozen of them, living right under our noses!” 
 
    What? Gat looked at her now, his expression grave. 
 
    “But the two they caught last night, Lore and Brida Vaid, were the leaders. The organizers. Slave sympathizers, both of them.” Sonika froze upon hearing her parents’ names. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Gat stiffen too. 
 
    “They weren’t just caught. They were killed. They say the woman fell from the cliffs trying to escape, but the man passed into the Void later from a stab wound.” 
 
    Suddenly, Sonika couldn’t breathe. Images flashed across her mind: her father clutching his abdomen, blood spilling between his fingers like water through a sieve; her mother’s final smile as she fell from the cliffs, taking the last two soldiers with her. Protecting her children, to the end. 
 
    She gasped, trying to pull in the air but failing, her lungs screaming for breath.  
 
    One of the men glanced at her sharply, frowning, but then Gat was there, steering her away with an arm around her shoulder. “It’s this confounded heat,” he explained over his shoulder. To her, he whispered, “Breathe, Sonika.” 
 
    She did, the air making an audible sound as she sucked it into her chest. 
 
    “Good riddance, I say,” one of the men said, continuing their conversation. 
 
    The breath burst from her lips. Her cheeks flushed and her blood boiled. Who were these men to speak of her parents this way? They didn’t even know them! And now they were…they were… 
 
    gone. 
 
    Anger dwarfed her sadness and she longed to see these men—these ignorant fools—laid low. She whipped around, stalking back toward— 
 
    “Whoa there,” Gat said, gripping her arm tightly and holding her back.  
 
    “Let go of me,” Sonika said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “This isn’t the time nor the place.” 
 
    “Did you hear what they said?” 
 
    “Every word.” Though his words were even, she knew her brother well enough to sense the dangerous undercurrent to them. He wanted to go back every bit as much as she did, but he was being smart. 
 
    She took another deep breath, firing a final scathing look at the men before turning away. They walked on, past stall and vendor, past the wealthy and their slaves, past soldier and horse.  
 
    They walked until the marketplace was long behind them. 
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    “I want to kill the emperor and all his soldiers,” Sonika said. Her anger had faded, and now she spoke the words matter of factly. They were sitting atop the plateau once more, watching the last glow of sunlight ebb over the horizon. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Gat said. “At least not on our own.” 
 
    But the only thing keeping her hunger and sadness from gnawing her apart from the inside out was the thought of revenge. 
 
    “We need to carry on the work they started. We need to make it mean something,” she insisted. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “And hiding for the rest of our lives is better? We have no food. No shelter. No clothing other than these ripped, filthy rags. If we’re going to live like this, we should at least join the rebellion.” 
 
    Gat grabbed her shoulders, pulling her head toward him, until all she could see were his eyes, dark green in the dim lighting. “There is no rebellion,” he said. “Don’t you see that? What mother and father started? Gone. Emperor Hoza snuffed it out.” 
 
    Sonika didn’t blink. “Then we’ll start another rebellion. If you blow on a hot coal, the fire begins anew.” 
 
    Gat laughed, pushing her away.  
 
    “You don’t think I can?” She stuck out her chin in defiance. 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “But you laughed.” 
 
    “Because we haven’t eaten in a day. Because we slept less than half the night. Because we”—he sniffed his armpit—“smell. And yet you want to discuss a rebellion?” 
 
    “Yes. What else is there to do? And you saw Mother last night, the way she used phen sur to fight off those soldiers. I knew it was more than a dance. I always knew it.” 
 
    Gat couldn’t deny that—she talked about it often enough. “It was incredible. Did you see the way she moved? Like water and lightning made one.” 
 
    Sonika nodded, glad to talk about their parents in this way, rather than remembering what happened after. “Father, too. How could we have been so blind all these years?” 
 
    “They hid it well. And we were too busy drumming up business for your phen sur training.” 
 
    Still, a twinge of regret shot through her. She’d always loved her parents, even when she squabbled relentlessly with her mother, but she’d never been proud of them. They deserved that. More than anyone else in the world.  
 
    “I want to make them proud.” 
 
    “Me too,” Gat said immediately. “But first, food.” 
 
    “Where are we going to get food? Steal it?” 
 
    Gat said, “I have a better idea.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Sonika didn’t like it, but they were desperate. “I hate this,” she said as they dropped to the ground.  
 
    “Me too,” Gat said. He pointed to the first shadowed cubicle he saw. A light flickered from within.  
 
    Sonika entered first, offering a soft, “Hello?” so as not to startle anyone. Then again, those under the control of Emperor Hoza’s slavemark were not easily startled.  
 
    The slaves turned their heads slowly, just watching her. There was a man and a woman and two children, both old enough to be enslaved. All four had black eyes and the rigid posture to prove it. The woman said, “Does my master have need of me?” 
 
    Sonika shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “Me then,” the man said.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We will go,” the children said in unison. “Our master doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    Gat stepped forward. “None of you is needed by your masters. We come seeking your help.” 
 
    The woman blinked. She’d never seen a slave frown, but this felt like the same thing. “But you are not our master.” 
 
    “I know,” Gat said. “We’re your neighbors. We live—lived—not far.” 
 
    “Yes. We know,” the man said. “They came for you last night. The soldiers.” 
 
    Sonika felt horrid for what they were about to do. The family was eating a meager meal of breadcrumbs and plain white rice, barely enough for two of them, much less four. “They killed our parents. We are starving,” she said. 
 
    “Your parents were kind to us,” the woman said. “You were always kind to us.”  
 
    It was Sonika’s turn to blink. She’d never realized the slaves could even recognize kindness. Their blank expressions seemed to suggest the opposite. “We did the best we could,” Sonika said, tears blurring her vision. 
 
    “You may have what is left,” the woman said. “Children.” The two children stood and offered their plates to them, and Sonika felt something twist in her. 
 
    “It is too much. We will take half, if you can afford it.” 
 
    “As you wish.” The woman whispered something to the girl, who walked past them stiffly, out into the canyons. The boy prepared a plate, taking half of what was left on each plate. The plate was a wide flat rock. 
 
    “Thank you,” Gat said. The boy bowed.  
 
    Sonika wanted to eat slowly, to savor the tasteless, pasty rice and stale crumbs, but instead she shoveled it into her mouth with her hands, barely chewing. Her stomach gurgled in appreciation, but then it was gone. Gat licked the crumbs from his lips, looking like he was in a trance.  
 
    “Thank you again,” he said. “We should go.” 
 
    “Wait. You can shelter here. And there is more food coming. It will be enough.” 
 
    “What?” Sonika said, but just then they heard a commotion outside. One by one they entered the tiny cubicle, slaves all of them, each placing a flat stone on the ground before bowing and departing.  
 
    Sonika was speechless, so overcome with emotion she could only smile at each person as they placed their gift and left. These people had so little and yet they were willing to give? 
 
    “They remember your kindness, too,” the woman said.  
 
    Sonika looked at Gat. They smiled at the same time, sitting down to eat. “What is your name?” she asked the woman between mouthfuls.  
 
    “Slave,” the woman answered automatically. 
 
    “No,” Sonika said. “Your name from before.” 
 
    The woman blinked. “That was a long time ago. The last time I heard it was on the great ship that brought us here from Teragon.” 
 
    “You don’t remember it?” Gat asked, licking his finger. 
 
    “It’s like…looking through fog. It is there, but it might’ve been someone else’s memory. My name was…Anja.” For the barest moment, the time it took her to speak that one word—her name—her voice changed. Gone was the stiffness, the monotone, and the silence was filled with emotion, with passion, with hope that the real woman behind the one bearing the slave mark was still in there. Somewhere. Not lost.  
 
    “What about you?” Gat asked the man. 
 
    “Noah.” Again, that change, like a burst of sunlight between endless rows of dark clouds.  
 
    “Your children?” 
 
    Anja blinked. “They were born here. They have no names.” 
 
    If the children were ashamed or distressed by this fact, they didn’t show it, finishing all the food on their plates.  
 
    Anja began to collect the stones, scrubbing each clean with an old rag. Noah said, “Time for rest.” 
 
    Obediently, the children rolled over onto the bare ground. Noah placed a threadbare blanket across them. One for both of them, barely large enough to cover their sides. Their eyes closed immediately, and they seemed to fall asleep without pause.  
 
    Sonika wondered whether the slaves dreamed. She hoped so.  
 
    “Here,” Anja said, having finished with the plates. She held a larger blanket out, just as thin as the children’s.  
 
    “Thank you for your kindness,” Sonika said. “But no. We will be warm enough inside your home.” 
 
    The woman nodded and laid down beside her children, pulling the blanket over her. She left space for her husband. There would be just enough room for Sonika and Gat, if they all pushed together. At least we can share body heat, Sonika thought, trying to stay positive. And it was unlikely the soldiers would seek them amongst the slaves.  
 
    We are safe, she thought, leaning back, nestling her head in the crook of her arm.  
 
    Gat eased down, too, his hand coming to rest atop hers. He squeezed once, and she had the feeling his thoughts were a mirror to her own, although perhaps not the last one, the one that was just now forming, taking shape like a fast-growing tree. 
 
    The moment before Noah blew out the lantern, Sonika had a single thought: 
 
    I am going to free as many of them as I can. I will do whatever it takes. 
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    Sonika felt warm when she awoke, and not only because of the body warmth of the men on either side of her. In fact, there was only empty space on one side, where Noah used to be. Gat, however, continued to slumber on the opposite side, his exhalations deep and satisfied.  
 
    No, she was warm because of the blanket that had somehow shifted from Anja and Noah to she and her brother during the night.  
 
    “You didn’t have to—” she started to say when she saw Anja preparing the morning meal by lanternlight. It was still dark in the canyons. Noah and the children moved about her, helping. They moved so easily around each other, never colliding, that it could’ve been a dance if not for the stiffness in their steps.  
 
    “I didn’t,” Anja said, guessing her question. “You pulled the blanket during the night.” 
 
    Shame heated her cheeks. “I’m—I’m sorry.” 
 
    The woman didn’t stop moving, serving breakfast—flatbread dipped in egg yolk—onto flat stones. “Your family fed us many times. We forget many things. But not that. Never that.” 
 
    Sonika remembered when she was much younger and she used to complain about having to give up a portion of their food to the slaves. On those occasions her mother always made her deliver the food. Looking back, she felt so selfish.  
 
    Gat stirred beside her, his eyes fluttering open. His gaze darted around the cubicle, but then softened when it landed on Sonika. “My back feels like I slept on a rock,” he said. Reaching underneath him, he plucked out a rock. “Oh, that explains it.” 
 
    “Eat,” Anja said, offering a single flat stone for them both.  
 
    “Thank you,” Sonika said. They split up the food and devoured it, licking the egg from their fingers. Hopefully it would be enough to sustain them for the rest of the day. After that, they would have to figure something out.  
 
    “We must go,” Anja said when the food was gone and the plates cleaned.  
 
    Sonika nodded. Their masters would be expecting their own meals to be prepared soon.  
 
    Gat said, “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
    “Will we see you again?” Anja asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Sonika said, ignoring the dark look her brother shot her way.  
 
    “You are welcome here,” Noah said. “If you need us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sonika said, watching as they left, joining the throng of slaves already marching through the canyons.  
 
    Gat said, “We have nowhere else to go.” 
 
    She finally met his eyes. “Yes. We do. We have a mine to liberate.” 
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    “This is madness,” Gat said.  
 
    Sonika grinned. He was probably right. A little madness was exactly what she needed right now. In truth, she was surprised she’d persuaded her brother to come this far with her. Then again, she hadn’t given him much choice when she told him she was going whether or not he came along.  
 
    They were hidden behind a rocky outcropping in view of one of the many Phanecian mines scattered across the sweltering flatlands. The dust beneath them was turning to mud as they dripped sweat under the blazing heat of the sun. 
 
    “It would take an army to take Junis,” Gat said, shaking his head.  
 
    That’s where he was wrong. The thing about slaves who were not only in captivity, but whose minds were being controlled by magic…they didn’t try to escape. The only purpose of the mine masters was to give orders and ensure the mine met the quotas set by the empire. Junis was a copper mine, one of the lesser mines. It was worked by perhaps two hundred slaves. Thus far, they’d seen six different masters emerge into the sunlight, most to urinate in the desert. They’d seen each of the six twice, which meant that was likely the sum total of them, unless one had a particularly large bladder.  
 
    Still, two against six were not the best odds, not that she would admit it. “I’ve seen you fight. You could take any three of them.” 
 
    He scoffed. “And you’ll take the other three?” 
 
    “Remember Mother?” 
 
    “You’re not Mother. You’re a dancer.” 
 
    His negativity bounced off her like she was wearing leather armor. Pessimism paved a slippery trail to despair, and she didn’t want to sink back into that hole. She needed to have a purpose, like her parents had. Something real, something meaningful. 
 
    “We won’t know if we don’t try.” 
 
    “Madness,” Gat muttered again. “I won’t even be able to say ‘I told you so’ if we’re dead.” 
 
    “Guess you’ll have to trust me.” 
 
    “Do you think this is what they would want? For us to throw our lives away?” His words hit her like a rock to the face, but he wasn’t done yet. “Why do you think they hid so much from us in the first place? They wanted us to live without fear.” 
 
    “Look how that turned out!” Sonika said, too loudly considering they were hiding. She lowered her voice, wishing the words back as soon as she said them, but couldn’t stop, her frustration boiling over like an unwatched pot. “We will never again live without fear if we don’t strike back, if we don’t stand up for those who can’t stand up for themselves. I don’t want to be scared anymore. I want the emperor to fear me.” The words were too bold by half, but she meant them just the same. 
 
    Gat sighed. “Why is it you always convince me to go along with your fool-brained schemes?” 
 
    “Because you’re a fool?” Sonika offered sweetly.  
 
    “Yes. Yes, I am.” 
 
    “So you’ll help me free Junis?” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Tonight. After dark.” 
 
    He shook his head, but it wasn’t an answer. Sonika knew her brother would follow her to the ends of the earth and back again if she asked. She clenched her fists, wishing the day would grow wings.  
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    They formulated the skeleton of a plan, hoping the skin and muscle would appear when the time came.  
 
    Then they napped, getting as much rest as possible while hiding in the shade cast by the rocks.  
 
    They awoke when the sun was a finger’s breadth above the horizon, watching in silence as it fell, shattering like a broken egg yolk, painting the cloudless sky with streaks of color. 
 
    They waited. 
 
    The sky darkened. 
 
    One by one, the six soldiers emerged, relieving themselves once more in the desert before, presumably, lying down to sleep for the night. Almost certainly at least two of them would guard the mine at any given time, working in shifts.  
 
    Sonika liked those odds much better.  
 
    They waited. 
 
    Ruahi rose, the moon god’s red eye peering down from behind a half-open lid. Luahi followed, the barest sliver of green. Stars speckled the sky, green and gold and red. The greens exploded. The golds sparkled. The reds streaked like flaming arrows across the sky. 
 
    They waited. 
 
    Several clouds moved overhead like coconspirators. The desert darkened further, a land of shadows. 
 
    “Now,” Sonika said.  
 
    Gat grabbed her arm. “Wait.” 
 
    She looked back. His eyes were shrouded, his expression impossible to discern. “What?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d really do it.” 
 
    “Well I am. For Mother. For Father. For the slaves.” 
 
    He said nothing, still holding her arm. 
 
    “You’re not scared, are you?” 
 
    “No.” It wasn’t a flippant answer, his tone heavy and true.  
 
    “Me neither.” Hearing the truth in her own words surprised her. Wasn’t it natural to feel scared before a deadly mission? And yet, she felt only certainty.  
 
    “We’re still grieving. We can’t control our own emotions. Perhaps we should wait. Take more time to think about it.” 
 
    Sonika didn’t want to do that. She was afraid the more time that passed, the more her fear would grow. “I’m doing this. I want to do it together, but if you don’t want to, I understand.” 
 
    He released her arm and her heart sank in disappointment.  
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” she said. “You’ll wait for me?” 
 
    “No,” he said. She felt like she’d been slapped.  
 
    “Oh, then I’ll try to find you—” 
 
    “No,” he said again. “I meant I won’t wait for you because I’m coming with you.” 
 
    A deep breath, the night seeming to breathe along with her, winds swirling. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes. Let’s make them proud.” 
 
    Sonika stepped forward and hugged him firmly, relishing the feel of his strong arms around her. “We will.” 
 
    Crouching as they ran, they moved silently across the desert, until the shadow of the mine seemed to swallow them whole.  
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    Standing on either side of the mine entrance, they heard muted voices and low laughter. Light flickered from within, fireflies dancing across the shadows. They were as patient as spiders.  
 
    Eventually, there were footsteps, heavy and without caution. It was just another night as a mine master, boring and uneventful. As they’d planned, Sonika took several large steps back and waited. The moment the guard emerged, she cleared her throat loudly enough for him to hear. 
 
    He whipped his head toward the sound, immediately falling into phen ru stance, his fists and feet glittering with weapons. “Sorry I startled you,” she said.  
 
    He peered through the gloom. She took a step forward to make it easier to see her. “You’re a woman?” Though he said it as a question, her voice would’ve given that fact away already. She saw the moment his posture relaxed. He had nothing to fear from a woman, or so he thought.  
 
    “I am a gift from the emperor,” she purred. “He values the work you do here.” 
 
    She hated and relished the way his lips curled up. So predictable. “Come inside.” The moment the words left his lips, he sensed the attack. Sonika didn’t know if he’d heard Gat’s footfalls, or simply felt the displacement of air as he moved across the mine’s entrance, but the guard instinctively ducked just before Gat rammed into him from behind.  
 
    To Sonika’s horror, her brother flipped over the guard’s head, somersaulting and landing hard on his back. She was already moving forward, certain of what was about to transpire, even before the guard slashed one of his bladed fists down toward Gat’s throat.  
 
    She released a war cry as she launched herself into the air, performing a complex phen sur maneuver that was typically an exercise in body control and grace as one spun twice before landing deftly on pointed toes.  
 
    Sonika had modified it. Each day, after she’d finished teaching the art of the womanly dance, she would practice a different version, one meant to defend, to attack, to be a weapon.  
 
    Though still full of grace, her body slashed more than twirled, cutting the air to ribbons, her arms spread to each side and whipping around her core, building momentum. Instead of landing on one foot, she lashed out with her foot, catching the guard in the mouth moments before he would’ve slit Gat’s throat. The impact was doubled by the fact that he was moving in the opposite direction, his own force compounding the strength of the blow. His head snapped back, his feet crumpled beneath him, and he toppled over with a stunned howl.  
 
    Gat was on his feet in an instant, landing a powerful kick to the man’s head. The master tried to protect himself with his fists, but her brother simply changed the trajectory of his kicks, landing blow after blow until the guard went still and silent.  
 
    One down, Sonika thought, feeling half-jittery, half-numb. They moved toward the entrance. The commotion almost certainly would’ve drawn the second guard, and, sure enough, they heard footsteps pounding.  
 
    Only it didn’t sound like one set. More like two. At least. 
 
    The guards emerged at the same time, their heads swiveling around. Moments later, a loud bell started clanging from within. A moment after that, the guards spotted her and Gat, their eyes dancing from one to the other before falling on the unmoving guard behind them on the ground.  
 
    “What in the Void?” one said.  
 
    Sonika charged forward, springing off her hands. Even as she flew backwards, she tracked the guard she was targeting, who raised his bladed fists, preparing for her to launch through the air as any master of phen ru might do.  
 
    But she was no master of the art of the red moon god. No, hers was the art of the sun, and even in the dark of night she knew the goddess would shine upon her. Instead of propelling herself into the air, the second her feet landed she angled them forward, allowing herself to slide, using her arms to cushion her landing. Still, it jolted her body. The man tried to readjust his positioning, but was a half-beat too slow. 
 
    Her heels slammed into his ankles, sliding just over his blades. Like a felled tree, he toppled, landing on her but rolling away as he clutched his shattered legs.  
 
    She rolled back and then launched her feet forward, snapping them like a whip. She landed on her feet, turning to find Gat on top of the other guard, using his powerful knees to hold his hands at bay while he rained punch after punch into his face.  
 
    We can do this, Sonika thought. Three down. Though she’d always held the self-belief necessary to be successful, until this moment she’d always thought of it as a dream more than reality. But now? 
 
    She nodded at Gat and he nodded back. They flew toward the mine entrance, where the bells continued to toll.  
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    Wall torches cast a flickering orange glow across the interior of the cavern. Inside, there was evidence of a game, the board littered with various colored gemstones worth a small fortune. Half-empty tin cups sat nearby, as well as plates of half-eaten food. Several tunnels branched off from the first cave. Three were silent. One contained the distant echoes of shouts, which was a concern, but far enough away to save for later. From the final tunnel burst shouts and more footfalls, loud and frantic. Torchlight preceded the noises.  
 
    “Three more at most,” Sonika reminded Gat. It was as much a reminder to her as him.  
 
    “You take the one that goes left, I’ll handle the other two.” 
 
    She nodded grimly, adrenaline roaring through her veins.  
 
    The masters shot from the tunnel like boulders from a catapult, skidding to a stop when they saw who waited for them. 
 
    “Who are you?” the one in the center said. The leader, presumably.  
 
    Without thinking, the words poured from Sonika’s mouth. “We are the liberators, the bringers of freedom and justice. We are death to our enemies, blades in the emperor’s side.”  
 
    Gat stared at her, his mouth slightly open.  
 
    Sonika ignored him. The man’s eyes narrowed. “Rebels,” he spat. “Wait. A man and a woman. Yes. You fit the description. You’re the missing Vaids, aren’t you? The ones who escaped?” 
 
    The response took Sonika by surprise. She hadn’t considered the fact that masters in the mines would already know about what had transpired in Phanea. No matter. It didn’t change why they were here.  
 
    “Come for vengeance,” she said. Anger pulsed through her. These men were no different than the ones who killed their parents. They deserved what was coming to them.  
 
    The echoes from the other tunnel grew louder.  
 
    Gat exchanged a look with her and she shrugged. All of the guards were already accounted for. Perhaps the slaves had been riled up by the bells? Then again, she’d never known slaves to get excited about anything—their slave marks seemed to prevent that kind of emotion.  
 
    “We have the advantage of numbers,” the leader said. “Submit now, and perhaps the emperor will be merciful.” 
 
    “You had the advantage of numbers,” Sonika said. “Three guards are down. We will make short work of the rest.” 
 
    The man smiled now. “As you wish.” 
 
    Without command, the two men on each flank moved forward, circling wide to the sides, while the leader eased toward them more cautiously. He’s the one to watch, Sonika thought.  
 
    As agreed, she turned to the left to face her foe, a tall, wiry man. He’d hastily donned leather armor, though the straps were loose, untied. It gave him the appearance of an armadillo.  
 
    She tried a different tactic this time: She began to dance. 
 
    She kicked one leg high in the air, swooping to the left as she brought it down gracefully. Her toes were pointed, her arms forming perfect circles, like haloes of sunlight cascading through glass.  
 
    The man stopped, unsure of how to proceed. He’s never fought a woman before, she realized. None of them have. I am an enigma, just like Mother was. 
 
    She spun, whipping her head around ahead of the rest of her body, using her foe to spot, ensuring she wouldn’t grow dizzy. Around and around she went, twice, thrice, four times, five.  
 
    She used her right leg to keep her momentum going, kicking it in and out, in and out. 
 
    Eight spins, nine.  
 
    Ten. 
 
    She saw the moment the man made a decision, growing tired of her games. It was the way he leaned back slightly, seeming to gather his own momentum for a strike the instant she spun away from him.  
 
    Eleven. 
 
    He came— 
 
    But she was already kicking out, striking him in the throat, sending him staggering backward, gagging.  
 
    She pursued the advantage, coming out of her next spin in a full sprint, slightly dizzy but not enough to prevent the arrow-straight charge at her foe. She threw herself into a spear kick, her head, arms and torso the handle, her feet the blade, hitting him full force in the chest. It was another modified maneuver, though, if anything, she felt more graceful doing it this time, rather than less.  
 
    He stumbled backward, colliding with the rock wall, hitting the back of this head. His eyes rolled into his skull and he fell face forward, his jaw ratcheting off of Sonika’s well-placed knee.  
 
    His tongue lolled out as he lay prostrate on the ground.  
 
    Sonika turned to find Gat embroiled in a struggle with the other two. He held one from behind, holding his own blade to the man’s throat, using him as a threat and a shield to the last guard, the leader.  
 
    “It is over,” the leader said snidely.  
 
    Sonika realized then that the sounds from the other tunnel were closer now. Too close for comfort. They didn’t sound like the shouts of excited slaves. They sounded like the rough yells of guards in a frenzy. There were only supposed to be six. 
 
    Realization hit her so hard she took a step away from the tunnel. 
 
    “There’s another entrance.” 
 
    “Reinforcements,” the leader said. “What sort of mine would only have half a dozen masters?” 
 
    Sonika felt like a fool. This was supposed to be her first mission, the continuation of her parents’ rebellion, and she hadn’t even checked the back of the mine for another entrance. She’d let them down, let her brother down, and, worst of all, let all the slaves down.  
 
    Gat said, “Sonika. We have to go. Now!” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” the leader said, stepping between Gat and the entrance, which was now their only way out.  
 
    “Kill him,” Sonika said, anger and frustration coursing through her. 
 
    “What?” her brother said. 
 
    “The guard. Kill him. It’s our only chance.” Even to her own ears, her words sounded cold, without feeling or remorse. 
 
    I don’t care. They killed my parents. They ripped out my heart without thought or feeling…  
 
    “I don’t—I’ve never—” 
 
    She sprang forward and grabbed the man’s hand, raking it across his throat. His eyes shot open, blood spurting. Gat’s mouth was open in horror, and for a moment he held the man up, as if struggling to comprehend what she had just done. But then, slowly, he released him, the body slumping to the floor.  
 
    The leader said, “You will pay for that with your own blood.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Sonika said, grabbing her brother’s arm. 
 
    He flinched, seeming to snap out of his stupor. “Let us pass and we won’t kill you,” Gat said.  
 
    The leader seemed to consider, glancing at the tunnel, which was beginning to lighten as torches approached. Then he stepped aside with a wave of his arm. “We will hunt you to the ends of the Four Kingdoms. No, the ends of the earth.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Sonika growled. They sprinted forward, out into the night.  
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    Her legs were aching, her lungs burning. There was nowhere to hide in the flatlands, save for a handful of rocky outcroppings that were useless to them because their pursuers could see them.  
 
    They’d been running for what felt like half the night, and still their enemies followed. They took turns harrying them, one sprinting forward, closing the distance, forcing them to run faster and tire themselves out. Then he would drop back and allow another to give chase.  
 
    The effect was exhausting, and Sonika didn’t know how much longer she could keep it up.  
 
    Gat said, “There,” the word coming out a gasp. 
 
    Emerging from the shadowy wasteland was a much larger outcropping, one that seemed to continue all the way to something else, a dark emptiness that seemed to…move. 
 
    “What…is…it?” 
 
    “The Burning Sea,” Gat said. “And the Red Spires. We can make it.” 
 
    Renewed energy and hope flowed through her. Yes, we can make it. 
 
    They’d cut the distance in half when disaster struck. Sonika’s foot caught the edge of something hidden in the dark. A half-buried rock or the wind-weathered skull of some long-dead desert animal.  
 
    She fell.  
 
    Training to be a master of phen sur, she knew how to fall, but this was so unexpected she hardly had time to lower her shoulder and extend her hands in the right way. Still, she managed to land at a decent angle, somersaulting and avoiding breaking her wrists. Her foot, however, flopped down awkwardly, her ankle twisting in a way it wasn’t meant to twist.  
 
    Pain flared up her leg and she cried out. Gat skidded to a stop and pivoted back toward her. He grabbed her under the arms, helping her to her feet, but when she took the first step her ankle buckled. He steadied her, but she could see the fear in his eyes. “Can you hang onto my back?” 
 
    “No. Leave me,” she said, a pang of fear snaking through her at her own words. And yet she felt right about this. She’d been the one to drag him into this fool’s errand. “You can get away. Please.” 
 
    “Never,” Gat said. “I will never leave you. Now, can you hang on or must I carry you in my arms? The former will be faster.” 
 
    “I think so,” she said, her vision blurring, both from the pain and her brother’s loyalty. She hazarded a glance behind them. Their pursuers were so close now, the closest they had been, increasing their speed upon seeing their quarry stopped.  
 
    Gat crouched down and Sonika climbed aboard, wrapping her good leg around his torso and her arms across his chest, being careful not to choke him. 
 
    He ran. Despite the fight and the long gallop across the desert and the exhaustion he must have been feeling, he ran. His powerful strides bobbed her up and down, drawing the rocky spires ever closer. The Burning Sea wasn’t so much burning as churning, whitecaps frothing along its night-dark surface.  
 
    Sonika didn’t look back. Didn’t want to look back. I will never look back again, she thought. If we survive this, I will only look to the future. A better future, of my own creation. 
 
    Gat began to grunt with exertion, huffing out heavy breaths. She could feel the sweat soaking through his shirt, feel the pounding of his heart from within his strong chest.  
 
    And then they were there, rounding the first spire and pounding up a low rise leading into a land of boulders. In the daylight, Sonika knew, these rocks would be as red as fire, but in the dark they might’ve been sleeping monsters as dark as the Void. Gat seemed to choose a random path through the boulder field, meandering left and right, always ensuring his pursuer’s view would be blocked by at least one obstruction. 
 
    He was groaning now, and Sonika felt lower to the ground, his form beginning to hunch from her weight. “Gat,” she said. “Please. Just leave me. We can’t both be caught. I can’t let that happen.” 
 
    To her surprise, he stopped, seeming to consider her words. “Slide off,” he said.  
 
    She did, slowly, favoring her uninjured leg.  
 
    “Here,” he said, wrapping her arm around his shoulders.  
 
    “Gat…” 
 
    “You have no say in this, Sonika,” he hissed, silencing her. “I listened to you, now you’ll listen to me.” 
 
    She said nothing, allowing him to help her hobble to an odd formation of rocks. They seemed to huddle together, boulders of various sizes. The shadows were the thickest between them.  
 
    “Crawl in there,” Gat ordered. She obeyed, dragging her injured leg behind her. The space was small and pitch black. And yet… 
 
    “It’s wide enough for both of us,” she whispered excitedly.  
 
    No response.  
 
    “Gat?” 
 
    Wind whistled through the rocklands, taking her voice with it.  
 
    Realizing what Gat had done, she started to crawl out.  
 
    Voices stopped her. Not her brother’s. 
 
    Gat was gone. 
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    Gat Vaid 
 
      
 
    Gat peered at their pursuers from behind a nearby boulder. They had slowed now, and were picking their way through the rocklands, talking in low tones he could just make out.  
 
    “They’re too tired to keep running,” one man said. The leader, the one who had saved his own life in exchange for their escape from the mine.  
 
    “And the girl is injured,” another agreed. 
 
    “Spread out. Search every boulder. Holler if you see one of them and we’ll come running.” 
 
    They did, each man choosing a different spot, using torches to chase away the shadows. There were seven of them. The leader plus six newcomers, from the other side of the mine. At least the other five were hurt badly enough they had to stay back, Gat thought. Or dead. He still couldn’t believe what Sonika had done, drawing the man’s own blade across his throat as easily as a knife through soft butter. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it yet, only that it might’ve saved their lives. At least so far.  
 
    He shook away his thoughts, focusing on the present. No one was headed toward where Sonika was hiding yet, but they would, eventually. He hoped she had enough sense to stay well-hidden. It was a good spot, and a cursory search would reveal nothing. The crawlspace was tight—they might not even think someone could fit through there.  
 
    But there was still a chance they would try.  
 
    I can’t let that happen. I won’t. 
 
    He took a deep breath, and then stepped from the shadows.  
 
    He uttered a curse loud enough the guards would hear, pretending to be surprised upon stumbling into them. 
 
    He turned tail and ran. The sounds of pursuit fell in behind him. Though he was tired, his legs felt light now that he wasn’t carrying his sister on his back. Instead of racing further into the rocklands like they might expect, he circled a large boulder all the way around and shot back toward the sea.  
 
    One man blocked his path. The master opened his mouth to shout for the others, but Gat didn’t stop, lowering his shoulder and barreling into him. The man lashed out with both fists at the same time. One blade whistled past Gat’s ear while the other sliced open his shoulder. He stumbled, but used the guard to keep his balance, driving his knee into his midsection, pushing off of his chest.  
 
    However, the guard managed a final kick, catching Gat in the abdomen with his bladed foot.  
 
    Luckily, Gat was still moving away and the bite was shallow, but he still felt the warmth of blood. He clutched the wound, still running, trying to stem the flow.  
 
    He burst from the rocklands, cutting left toward the ocean. Sunlight was working its way over the horizon, and a fire seemed to burn along the water. It truly is the Burning Sea, he thought.  
 
    He looked back to find all seven men in pursuit, though the seventh—the man who had kicked him—was slower. 
 
    Gat smiled. Sonika was safe. And she was resourceful. Her ankle would heal. She would find food—maybe even a way to cross the border into Calypso, which was exactly where he was headed. To a land of freedom, a land without slavery. Empress Sandes would be his ruler now, and he her loyal subject.  
 
    He would find Sonika and they would have allies. Together, they could carry out their parents’ dream of a rebellion in Phanes. Together, they would change the world for the better.  
 
    The water was so close now he could smell the salty tang of the sea breeze, feel the misty spray on his face as waves crashed against the rocky shoreline. He stumbled down a slight slope, careening toward a low cliff with a large flat rock only partially wet. Carefully, he clambered across the slick surface, using his hands to maintain his balance. Below, the sea was angry, crashing against the cliff.  
 
    Behind him, the men stopped, realizing their prey was either cornered or about to escape their clutches to a more unpredictable danger.  
 
    Gat waved, more to be a bastard than a farewell.  
 
    And then he turned and jumped.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Sonika Vaid 
 
      
 
    Sonika had watched as the searchers spread out, as one of them drew closer and closer to where she was hiding, like she was the flame and he the moth. 
 
    But then there had been a muffled curse and shouts, and the guard had raced off, along with all the others, or so she believed given the number of footfalls slapping against the rocks.  
 
    Oh gods, she had thought. They found Gat. 
 
    Now, however, as she listened to the night, which was swiftly becoming dawn, a realization began to rise to the forefront of her mind with the coming sun.  
 
    He led them away from me. He saved me. First, when he’d carried her this far, and then again when he’d distracted their pursuers away from her.  
 
    She bit her lip, trying to hold back tears. They would catch him, she knew.  
 
    And they would kill him. 
 
    A sound caught her attention, a single rock bouncing and bounding down the slope. She drew her head further inside her hidey hole, trying to determine whether the wind had blown the stone from above or if someone had kicked it. 
 
    She jumped when a voice said, “I know you’re in there.” 
 
    Hands slid into the hole, reaching for her. 
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    Gat Vaid 
 
      
 
    The Phanecian slave masters hadn’t jumped in after him. No, they’d simply watched from the shore as Gat struggled against the powerful currents and rolling waves, before turning their backs.  
 
    They probably think the sea will finish me off, Gat thought. Only it wouldn’t. He’d been pretending to struggle, drifting beneath the water for longer and longer stretches, flailing his arms dramatically.  
 
    Those who lived in the canyon city of Phanea generally couldn’t swim. There was simply nowhere to learn. Gat’s parents, however, had believed it to be an important skill, and had taken he and his sister to the reservoir when they were children, showing them how to move their arms, to kick their legs, to stay afloat.  
 
    Now that the guards were gone, Gat swam with long easy strokes, barely kicking his exhausted legs, letting them rest while his arms did most of the work. Thankfully, the current was with him, though he had to fight the waves for a while. Although he was comfortable in the water, he didn’t enjoy that certain aspects were out of his control. A storm could come upon him, for example, and then his life would be forfeit. Or a predator could arise from the depths and finish him with a single snap of its mighty jaws. 
 
    He tried not to think of these things, however, focusing his energy on each stroke, on each breath, watching as the distant shores grew less and less distant. 
 
    He was far out to sea, but he tracked his progress as the red rocklands of Phanes inched along, eventually giving way to a wide river, which poured into the Burning Sea. The Spear, he thought. The mightiest river in all the Four Kingdoms, or so his father always said. Beyond it was Calypso.  
 
    Once he was well past the point of no return, he angled himself toward shore, letting the waves wash into him from behind, using their momentum to drift landward.  
 
    He tried not to worry about his sister. Instead, he thought of how their reunion would be when he finally found her again. 
 
    The thought buoyed him up, spurring him to kick faster.  
 
    He reached the shoreline, which was less rough than that of Phanes. Just a sandy slope, gradually getting shallower, until his feet touched. The water fell beneath his shoulders, then his hips, and then he was sloshing onto dry land.  
 
    The land of freedom, he thought, with excitement. This is the start of something great. A new life. A chance to make our parents proud. A hope for— 
 
    He froze when he saw the forms rise up from behind the dunes of the Scarra Desert. They wore sand blown leather armor that blended with the terrain so well he had to stare right at them else he’d lose track of their positions. Two of them rode enormous scaled beasts while the other two stood. One of the beasts snapped its jaws.  
 
    Though Gat had never seen one of the fabled monsters, he knew them well enough by description. The guanik, he thought. Which meant these men were the guanero, the elite Calypsian warriors commanded by Empress Sandes herself.  
 
    My new allies, he thought, firming his chin. Striding forward to meet them. 
 
    “I am Gat Vaid,” he said as he approached. They didn’t respond, four sets of eyes staring at him. Their skin was various shades of brown, the antithesis to the powdered white flesh of the Phanecian elite. He moved closer. With each step, Gat realized just how large these men were. They were packed with muscle and bristling with weapons—scimitars and longswords and daggers.  
 
    “I come seeking refuge. My sister and I were—” 
 
    “You are Phanecian,” one of the guanero finally said.  
 
    Gat didn’t think he needed to respond to that. His narrow eyes and strong features certainly gave that much away. “Like I was saying, I am seeking refuge.” 
 
    “The only refuge for our enemies will come in death,” the man said.  
 
    Gat stopped. “Wait, just listen to what I have to—” 
 
    “Death will find you, eventually. But not today. Today you are our prisoner.” 
 
    “What? No, I can prove what I’m—” 
 
    “When Phanecians speak, they lie. Therefore, anything you say is a lie.” 
 
    Gat shook his head. This wasn’t going the way he’d planned at all. “I’m telling you the truth. I will say the same to your empress. I will prove I am an ally, not the en—” 
 
    “Silence! Bind him!” 
 
    One of the guanero dismounted to join the other two on foot, and the three moved toward him.  
 
    Gat’s arms dropped to his sides. He had nothing left, and anyway, he didn’t want to fight these men. They were on the side of freedom for the slaves. They were not his enemy. As they shackled his arms behind his back and his legs together, he asked the man still mounted, “Where are you taking me?” In the back of his mind, there was a ray of hope, a spark of light that told him he would be fine as long as he went to Calypso. There he could convince someone to grant him an audience with the empress. He could pretend to have information that would help them win the civil war. Something. 
 
    But the guanero’s response chased all hope away. 
 
    “You are going to Zune. You will die in the fighting pits.” 
 
    The moment before the dark bag was thrown over his head, Gat thought, Goodbye, Sonika. Make us all proud. 
 
    Blackness surrounded him.  
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    Sonika Vaid 
 
      
 
    She clawed at the hands, tried to grab them and bite them, anything to survive for a breath longer, a moment longer, to make her brother’s sacrifice worth it.  
 
    “Ow!” the voice cried, withdrawing.  
 
    That’s when Sonika realized it was the voice of a woman. Caught in the throes of fear and survival, she’d missed it the first time. Still, it could be a trap. A ruse of some kind.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. 
 
    “Gods. Did you…bite me?” 
 
    “And I’ll bite you again if you don’t answer my question.” 
 
    “I’m trying to help you! I saw those men chasing you. Slavers.” She spit the word out like a vile taste in her mouth. “I saw you hide. I saw your friend lead them away.” 
 
    “You saw my brother?” 
 
    “Is that who he was? Tall, strong. Yes, I saw him.” 
 
    “Is he…alive?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I lost sight of him. But those slavers looked pretty determined.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What do you think I’m doing? Hiding, like you.” 
 
    Sonika tried to think, though it was hard with her ankle continuing to throb. “Why are you hiding?” 
 
    The girl paused for a moment. “Maybe I should show you. You don’t have to come all the way out. Just peek into the light.” 
 
    Sonika considered. It could be a trick, but it didn’t feel like one. Still, as she eased forward, she remained on guard. The moment she emerged into the sunlight, she saw the arm hovering before her.  
 
    The skin held a soft reddish hue. This girl was Teran. 
 
    And the only Terans in Phanes were slaves.  
 
    “See?” the girl said. “I’m not your enemy. And I know anyone running from the slavers is my friend.” She stuck out a hand. “I am Shanti Parthena Laude. And you are?” 
 
    Sonika stared at the hand in disbelief. She’d never spoken to a Teran like this. The only Terans she knew were slaves, their minds twisted by the emperor. And this girl was young, slender but strong-looking. As brash as the day was long. 
 
    She took her hand, squeezing it. “I’m Sonika. Sonika Vaid.” 
 
    The girl nodded. “C’mon, Sonika. I know somewhere safe, where you can rest and we can talk.” 
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    Sonika watched as the girl—Shanti, she remembered—bound her ankle with the flexible roots of a plant known only to grow in the desert. She wondered what her story was, how it was possible for her to be here. Her neck was free of the typical black markings of slaves—the mystical tattoo of a collar and chains. Every Teran over the age of ten in Phanes had the marking. 
 
    But she didn’t. Somehow, she had escaped.  
 
    “Tell me your story,” she said.  
 
    The girl’s eyes darted up, and for a moment they became deep blue pools of sadness, but then she blinked and they seemed sheathed in pearlescent armor. “I lost my family. My father. My sister. Maybe my mother, too. I don’t know. So I left. I ran away.” 
 
    Sonika stared at her, in awe. “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that. Don’t ask me how. I was marked, and now I’m not. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” Sonika said. “Thank you for helping me.” 
 
    A smile ghosted across Shanti’s face but then vanished, just like the sad look in her eyes had. “I have food and water. Not much, but I think it’s enough for both of us for a while. You can stay with me if you want.” There was hope in the suggestion. Hope that she didn’t need to be alone anymore. Sonika felt it as much as she was certain the girl was thinking it.  
 
    She spotted an inkwell, quill, and swatch of parchment. They were in a small cave, well-hidden by the girl, who had created her own makeshift avalanche over the entrance. Sonika had been impressed by how realistic it had looked from the outside. There was a secret way in, however, by clambering up to the top of the fallen rocks and then dropping down through a hole. The landing had aggravated Sonika’s ankle, but at least they were safe. She continued to study the writing materials, an idea forming in her head.  
 
    She wasn’t sure why she thought it, only that their shared losses seemed to magnify in this small space. She felt the urge to do something to commemorate those they’d lost, the beautiful souls they carried with them everywhere they went. She felt the tears forming behind her eyes, but she didn’t want to cry, not anymore. These losses were permanent, just as her tears were permanent, even if they never fell. 
 
    “I stole them from my master before I left,” Shanti explained, noticing where Sonika was looking.  
 
    “Do you have a knife?” 
 
    Shanti raised a coppery eyebrow. She was a beautiful girl, Sonika realized. A little dirty, a little ragged, but even that couldn’t hide the strong beauty she wore like a second skin. “Why?” 
 
    “I want to…” She struggled to explain. “Let me show you. I’ll need the inkwell too.” 
 
    The girl hesitated but then shrugged, pulling a knife from a satchel and sliding the inkwell over. Sonika held the knife firmly, dipping it in the ink, just enough so the tip was coated but not dripping. 
 
    She held the knife up to her cheek. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the girl said quickly. 
 
    “Giving myself a tattoo,” she said, trying to zone in on the right spot, just below her right eye. 
 
    “Let me do it,” Shanti said, reaching for the knife. When Sonika pulled back, she added, “You can’t tattoo your own cheek. You can’t even see where you’re aiming.” 
 
    It was a fair point. Sonika handed her the knife. “A black tear,” she said. “One beneath each eye.” 
 
    Shanti bit her lip. “For your mother?” 
 
    The girl was shrewd for her age, Sonika had to give her that. “And father. One for each person I lost.” 
 
    “Your brother?” 
 
    Sonika ground her teeth together. “No. I don’t know that I’ve lost him. He doesn’t get a tear until it’s certain.” 
 
    Shanti nodded. “Lay back. Hold still.” 
 
    She did, closing her eyes, and then felt the sting of the blade entering her skin. She didn’t cry out, didn’t flinch. Instead she poured every positive memory of her parents into the pain she felt, infusing the black tears with the spirits of those she loved most.  
 
    When Shanti had finished, she leaned back, inspecting her work. “Well?” Sonika said. 
 
    “Tears,” Shanti said. “They look like black tears.” 
 
    Sonika nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Now do me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Two,” Shanti said. “One for my father. One for my sister.” 
 
    Sonika squinted. This girl was so young, and yet she wasn’t naïve. She’d been to the Void and back again, the maturity gained from her experiences making her seem at least five years older, a woman grown. This was her choice. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And your mother?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “She doesn’t get a tear until it’s certain.” Sonika felt a flutter in her chest at hearing her own words echoed back at her.  
 
    As Shanti lay back and Sonika dipped the blade in the ink, this unexpected friendship felt like the start of something important. 
 
    No, she wouldn’t waste the sacrifices of her parents or brother.  
 
    They hadn’t liberated any slaves, but they had struck a blow to the empire. And an injury like that had a way of festering.  
 
    She pressed the blade to Shanti’s cheek. 
 
    Black Tears, she thought. 
 
   
  
 



15: Sir Dietrich 
 
    The Northern Kingdom- Circa 528 
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    Long before he was Sir Dietrich, the swordmarked knight was known as David Dietrich, a career soldier of sixteen, who’d left home at age twelve, four years after his father was murdered publicly on the streets of Gearhärt.  
 
    He was murdered by none other than Wolfric Gäric, the Dread King himself, as punishment for refusing to join the northern army during a time of war. 
 
    Though David had vowed on that day, now eight years past, never to work for the king, he didn’t consider being a soldier a breach of that promise. No, being a soldier was about protecting the innocents of the realm, which included his mother. More personally, it was his own punishment for being so weak all those years ago. 
 
    Before he’d left home, his mother had told him that what had happened to his father wasn’t his fault, her argument founded on the fact that he was only eight years old when the tragedy had occurred. He listened to every word, but dismissed them out of hand.  
 
    Because it was his fault. His age was irrelevant. He was swordmarked, a fact only his father, mother, and he knew. Despite the power coursing through his body, he didn’t so much as lift a finger to help his father. Not when they dragged him through the streets, nor when they tied him to the post. And, finally, not when the king slid a blade through his father’s skin and muscle, piercing his heart.  
 
    Instead, he’d cowered in fear, afraid even to look away.  
 
    Never again, he thought now, watching his captain approach the ragtag group of soldiers keeping warm by the fire. It was bitterly cold, the air itself seeming to have teeth, biting at any scrap of exposed flesh. Then again, it was no different than any other northern winter, and it was said that northerners were born with thicker skin than those living south of the Mournful Mountains.  
 
    We also have thicker clothing, David mused, still watching the captain stride toward them, his head angled down and away from the icy wind, his hands stuffed in his pockets. He wore a dark greatcoat secured with bright silver buttons down the front. A greatcoat such as that was useful for blocking the wind, but too bulky to fight in. His captain’s uniform would be tucked away beneath it, just in case their camp was attacked, an all-too-likely possibility south of the mountains. And under the uniform would be several other layers, the last few of which would rarely be removed, unless one wanted to lose a limb or two to frostbite.  
 
    Captain Stapleton was a roughshod man of thirty-five, an impressive age to reach for a career soldier fighting on the frontlines. His age alone ensured the respect of his men. He had a thick brown beard that crept up his cheeks almost to his eyes, and a mop of brown hair that flopped from under his woolen cap across his forehead. Spider-webbing from his left eye was a white starburst scar—“The mace almost took my eye!” David had heard him say a dozen times to new recruits when asked.  
 
    Then again, there were few in his troop who didn’t have a scar or ten.  
 
    David, even at only sixteen, already had more scars than most. Then again, the men—most of whom were twice his age—gathered around the fire with him all had more scars than most. This was because they were part of an elite group of battle-hardened warriors known as “the Blade” who saw more time in the fiercest battles than any other soldiers.  
 
    David had volunteered for the group within a year of joining the army, when he was only thirteen, a decade younger than their greenest member. 
 
    They’d laughed in his face. 
 
    Three years later, they didn’t laugh anymore. 
 
    They were his brothers. He trusted them with his life. And they trusted him. 
 
    “Men, you have an assignment,” Captain Stapleton said now. At first there had been jokes about David’s age, referring to him as ‘boy’ or ‘lad’, but those had ended years earlier. No one doubted he was a man anymore.  
 
    “Unless it involves the butcher’s daughter and a skin of mead, I’m out,” one man said, grinning like a banshee. He was Torp, a smash-nosed ogre of a man who was as wide as he was tall. He always said he was out, but he always came along anyways, just for the hell of it.  
 
    “I can’t promise anyone’s daughter,” Stapleton said, “but there will be mead for those who return.” 
 
    “In that case,” Torp said. “Push me in the right direction and I’ll bludgeon whatever happens to be in my way.” 
 
    The rest of the fellows laughed. One of the others, Grigor, pulled Torp to his feet, spun him around and shoved him hard toward the fire.  
 
    Torp, more agile than he looked, managed to dance around the hot coals, getting a face full of smoke in the process. He coughed and blustered and spat out a wad of gray phlegm.  
 
    The captain waited patiently, trying to hide his own amusement. He was used to their antics by now, and he wouldn’t reprimand them. The risks these men took afforded them certain…liberties…that the other soldiers didn’t enjoy. Like extra rations of mead and meat.  
 
    For David, it meant being sent into dangerous situations again and again and again. Each time he emerged with new scars, but the pain never managed to erase the scar he’d earned on his heart when his father had died with him looking on.  
 
    “What’s the mission?” he asked, suddenly feeling anxious to get on with it.  
 
    Heads turned his way, but they didn’t linger. The men of this company had learned long ago not to ask why David was so keen to throw himself into the fire.  
 
    The captain said, “Norris. The king wants to push our advantage.” 
 
    David’s teeth ground together. This was different. They’d finally won Raider’s Pass, finally broken through the eastern lines and held the front. But an attack on enemy soil? It was unnecessary, a blatant attempt by the Dread King to show his power.  
 
    He was reaching too far for the apple. If he wasn’t careful, the huntsman’s axe would take his arm.  
 
    Logically, David knew, Norris was the next target if they were going to continue their southward campaign. But the city was well-fortified and those who dwelt there were notoriously tough, especially when defending their domain. 
 
    Hell, anyone who lived on a border these days was as tough as dried yak meat.  
 
    Hence, the mission, David thought. We’ll be slaughtered. 
 
    Something turned inside him, but it wasn’t fear. It was the same strange urge he’d felt since he watched his father die.  
 
    The urge to die too.  
 
    He hated feeling this way. It was why he’d had to leave his mother all alone, why he’d joined the army, why he’d volunteered for the Blade in the first place.  
 
    But he wouldn’t just lay down, no. If he was going to die, someone would need to beat him. That was the only way to prove he wasn’t special, that the mark on his back was nothing but a weird birthmark that happened to only appear when torchlight was shone upon it.  
 
    Not a mark of power. Anything but that.  
 
    David shook his head, dimly aware that a conversation had been carrying on around him while he was lost in his thoughts.  
 
    “…infiltrate the first wall, somehow sneak across the kill zone with just the eight of us, breach the second wall, and take out the lord of the town? Is that what you’re saying?” It was Torp again, his gruff voice accompanied by the tinkling of icicles in his thick beard.  
 
    “You understand your orders exactly,” the captain said, refusing to give an inch. 
 
    Torp laughed. “I see why you came to the Blade. We’re just the men for the job.”  
 
    Yes. Yes, we are, David thought. “For the crown!” he bellowed, raising a gloved fist in the air.  
 
    His comrades echoed the cheer, though he was fairly certain none of them meant it. They didn’t do this for some king halfway across the realm. They fought because it was in their blood, a need that could only be sated by battle and victory.  
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    Under a canopy of clouds in the black of night, Norris might’ve been naught but a hill rising up in the distance, the only evidence of its structure the four tall watchtowers poking up from each corner. A high outer wall connected them.  
 
    If the walls or towers were manned, the watchmen were well-hidden.  
 
    They’d begun their march several hours earlier, sticking to the shadow of the Mournful Mountains. This time of year, the mountains were snow-covered, walls of white that extended as far as the eye could see in either direction. From the base, the carpet of white continued all the way to Norris and beyond.  
 
    They wore armor, but it was painted white, from grieves to chest plates to helmets. Even their boots were painted. The lower portion of each man’s face was covered by a white scarf tied tight. Only their eyes were visible.  
 
    Grigor, who was the Blade’s unofficial leader, dropped onto all fours as they angled away from the slopes. They would crawl the rest of the way, elbows and knees.  
 
    A muffled shuffling sound rose up as the rest of the men followed suit, but the sound didn’t carry—the armor had been padded around the edges.  
 
    Cold snow melted and seeped through the cracks in David’s armor, but it didn’t bother him. Being cold was part of life as a soldier of the north. Heated by his body, the moisture felt more like sweat than anything. 
 
    Thankfully, the snow wasn’t as thick as it could be this deep in the season. They dug through it, plowing with their hands as they inched forward. Elbows and knees, push, push, push… 
 
    Silence ruled the night.  
 
    Torches flickered atop the city walls.  
 
    The clouds broke for a moment and Grigor raised a hand to pause their crawl. A swathe of green moonlight swept over the city of Norris, backlighting several shadowy forms moving across the walls. 
 
    “Flatten,” Grigor hissed, but most of the men, David included, were already burrowed tightly against the snowy landscape, their grim stares meeting. David happened to be facing Torp, and the barrel-built man’s eyes shone with mirth. If he wasn’t a soldier, he’d be locked up as a madman, David thought. Still, he’d take him on his side of a skirmish any day of the year. 
 
    Ice crystals sparkled like crushed emeralds as the moonlight passed overhead.  
 
    The city remained silent. Their camouflage had passed the test.  
 
    Thick clouds pregnant with unfallen snow blotted out the light once more.  
 
    They crawled onward. 
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    The king is no fool, David thought, his back pressed against Norris’s outer wall. If they’d marched a full force on the city, the fortifications would’ve ensured hundreds would die before they ever got close enough to breach the first wall.  
 
    A small specialized company, however, like the Blade, allowed the element of surprise. Still, they would be outnumbered a hundred to one if they were discovered. Stealth was the key to this mission, not strength.  
 
    Grigor moved from man to man, whispering his orders directly into their ears. They’d already hashed out the basics of the plan, but they all knew plans could change based on circumstances. “East corner.” Grigor’s breath was warm against David’s ear. He nodded. For now, the plan was unchanged.  
 
    Like a wraith, he moved noiselessly, staying close to the wall. He wasn’t concerned about being seen—the watchmen would be focused outward. Other men moved in different directions, some in front, some behind. One man for each tower; one man for each wall. Almost like the spokes inside a cart wheel. If a man was caught alone, he could pretend to be a solo operation, giving the others the opportunity to escape, or even to continue the mission.  
 
    The east tower rose above him like a black cliff. 
 
    David’s heart beat faster, but not out of fear. It was anticipation. Of battle, of the swordmark flaring on his back, of the possibility of death, the only punishment left for him. 
 
    He began to climb. 
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    The soles of his boots were studded with metal spikes, and each hand gripped razor-sharp knives used by woodsmen for cutting bone and tendon. He took turns with the knives, jamming them between the edges of the log wall, digging his toes in with each step upward.  
 
    He was a good climber, probably the third best in the company, which was why he was scaling one of the towers.  
 
    Halfway up, he paused to get his bearings, glancing left and right. Torp, one of the weaker climbers, was perhaps a quarter of the way to the top of the northeastern wall. David couldn’t quite make out the progress of the form on the opposite side.  
 
    Below, the land was so dark it might’ve been the black waters of an ancient ocean. 
 
    Above, he saw the faint outline of pale fingers resting over the edge of the watchtower. At worst, the watchman would have a bow strapped to his back and a sword within arm’s reach. At best, he wouldn’t have a weapon close enough to grab. After all, even in times of war a hundred uneventful nights might pass without a single battle.  
 
    David resumed his climb, until he began to worry the watchman would be able to hear his breathing or the sound of his knives against the wood. With the patience of a spider, he waited for the situation to change. 
 
    He was so close now he could see the dirt under the man’s fingernails.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity, his legs began to tire, and he could feel the spikes losing their purchase on the wood, scraping downward. His arms were strong, but no one could hang forever. Soon they began to tremble. He would need to readjust his position soon.  
 
    But those pale fingers remained overhead, occasionally drumming the wood. A deep yawn murmured through the night. One of the hands lifted into the air, presumably to cover the offending mouth. The other hand rose as well, stretching to the sky.  
 
    David Dietrich made his move.  
 
    If he’d been asked to explain how his swordmark worked, David wouldn’t have been able to. It was like he’d stolen someone else’s body the moment he drew his sword—someone stronger, faster, more expert—and this time was no different.  
 
    The sword slid smoothly from his scabbard as he abandoned one of the climbing knives, which continued to protrude from the wall.  
 
    He dug his spiked boots into the wood and leapt, swinging his non-sword hand overhead, stabbing the other climbing knife into the highest slot he could reach, pulling upward with all his might, the knife bending under his weight.  
 
    The metal might’ve broken if he’d continued dangling from it, but he was already gone, springing upward where the watchman had heard the commotion. The man leaned over, his eyes widening, displaying broad black pupils used to long hours staring into abject darkness.  
 
    David hated how easy it was for him to separate the man’s throat.  
 
    Choking on his own blood, the man barely made a sound as David caught him with his offhand and gently laid him onto the top of the tower, which was surrounded by wooden ramparts.  
 
    Glancing around the small square space, David felt sick. There were no weapons save for a rack containing several bows and a barrel full of fletched arrows. The man never had a chance. 
 
    David wondered whether he had a family. He wondered whether he was a good man.  
 
    Both questions he would never get to ask him.  
 
    Why did I kill him? Because the king ordered me to? No, he couldn’t even use that excuse. The king had only ordered the Blade to kill the lord of the city, not to kill any of the soldiers. Though it was probably implied.  
 
    He would’ve killed me if I didn’t kill him. That excuse was just as flimsy. With his swordmark, he could best any man one-on-one a hundred times out of a hundred. A thousand out of a thousand. 
 
    I should’ve knocked him out.  
 
    But then he might’ve awoken before we completed the mission. I would’ve been risking the lives of my friends, my brothers. 
 
    David hated this. This doubt. This kind of killing. It was different when your lands were being attacked. Killing was survival. Killing was the only choice. But now they were the ones attacking. Threatening. They were the invaders. 
 
    He took a deep breath. Now wasn’t the time, not when the rest of his company had presumably secured their own positions. If not, the city’s warning bells would’ve already been sounded.  
 
    Which likely meant that eight easterners, including the man sprawled before him in a pool of his own blood, were dead.  
 
    He released his breath, watching the hot air mist outward, form ghostlike fingers, and then disappear. 
 
    He slid his thumb along the hilt of his sword, which felt more like a natural extension of his hand than a weapon.  
 
    He bent down and opened the hatch to the tower’s ladder, trying not to notice the way the blood dripped from cracks and crevices in the wood.  
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    The space between the inner and outer wall was known as the kill zone, and David had heard countless stories of battles lost in the very space he was now sprinting across, as easily as an antelope bounding through a spring meadow.  
 
    Had they breached the outer wall with an army, arrows would now be falling like rain, waterfalls of boiling water and tar tumbling over the ramparts, and legions of defenders charging through the secondary gates.  
 
    Instead, his approach was unfettered, unnoticed, the second wall looming ahead, not as tall as the first, its surface pocked with scars telling the story of countless battles. Battles which the wall had won, its foes laid low in the mud and snow.  
 
    Not tonight. Tonight, the Blade would cut deep into the heart of its city, a swift unassailable blow. 
 
    Reaching the second wall, David drew another climbing knife but didn’t sheath his sword. Instead, he climbed with one arm and both legs, while continuing to grip his blade. He made short work of the wall, peering over the edge.  
 
    No movement.  
 
    Wait.  
 
    There! 
 
    A dark form breached the wall. Then another, and another, and another still. 
 
    All around the wall, the members of the Blade slipped over, unmolested.  
 
    Unseen. 
 
    Wraiths, all of us, David thought. The undead. 
 
    He hauled himself over the edge, crouch-walked across the wall, and slung his legs over the opposite side. Finding a ladder would take too long. Now that they had breached the city’s two main defenses, time was of the essence. The sooner they got in and out, the better.  
 
    He half-slid, half-climbed down the wall, landing softly in a snowdrift. The snow inside the city had been shoveled, pushed against the sides of the wall in large, sloped hills, leaving the inner village with only a dusting of white, like powdered sugar on a cake.  
 
    Something struck David as strange: Why were there no guards atop the second wall? 
 
    As he stared at the rows of structures laid out neat and orderly beyond the main courtyard, he puzzled over this question. Obviously if an enemy army was attacking, both walls would be full of archers, but he supposed it made sense that at night the focus would be on detecting their foes. If the enemy was spotted, the alarm would sound and hundreds of men would climb onto the walls in a matter of seconds.  
 
    Too easy, David thought, the words bothering him. Nothing in his life had been easy so far. Why should anything be different tonight? 
 
    Further along the wall, Grigor raised a hand. Each member mirrored the signal. 
 
    As one, they crept forward, weapons at the ready. 
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    The structures were small, but sturdy, their walls constructed of thick timber, the cracks filled with mortar. Solid oak doors barred each from entry. Wisps of smoke arose from dozens of chimneys, the promise of warmth in a land where winter days were cold and nights frigid.  
 
    Given the cloudy night and numerous structures, shadows were plentiful, which allowed the Blade to dart from dark space to dark space, unseen. Twice Torp stubbed his toe on the edge of a building or a rock and cursed, but the wind carried his voice away before it could reach any slumbering ear.  
 
    The only problem: All of the buildings looked the same. Finding Lord Norris wouldn’t be easy in a city like this.  
 
    Grigor stopped. “Any ideas?” he asked in a hushed tone.  
 
    “Knock on a door and ask for directions?” Torp suggested. 
 
    “Any ideas from someone other than Torp?” Grigor asked. 
 
    “Bastard.” 
 
    “Can I help that my father kept a mistress?” 
 
    That shut Torp up. A clever quip usually did. David said, “Even on a quiet night like this, he will have guards. The lord of a castle is always at risk of mutiny, especially in winter.” 
 
    Torp said, “This is no castle,” but Grigor was already nodding.  
 
    “We’ll split into two parties of four, search block by block. Whoever finds the lord is the winner. Meet back here before the green moon reaches its peak.” 
 
    David thanked the frozen gods of the north when he wasn’t matched with Torp. The man was worse than an ice bear blundering through a snowstorm. His foursome was comprised of Chaunce, a mischievous man who liked to keep track of the various ways he’d killed a man, Boor, a quiet type who did as he was told, and Mick, whose lips were nearly always pulled back into a jackal’s smile, especially in the midst of a battle.  
 
    The first block was uneventful and thick with shadows. No one spoke as they filed in a single line, David at their head. Though he was the youngest, they’d seen what he could do in battle.  
 
    The second block was much the same.  
 
    And the third.  
 
    David began to doubt himself. Perhaps he was wrong. Maybe the lords of the east were so unpretentious that they lived amongst their people, unprotected, without fear of mutiny or uprising.  
 
    Perhaps the lords of the east were loved. 
 
    He peered around the corner to the fourth block, and his breath caught in his chest, a cold, icy stab.  
 
    Three guards stood outside one of the structures, breathing into their gloved hands and stamping their feet to keep warm.  
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    “They each have a sword,” Chaunce said. And then: “I’ve never killed a man with his own sword before.” 
 
    “And you’re not going to now,” David said.  
 
    Chaunce grinned like he’d been joking, though it was clear he was not.  
 
    The guards were four houses down. One was smoking. One was talking nonstop. The third kept laughing and slapping his knees.  
 
    Smiling from ear to ear, Mick said, “I see blades strapped to their boots too. Watch out for those.” 
 
    “We’re not taking them out,” Boor said. David liked the man because he knew how to listen, which meant he understood most things before they were said aloud.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Chaunce said. “We’re the winners. To the victors, the spoils.” 
 
    “Lord Norris is the spoils,” David said. “Not his guards. We kill him and leave the rest unless absolutely necessary.” The thought of the eight men they’d already killed spread like a pool of blood in his mind. 
 
    “No one will even know we—” 
 
    “Lord Norris,” David said again. 
 
    Chaunce chewed his lip. Mick smiled. Boor nodded.  
 
    “Let’s go.” David pointed up. 
 
    No one grumbled, each man beginning to climb once more. Just another reason David was glad to be rid of Torp, who believed complaining was a lost art form.  
 
    The roofs were gabled, allowing the heavy snow to be pushed off before it could crush the structures below. Beneath the snow was a thin layer of ice. David scrabbled for purchase, eventually pressing his knife through the ice and into the wood.  
 
    “Killing the guards would be easier,” Chaunce pointed out, breathing heavily. Hanging with one arm, he fingered a half-dozen small knives strapped to his belt. They were meant for throwing, and David had seen the man hit enemies with pinpoint accuracy many times. Even from this strange angle, he was certain Chaunce could kill at least two of the three guards. 
 
    The third, however, would raise the alarm.  
 
    “We climb.” 
 
    So they did, cautiously making their way over the apex of the structure, and then sliding slowly down the other side. Each house shared a wall, so it was as easy as climbing again. Climb. Slide. Climb. Slide. 
 
    When they reached the target structure, they stopped.  
 
    David pointed to his ear before any of them could say anything. Wind whistled between the buildings. Somewhere, a dog barked. There were no other sounds. No voices.  
 
    David crept forward until he could peek one eye over the edge of the roof.  
 
    Shite, he thought.  
 
    The guards were gone. 
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    “Maybe they got cold,” Chaunce said. “My man parts are frozen solid.” 
 
    David considered the possibility the guards had simply gone inside to warm up. Something about it didn’t feel right. Maybe they didn’t do things the same in the east as they did in the north, but he didn’t believe men would up and abandon their posts.  
 
    “They haven’t raised the alarm,” David said. 
 
    Mick nodded, his grin more of a sneer now. “We go in quick and professional. No one will be the wiser until morning light.” 
 
    David couldn’t argue with that. Boor remained silent, waiting for someone else to decide.  
 
    Something didn’t feel right, but David couldn’t pinpoint what. 
 
    “We’ll go through the back window,” he said.  
 
    Climbing down to the window was more difficult than climbing up, but eventually they managed to lower themselves far enough to look through the frosted windowpane. Dark curtains blocked further sight.  
 
    Chaunce made a motion like he would smash through the glass, but David shook his head. He reached over and dug his fingernails beneath the window frame. Slowly, he pried it open. It was unlatched. Wind bullied its way through the opening, the curtains fluttering.  
 
    In a single motion, David swung through the window, less concerned about making a little noise now, more concerned with speed.  
 
    The room was dark, but enough light spilled through the window that he could see the bed, chair, and table. No one sprang from the bed, a scream on their lips. No guards burst through the door, weapons flashing. No one moved, except for David’s comrades, who pushed in behind him.  
 
    David pressed a finger to his lips and pointed at the bed, where a long lump bulged beneath the bedcovers.  
 
    Too easy, David thought again, his heart fluttering wildly in his chest. 
 
    He approached silently, dimly aware of the snow tumbling from his boots, leaving a wet trail behind him. He raised his sword, wondering whether Lord Norris was a good or bad man. 
 
    In this moment, he wondered if it even mattered anymore. Was there such a thing as good and bad in war?  
 
    He brought the sword down with the muffled whump! stabbing right through the covers, judging where the man’s chest would be. 
 
    David had killed many men in his short sixteen years of life, and he knew when he’d been duped.  
 
    He threw back the covers to find three pillows laid in a row, the one in the middle a mess of feathers and slashed fabric.  
 
    That’s when the bells began to peal. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Footsteps thundered down below. Cries joined the howling wind. The sharp exclamation points of metal meeting metal clangored from the streets.  
 
    “We’ve got to move!” Chaunce said. Though there was fear in his voice, there was excitement too. He was a man who loved battle more than anything.  
 
    The footsteps drew nearer, pounding up the steps, which presumably led to a hall which led to the closed doorway to the very room they were in.  
 
    David’s mind ticked over the situation. Chaunce was already at the open window, the curtains swirling around him. He looked back expectantly. Mick was close at his heels. Boor was staring at David.  
 
    David said, “Our cover is blown. We are outnumbered. The hallway and staircase will even the odds.” 
 
    Boor nodded, drawing his sword, a gesture that said what his lips did not. I’m with you. 
 
    Foosteps. Louder. Harder. More frantic. 
 
    Chaunce narrowed his eyes, a gleam filling them. David could almost see the man picturing all the different ways he’d get to kill on this night. Mick’s grin was broad and toothy.  
 
    The enemy was so close now David could feel the floorboards vibrating beneath his feet. 
 
    He turned and opened the door, his swordmark burning in the center of his back. 
 
    The man hadn’t expected the door to open, his face awash with surprise as he tried to stop, his weapon—a large hammer—still swinging at his side. David used his momentum against him, stabbing his sword out like a spear. The man ran into the tip, his breath rushing out as the blade entered his gut. David wrenched the sword back, simultaneously kicking his foe back, where he crashed into the next man.  
 
    They sprawled to the floor, their arms and legs akimbo.  
 
    The third man was just behind them, as was the fourth, leaping over their fallen comrades, unleashing a pair of war cries so loud in the small space they were almost like weapons.  
 
    David had heard a lot of war cries over the last three years. None had changed the result.  
 
    He blocked the first slash on the broad side of his sword, pirouetting around him to meet the next foe with a kick to the groin. The man bent over in pain and David found a weak spot in his armor and ended him. Behind him he heard the sounds of a struggle, but didn’t turn. He trusted the other three to handle one man with ease.  
 
    Instead, he focused on the next two enemies, galloping from the staircase and onto the landing. They stopped, taking in their fallen allies with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “You’re trapped,” one of them said.  
 
    “So are you,” David said, and then he attacked. 
 
    He feinted left, launching a kick that crunched against the man’s knee, his leg buckling from the impact. His sword was moving the entire time, faster than should be possible for even the most expert of swordsmen.  
 
    His swordmark was fire, the tempest raging through his blood, his bones, his muscles. 
 
    The second enemy’s head bounced down the steps, glancing off the legs of other foes.  
 
    This was survival. Best me and I will die gladly, David thought, grabbing the man whose knee he’d shattered, hauling him to his feet.  
 
    I will go to meet my father. I will go to face him, an apology on my lips.  
 
    The man screamed in pain. David launched him down the staircase, his armor clattering against the other men, knocking them back. Perhaps half a dozen landed in a heap, while dozens more pushed in around them.  
 
    The tight space truly was evening the odds. 
 
    “Save some for me, will ya?” Chaunce said, sidling up beside him. Just as two of the men were trying to regain their feet, Chaunce flicked each of his wrists in short succession. The men fell back, a knife in their foreheads. “Never done two at once like that,” Chaunce said. “Next I’ll have to try three.” 
 
    “You can have three hundred if it gets us out of here,” David said, starting down the steps.  
 
    They moved slowly, one step at a time, killing as they went. They took turns at the front, so the others could catch their breaths. In the throes of his swordmark’s power, David didn’t really need to rest, but the other members of the Blade insisted.  
 
    Eventually, they won the staircase and moved into a larger room, full of enemies standing their ground, waiting patiently. A door stood open behind them. They are getting smarter, David thought.  
 
    “Everyone okay?” David asked the others. Blood sheeted down Chaunce’s face. Boor was favoring his left arm. Mick’s smile had faded slightly and he seemed to be clutching his side.  
 
    David, as usual, was unscathed.  
 
    Chaunce said, “Flesh wounds, all of them. Am I right?” The others nodded, though it didn’t mean much. The saying was one coined by the Blade long before David’s time. It meant they would fight to the last breath, even if they were dying. 
 
    The dozen or so men standing before them advanced, spreading out.  
 
    Smarter, David thought again. Do what they least expect. 
 
    He moved like crashing lightning, leaping into their midst, so he was fully surrounded. His sword was a refracted blade of light, whistling in an arc as he spun.  
 
    Everyone froze. Crimson smiles appeared on pale throats.  
 
    Men fell, one by one, like dominoes.  
 
    I am death incarnate. I have killed many. I have saved many. But I could not save my father. 
 
    David shook his head. No, that wasn’t right. I would not save him. 
 
    “If you didn’t scare me so much,” Chaunce said, “I’d reprimand you for stealing all my kills again.” 
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    The streets were chaos. Men charged from every direction, most toward them but some in another direction. Presumably toward where the other four members of the Blade were, fighting for their lives.  
 
    “Follow them!” David cried, suddenly anxious to be reunited with the rest of his company. Maybe the eight of them together could cut a path through the throng and escape. It was a longshot, but it was all they had.  
 
    ‘Following them’ was more difficult than wading through quicksand. Enemies barred every passage. Hundreds stacked to the side and behind and in front and around.  
 
    Blood dripped from David’s chin, elbows, and sword, none of it his. His blade never stopped moving, slashing, hacking, cutting, stabbing. Ending. Always ending.  
 
    Mick went down first, still smiling even as the final blade entered his heart, his expression frozen forevermore in that final look of glee.  
 
    Chaunce, who had long ago run out of knives, was next. He shouted something as he died, but whatever he said was lost in a gurgle.  
 
    Boor hung on for a long time, the quiet man a force to be reckoned with, his blows swift and decisive. But even he could not survive this disastrous night.  
 
    David was alone, surrounded by enemies. His entire body shook with sadness at those he’d lost, with anger at the Dread King for sending them to this hell-frozen place, for killing his father… 
 
    The anger fueled him, becoming a mark of power of its own, until he was nothing but white-hot rage, a force of nature. 
 
    He didn’t know how many he’d killed, their cries of death melting together into a single stream of anguish.  
 
    A light in the dark.  
 
    “Grigor!” David cried. “Grigor!” 
 
    Seeing the man alone, pushed back against the wall as he tried to fight for enough space to begin his climb, gave David a new sense of purpose.  
 
    Grigor’s head darted to meet his eyes.  
 
    Oh no, David thought, realizing his error too late.  
 
    The distraction, though brief, was enough to seal the man’s fate. A blade snuck between his defenses. As he stared at David, his eyes widened. A sad smile creased his lips.  
 
    He fell.  
 
    David closed his eyes, dropped to his knees, his sword tumbling from his fingertips. “I surrender,” he said. “Kill me.” 
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    He was chained to a metal horse in the center of the town’s yard. His eyes were closed. His ears barely heard the murmurings around him. Kill the bastard. Execute him. Death death death! 
 
    He’d failed his brothers. Just like he’d failed his father. This time at least he had tried, but it wasn’t enough. Was never enough.  
 
    More than ever before, David Dietrich truly wanted to die.  
 
    “Look at me,” a new voice said, different than the others. More full of command, demanding obedience. It reminded him of Captain Stapleton, but harsher. 
 
    David opened his eyes to find a man. Tall, broad-shouldered, his face wearing a well-trimmed blond beard. He knew this man was Lord Norris based on the description they’d been given before leaving on this mission. 
 
    “You came to kill me,” the man said. There was no anger in his tone, just certainty. It wasn’t a question so David didn’t answer.  
 
    “My men are calling for your head. They say you’re an angel of death, that you killed hundreds.” 
 
    Hundreds? It might have been thousands—David didn’t keep track.  
 
    “Nothing to say? No plea for your life? No trade for information?” 
 
    David licked his chapped, blood-crusted lips. Said, “I am sorry for coming here. I am sorry for those I killed.” 
 
    Lord Norris cocked his head to the side. “Sorry? Sorry will not raise my men from the dead. This is war. Men will die. Victories and defeats will start to seem similar. Border towns like Norris will cease to exist.” 
 
    “Kill me,” David said. “I welcome death.” 
 
    “You will get your wish,” Lord Norris said, thoughtfully. “But not until you have suffered. Not until you have felt the same pain you’ve inflicted on so many tonight. I do not want information. Only for you to hurt.” 
 
    He plucked a small blade from his belt, turning it to catch the moonlight on its edge. “I see you do not fear me. You will.” 
 
    He stepped forward and began to cut.  
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    Pain was a part of him, living inside him like a Calypsian fire-breathing dragon. 
 
    He felt light-headed with loss of blood, his legs unable to support his own weight. After the lord had worked for a few hours, he’d decided to take a break, so David could “heal.” Evidently he wanted the torture to last for several days.  
 
    David was alone, lying in the snow. Behind his eyelids, he could sense daylight. The last day he would ever see? 
 
    Footsteps crunched in the brittle snow.  
 
    “I’m supposed to give you water,” a new voice said. “To keep you alive.” 
 
    David said nothing. He didn’t want water. He didn’t want life. 
 
    Liquid splashed onto his head, cascading down his cheeks and dripping from his chin. The water the man had promised. It began to freeze on his skin.  
 
    Steel slid from a scabbard. This is it, David thought. This man is going to defy his master’s orders and kill me. 
 
    “I watched you kill my brother,” the man continued. “My cousin too. This is a small city. Lots of relations here.” 
 
    David tried to speak, to tell this man he was so sorry, but something stopped him. The meaninglessness of those empty words, perhaps. His lips closed. 
 
    “Nothing to say still?” The anger was there. Determination too. No words would stay this man’s hand.  
 
    A final memory bubbled to the top of David’s mind, like a dead fish in a pond. 
 
    King Wolfric Gäric sliding that blade into his father’s chest.  
 
    This had all started because of a monster, and now he was a monster too. Worse, he’d followed the monster king’s orders blindly. This mission had nothing to do with the north. Inflating a cruel king’s ego had been the only purpose. I’m a fool.  
 
    Once again, David knew he’d wasted his swordmark. Yes, he’d defended the north from its enemies without their borders. But a greater enemy remained within, spreading like a disease. The Dread King needs to die. 
 
    The thought burst through his mind like sunlight through thick cloud cover.  
 
    It was a second chance.  
 
    It was a true purpose. 
 
    It was revenge, yes, but it was more than that too. It was hope for a better future for the kingdom he still loved, even after everything.  
 
    A hand grabbed him by the collar, lifting him up. When David opened his eyes, a sad, tear-filled stare met his. “This is for my family,” the man said.  
 
    He’d made a mistake. 
 
    David’s hand was already clasped around his, peeling his fingers away from the sword hilt.  
 
    His swordmark flared with restless energy. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    David hadn’t killed the man. Never did he want to kill like that again, and certainly not in the name of a tyrant. The man would wake up a little groggy with a bump on his head. He’d be punished for allowing the prisoner to escape, but then he’d continue being a soldier.  
 
    Life, for him, would go on. 
 
    For David, too.  
 
    He hadn’t returned to camp, though he would need to eventually. He would need to tell the story of the Blade, of their final battle. They needed to be remembered for years to come.  
 
    For now, however, he had other work to do.  
 
    The fire crackled happily, dining on a sup of dry leaves and pine nettles he’d found out of the wind and snow. David had constructed a long torch, painting the business end with the flammable sap of the green fir tree. He stuck the branch into the fire, watching as it burst into flame.  
 
    He was naked from the waist up, his skin bloodstained.  
 
    He didn’t need a looking glass to know exactly where his swordmark was located. 
 
    Reaching over his shoulder, he extended the fiery end of the torch toward his flesh.  
 
    The pain was immense, but he refused to release the torch as the flames burrowed into his skin, hungry, ravenous.  
 
    He didn’t release the torch until he passed out.  
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    The voice seemed to emerge from a long tunnel, echoing to his ears.  
 
    “Thank the frozen gods of the north you’re alive,” it said.  
 
    Familiar. Friendly. Captain Stapleton.  
 
    I’m not dead, David thought. He was surprised at the relief he felt, even as the events of the last few days rushed through his mind like a chill winter wind. Still, the relief was truth. He didn’t want to die. Not anymore. Not until the Dread King was dead anyway. 
 
    His eyes fluttered open.  
 
    Captain Stapleton draped a warm blanket over him, though he wasn’t cold. His small fire continued to smolder nearby, providing heat. “What happened?” the captain asked.  
 
    “We failed,” David said. “All dead. Except me.” 
 
    The captain’s stare darkened. “I feared as much. The scouts returned with news of a battle. That’s all they knew.” 
 
    “You came looking for me?” 
 
    “For all of you, yes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The captain nodded, seeming to hesitate before speaking again. “They…hurt you? Tortured you?” 
 
    David nodded slowly.  
 
    “Burned you?” 
 
    David didn’t look away from the captain. Something told him the captain knew the truth, or at least a portion of it. “Yes. They burned me.” 
 
    Something silent passed between them. “That is what I will tell the others.” 
 
    “I need…time,” David said.  
 
    Captain Stapleton took a deep breath. “I understand. As far as I’m concerned, you died with the others. If you ever return, however, I would be honored to have you by my side.” 
 
    A swell of emotion welled up inside David. This man wasn’t just his captain. “You are a true friend. I am forever in your debt.” 
 
    “You can have what little food and water I have with me. This blanket too. Stay safe, son. May we meet again in a better world.” 
 
    They clasped hands and then the captain departed, his footsteps fading away.  
 
    David groaned as his back began to burn anew. He threw off the blanket and rolled over into the snow.  
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    Several months later 
 
      
 
    He’d come up with the plan almost by chance. After traveling back through Raider’s Pass, making excuses at the border about war injuries and Captain Stapleton’s orders that he rest and recover before returning to the front lines, David had gone back to Gearhärt. He’d watched his mother for a long time, making sure she was well. He didn’t reveal himself to her, fearing he would never leave her side again. 
 
    That’s when he’d seen the poster. It was about a tournament, the first of many across the realm. As a boy, he remembered cheering on the knights as they did battle for glory and wealth beyond measure. Now, however, it was a particular prize that interested him.  
 
    At the end of the season, the dueling champion of the grand tourney in Castle Hill would receive knighthood. David Dietrich knew that knighthood could only be granted by the king himself.  
 
    That same day he entered his first tourney, in the soldier’s division.  
 
    Though he made it look hard, he easily won the dueling competition.  
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    More months later 
 
      
 
    Behind David, Castle Hill rose like a white beacon.  
 
    It should be painted black, David thought. As soon as the Dread King is dead, I shall buy a paintbrush.  
 
    It was the final day of the grand tourney, on which the dueling champion would be determined. As the months had passed and he’d won each tourney across the realm, he’d grown more and more anxious for this day. Now that it was here, however, he felt doubt begin to creep in. Not in himself, or his dueling ability—his swordmark would all but ensure he emerged victorious—but in his plan. Killing the king with his own sword just as he knighted him? It was almost too dramatic to be plausible, like something that might happen in a play.  
 
    Stop thinking too much, David thought, snapping his thoughts back to the crowd’s cheers, to his opponent, a career knight who’d won the duel numerous times over the last decade. Sir Jonius. This same man was there when David’s father had been killed. The killing stroke wasn’t his, but he’d done nothing to stop it.  
 
    Then again, neither did I, David thought, remembering his own failures. 
 
    Jonius spun his blade expertly, like a professional dancer performing the northern jaunt.  
 
    David waited, his own sword raised. Though he’d burned his swordmark many months earlier so none, including himself, would ever be able to see it again, it continued to thrum whenever he held a blade. Hidden but not dead. Never dead.  
 
    The announcement of the finalists was made, the crowd cheered louder, and the duelists circled each other. Unlike many of the other men David had faced thus far, Jonius was more cautious, using nimble footwork and deft sword movements to parry each strike.  
 
    David had not given himself over fully to his swordmark in any tournament. He still had a secret to keep.  
 
    Now, however, he let it flare a little more, unleashing a barrage of slashes, stabs, and hammer blows. Jonius danced back, blocking each, darting randomly to either side to escape before he could be trapped against the boundary.  
 
    David could see his goal in front of him, so close now he could taste it. He rushed forward again and again, an assault without end, until the knight stumbled, regaining his feet at the expense of his sword arm, which was now hopelessly out of position.  
 
    With a precise twirl of his sword, David disarmed his opponent and placed the tip of his blade against Jonius’s neck. Do you submit? the gesture said.  
 
    “I submit,” Jonius said, loud enough for the tourney official to hear. “Well fought. Where did you learn your sword work? It is impeccable.” 
 
    David had nothing to say to this man. Instead, he turned. Not once had he allowed his gaze to travel to where his enemy sat, watching the tournament from a place of honor.  
 
    Now, however, he did, his eyes resting on the king as he stood, his clap slow and methodical. His eyes were as dark as shadows, his grin as cruel as knives. “A brilliant end to a brilliant duel,” he said, the crowd hushing as he spoke. “And to the victor, a reward. Come forward.” 
 
    David’s eyes roamed across the rest of the royal family. The queen, who was previously a princess of the west, Sabria Loren Gäric. Her golden beauty was like the antidote to her husband’s dark poison. Beside her was the eldest child, Annise, a girl of only fourteen but as broad-shouldered as a man, her features all Gäric and none Loren. The second child, Archer, a twelve-year-old with the confidence of a man twice his age. He was the only one wearing a true smile, grinning from ear to ear.  
 
    As David’s eyes returned to the king, he wondered whether any of them knew what a monster Wolfric was.  
 
    He started forward, his fingers tightening on his sword’s hilt.  
 
    He stopped. Wait. In the moment, he’d almost forgotten himself, had almost made a grave mistake. 
 
    One by one, he opened his fingers, letting his blade escape his grasp.  
 
    None could approach the king with a weapon, especially not a champion duelist.  
 
    The king, surrounded by guardsmen, descended the steps to the tournament field. He was so close now. So temptingly close.  
 
    “Kneel,” he said. The Dread King himself. So close. 
 
    David kneeled, his eyes lowered to the king’s black boots. His mind focused on the sword sheathed in the king’s scabbard. The sword that he now drew. It was a ceremonial sword, thin and weak, but sharp enough to kill in a pinch.  
 
    “State your name,” Wolfric said.  
 
    “David Dietrich,” he said, glancing up for any flicker of recognition.  
 
    The king didn’t blink. How many men had he killed in cold blood that he’d forgotten their names? Not as many as me, David thought.  
 
    The king said, “David Dietrich, by the authority afforded me by the frozen gods of the north, I hereby grant you the title Sir Dietrich”—he tapped one shoulder with the broad side of the sword—“knight of the realm.” He began to tap the other shoulder and David thought, This is it, this is it, this is— 
 
    His swordmark went as cold as ice, something it had never done before.  
 
    And then the moment was gone, the king pulling back, his guards folding around him like a collapsible awning.  
 
    No! Sir Dietrich wanted to scream. He’d missed his one opportunity, the only one he would ever get. Yet again, he’d failed.  
 
    Before the thought could consume him, however, another idea appeared, unbidden. I have gained power and authority. If I had killed the king, they would’ve killed me on the spot. I would’ve ridded the world of a bad man, but that didn’t mean a new bad man wouldn’t take his place. I can do more. 
 
    “I—” he started to say, trying to understand his own thoughts.  
 
    The king turned back, frowning. “Something to say, Sir Dietrich?” 
 
    “I—yes—thank you.” 
 
    The king raised one eyebrow, nodded, and turned away.  
 
    You will die, Sir Dietrich thought. Just not today.  
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    One year later 
 
      
 
    Sir Dietrich had begun to enjoy tournaments immensely, especially since they were just for a bit of fun now. It didn’t hurt that his fame had grown with each victory. Sometimes he even rejected the help provided by his swordmark, winning the old-fashioned way. It made him happy to know he was a damn good swordsman even without the mark of power.  
 
    Generally, he stuck to dueling, but lately he’d branched out into the melee, which was a whole different beast. Foes in every direction, bodies sprawled about, temporary alliances made and broken. There was something wild and passionate about the melee, something that reminded him of true battle, only without the dead bodies.  
 
    He’d won the three he’d entered so far, which only added to his celebrity.  
 
    Now, however, the melee in the border city of Darrin was giving him a world of trouble.  
 
    The knight he faced was a giant, his armor black and thick, covering every part of him, even his face. The Armored Knight, they called him. Supposedly he’d also never lost a melee, and he’d fought in a lot more than three. His weapon was a strange spiked ball on a long chain, which the powerful man swung with mighty strokes. The Morningstar, he called it.  
 
    It was all Sir Dietrich could do to avoid getting crushed. His armor was already so full of dents it could scarce afford another. Still, he fought on, dodging another blow, trying to break inside his opponent’s defenses.  
 
    Just as he thought he saw an opening, the Armored Knight changed his tactic, almost like he’d been baiting him the whole time. He took a long step forward, releasing his weapon and grabbing Sir Dietrich’s sword arm in a monstrous grip. His swordmark flared, sending strength to the arm. This usually meant he could break free and finish off his opponent.  
 
    Not this time.  
 
    The Armored Knight’s strength was beyond even that of his mark, wrenching his sword from his hand and throwing him down. With his grip on the sword severed, his mark’s power faded.  
 
    He tried to roll away, but the knight stomped on his chest, pinning him to the ground. “Submit,” the man growled. 
 
    “Yes. I submit.” 
 
    The knight released him, striding away as if nothing had happened at all.  
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    “I want to see the Armored Knight,” Sir Dietrich said when the woman opened the door.  
 
    She eyed him like he was something rancid stuck to her shoe. “The big fella don’ take no visitors,” she said, already starting to close the door.  
 
    Sir Dietrich stuck his foot in the gap before she could seal it off. “Wait. Just tell him Sir Dietrich is here. Let him decide whether to see me.” 
 
    She chewed her lip for a moment but then nodded. He pulled his foot back and the door slammed. 
 
    He sat in a snowbank to wait. Occasionally kids ran past, laughing and playing. Despite the violence the city of Darrin had seen, the fathers and sons it had lost in the war with the east, there was still happiness here. The thought gave him hope.  
 
    Shadows descended as the sun, already hidden behind thick clouds, sank toward dusk.  
 
    He won’t come out, he thought. It’s probably better anyway. The last thing I need is a friend.  
 
    Grudgingly, he stood, dusting off the snow, most of which had already melted through his britches.  
 
    The door creaked open, an enormous form filling the doorway. Still armored, even his face. “What do you want from me? An apology? There are always winners and losers in this life.” 
 
    Sir Dietrich was so surprised by the knight’s sudden appearance that, for a moment, he was tongue-tied. He found his words one at a time. “I…don’t…know.” 
 
    The knight’s dark eyes—the only visible part of his body—stared out at him.  
 
    I’m an idiot. Sir Dietrich started to turn away. “Sorry to bother—” 
 
    “Come in,” the Armored Knight said. “I don’t know what the frozen hell I want either. Maybe we can help each other figure it out.” 
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    A personal note from David… 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are officially caught up on all things Fatemarked! I appreciate your support, it truly means the world to me and my family. Watch out for the fifth book in The Fatemarked Epic, Deathmarked, which will be released later in 2017. If you loved the complexity of the characters and plotlines in the first four books, I have the feeling you would enjoy several of my SciFi series, particularly The Slip Trilogy. Keep reading for a sample! 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a positive review on Amazon.com. Without reviews on Amazon.com, I wouldn’t be able to write for a living, which is what I love to do! Thanks for all your incredible support and I look forward to reading your reviews. 
 
   


  
 

 Acknowledgments 
 
    Just a quick shout out to my cover artist, Piero, you rock! Love seeing you bring my characters to life in such an awesome way. Thanks for everything! 
 
    And thank you to my beta readers, Laurie Love, Elizabeth Love, Karen Benson, Kerri Hughes, Daniel Elison and Abalee Cook. This journey is so much better because you’re on it with me! 
 
    Finally, thank you to the readers who love knowing all the backstories, who always want MORE from me. You make me a better writer. May you all be book…uh…marked? *groans* Sorry, I couldn’t help myself.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The saga continues in other books by David Estes available through the author’s official website: 
 
    http://davidestesbooks.blogspot.com 
 
    or through select online retailers including Amazon.com. 
 
      
 
    High Fantasy Novels by David Estes 
 
      
 
    The Fatemarked Epic: 
 
    Book One—Fatemarked 
 
    Book Two—Truthmarked 
 
    Book Three—Soulmarked 
 
    Book Four—Fatemarked Origins 
 
    Book Five—Deathmarked (coming soon!) 
 
    Book Six—Lifemarked (coming soon!) 
 
      
 
    Science Fiction Novels by David Estes 
 
      
 
    “Someone must die before another can be born…” 
 
    The Slip Trilogy: 
 
    Book One—Slip 
 
    Book Two—Grip 
 
    Book Three—Flip 
 
      
 
    One of “15 Series to Read if You Enjoyed The Hunger Games”—Buzzfeed.com 
 
    The Dwellers Saga (also available in audiobook): 
 
    Book One—The Moon Dwellers 
 
    Book Two—The Star Dwellers 
 
    Book Three—The Sun Dwellers 
 
    Book Four—The Earth Dwellers 
 
     
 
    “Fire Country is a fast, fierce read.”—Emmy Laybourne, author of Monument 14 
 
    The Country Saga (A Dwellers Saga sister series)(also available in audiobook): 
 
    Book One—Fire Country 
 
    Book Two—Ice Country 
 
    Book Three—Water & Storm Country 
 
    Book Four—The Earth Dwellers 
 
      
 
    Strings (also available in audiobook) 
 
      
 
    “The Walking Dead for teens, with ruthless witches instead of bloodthirsty zombies.”—Katie Reed, agent at Andrea Hurst & Associates 
 
    Salem’s Revenge: 
 
    Book One—Brew 
 
    Book Two—Boil 
 
    Book Three—Burn 
 
      
 
    Connect with David Estes Online 
 
      
 
    David Estes Fans and YA Book Lovers Unite 
 
    Facebook 
 
    Blog/website 
 
      
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    David Estes was born in El Paso, Texas but moved to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania when he was very young. He grew up in Pittsburgh and then went to Penn State for college. Eventually he moved to Sydney, Australia where he met his wife and soul mate, Adele, who he’s now happily married to.  
 
      
 
    A reader all his life, David began writing science fiction and fantasy novels in 2010, and has published more than 30 books. In June of 2012, David became a fulltime writer and is now living in Hawaii with Adele, their energetic son, Beau, and their naughty, asthmatic cat, Bailey. 
 
   


  
 



A sample of SLIP, Book 1 in the Slip Trilogy by David Estes 
 
    Available NOW! 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Past article from the Saint Louis Times: 
 
    Controversial Population Control Decree Written Into Law  
 
    Since the cataclysmic natural events referred to globally as the Rise and the Fall, American lawmakers have discussed various ways to control the growing population to ensure sufficient resources for survival. A five-year study has determined that the ideal economic and social population for the Reorganized United States of America is 504 million. As our great country is on the verge of reaching our ideal population, a population control system will be instituted on the 5th of December of this year. Prior to pregnancy, all couples planning a family must register with the Department of Population Control of the Reorganized United States of America, and pay a nonrefundable processing fee. After processing, each couple will receive a ‘pregnancy offset,’ which the media is casually referring to as a Death Match, someone who is likely to die in the near future. Only when their Death Match has died will the couple be authorized for pregnancy and child-bearing, thus maintaining the population status quo. This process has been coined Birth Neutrality, and is being referred to as ‘the cornerstone of our survival,’ by recently elected President Ford. In the event of an unsuccessful pregnancy, the Death Match will be voided and provided to another couple in need of a match. At that time, the couple may reapply and try again. Punishment for non-compliance will fall under the jurisdiction of the newly established Department of Population Control, which has been nicknamed Pop Con.  
 
      
 
    For more information on the topics discussed in this article, speak “Pop Con and you” into your holo-screen.  
 
      
 
    Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now.  
 
      
 
    Comments: 
 
    JimBob006: I think this is a positive step forward. My grocery store is always packed and the shelves are empty. More people will mean even less food to go around. Something’s got to give. 
 
      
 
    CyborgLuvr12: This is bulls!$*! 
 
      
 
    LingLi8: Now I know how my great-grandparents felt.  
 
      
 
    GovHater: JimBob006 probably works for Pop Con. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Michael Kelly’s stomach is in knots. 
 
    It’s no different than he’s felt since his promotion to Head of Population Control, except that the knots seem to tighten with each word that his second in command, Corrigan Mars, speaks. “Finally,” Corr says slowly, “we’ve got a Slip.” 
 
    Damn, he thinks, but he can’t say that. “What do we know?” he asks instead. As usual, he’s playing his role and playing it well.  
 
    “Not much,” Corr says. “Except she’s young, maybe three or four years old, female.” 
 
    “The doctor?” Michael says. 
 
    “Dead. He was particularly good at keeping secrets, even under our most sophisticated interrogation procedures. His mind was stronger than his body.” 
 
    Michael knows exactly what that means, and it makes him cringe inwardly. Torture. But he doesn’t show his revulsion on his face, his false expression stalwart and emotionless. “Just one child slipped through the cracks though, right?” Michael’s chest tightens when he realizes his mistake. His loose tongue. He called the Slip a ‘child.’ A child born illegally is no child, is nothing more than an enemy of the state, something he should know better than anyone. 
 
    Corr blinks once, but if he notices the error he doesn’t show it. Instead he only nods in confirmation. “There were others, but none had reached the age of mobility. The doctor started doing illegal births a few years back. He began slowly, as most of them do, but then ramped up operations as he gained confidence. The Slip was his first.” 
 
    “How’d we catch the others?” 
 
    “After the first, the doc started keeping records. He used code names and misdirection, but we managed to crack the code during his interrogation. From there it was relatively easy. The Hunters tracked every last UnBee down.” 
 
    UnBees, Michael thinks, hating the slang term more than ever. Unauthorized Beings. “How many?” he asks, wishing he didn’t have to. Wishing he could walk out and never return.  
 
    “Dozens.” His old friend says it with a smile, like killing more children than can be counted on two hands is something to be proud of. When did the gap in their beliefs widen into an eternal chasm? 
 
    “Good,” Michael says, bitterness coating his tongue. “Catch the Slip. Use every resource we have available. Our careers may depend on it.” 
 
    The smile never leaves Corr’s blood-red lips. “Don’t you worry, Boss. We’ll catch her and we’ll kill her. Her parents, too.” 
 
    The moment Corrigan Mars exits his office, Michael Kelly slumps back in his chair, his body shaking with regret. All he wants to do is run home to be with his son, the boy with no name. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The boy doesn’t even know his own name.  
 
    At age five he wonders if it’s ‘Son,’ as his father always calls him. 
 
    “What’s my name?” he asks his father. 
 
    He knows his father doesn’t like the question because he won’t look him in the eyes. “You are special, Son,” his father says into his ear. “You don’t need a name. A name will only let them control you. Even the smallest and most unwanted seed can slip through the cracks and, against all odds, grow up to be a tall, strong, beautiful thing.” 
 
    He doesn’t know what his father means, but he stays silent. He sits on the bed and watches as his father pulls on his black pants, black belt, black shirt, black tie, black coat, and black shoes. Even his father’s socks are black. But he sees his father’s secret: His red underwear is like a brightly colored kite that someone has thrown a dark blanket over, smothering its brilliance. It reminds him of the kites he sees the other kids fly sometimes, rising over the sheet-metal fence surrounding the backyard. A memory flits through his mind. 
 
    “What are they?” he once asked his father.  
 
    “Kites,” his father said, standing next to him and gazing at the bright sky, shielding his eyes with his hands. 
 
    Mimicking his father’s stance and posture, the boy asked, “Are they magic? Like the dragons on the holo-screens?” 
 
    His father laughed, and it was like music to his ears—he hadn’t heard such a beautiful sound from his lips in a while. “No, Son. The other children are flying them. Do you see the strings? Look hard.” 
 
    Other children. He knew who his father meant. He’d seen them through a tiny hole he found in the metal barrier, just big enough for him to peer through, one eye closed and one open. He’d been trying for weeks to gather up enough courage to ask about them. 
 
    He looked very hard, but still couldn’t see the strings, which was strange because he could usually see everything. The kites seemed more like magic to him. He desperately wanted to run to his secret hole to look for the other children, but he didn’t dare. 
 
    The memory flies away, just like the magic kites. 
 
    Dressed fully in black—other than his hidden red underwear—his father is ready to leave for the day, to go to a place called work. Sometimes he calls it Population Control or Pop Con, too. The boy knows his father must be an important man there, because they always need him. His father never seems happy to leave, however, so the boy wonders why he goes at all. But he doesn’t ask his father. He saves that question for Janice. 
 
    As usual, Janice is late, looking as if she just woke up, with wisps of static-charged hair shooting out of a messy bun; and, as always, Janice wraps him up in the biggest hug of his life, even bigger than the one she gave him the day before. Even as he squeezes back, he wonders if one day she’ll squeeze him so hard he’ll pop. 
 
    “I swear you’ve grown three centimeters taller since yesterday, child,” Janice says, standing up from the hug. The boy’s not sure if she’s right, but those piercing blue eyes of hers do look a little closer than before.  
 
    “Can we measure?” he asks, looking at his father for permission. 
 
    His father smiles, but it doesn’t look right. His eyes don’t crinkle at the corners like they usually do. They look wet and glossy. But then he blinks and they’re back to normal. He tousles the boy’s hair and says, “Ask Janice. I’ve got to go.” 
 
    His father reaches for Janice stiffly, almost like the robots on his second favorite holo-screen program, Bot Heroes, and touches her shoulder. His lips part like he wants to say something, but then they close and bulge outward. He turns away and strides for the door, which opens from bottom to top with a whoosh as he approaches. He stops briefly and looks back. “Listen to Janice, Son,” he says. “See you later.” 
 
    “See you later,” the boy says, copying his father’s words because they taste so good in his mouth.  
 
    The door whooshes closed and the boy looks at Janice, who’s wiping her eyes with the cuff of her white, silky shirt. He wonders if there’s something in the air today that causes wet eyes, but his feel so dry they’re burning a little. 
 
    “Janice?” he says. 
 
    She finishes dabbing her eyes, flashes a quick smile that fades as quickly as his father’s smiles do these days, and says, “Speak your mind, child.” 
 
    The question about why his father goes to work when he doesn’t like it rolls around on his tongue, but he swallows and it disappears, replaced by a different question. “What’s my name?” he asks. 
 
    Janice closes her eyes. Her face is as blank as one of the white sheets of paper the boy uses to draw on, but there’s no mistaking the quiver on her lips, the tiny drop of liquid that squeezes from the corner of one of her eyes, like juice from a lemon. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says. “I just…don’t understand.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Janice says, opening her eyes and once more wiping away the moisture, this time with her knuckle. “All I know is that caged monkeys will rebel every single time.” The boy wonders what monkeys have to do with anything, but he doesn’t ask, because Janice’s eyes have that faraway look they sometimes get, like her mind has left the house while her body remains.  
 
    He sits on the couch and waits for it to pass. 
 
    After a few minutes she flinches, as if startling from a heavy sleep. “Let’s get you measured,” she says, forcing a smile.  
 
    She was right. He has grown three centimeters since the last time they marked his height on the wall by the incinerator. 
 
    But she never answers his question about his name. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    When he’s six years old, they have a big celebration. 
 
    Everyone he knows is there. Father and Janice at the same time, and for more than the time it takes to say hello and goodbye.  
 
    It takes a full twenty-six minutes for the food-maker to prepare the cake, but he watches the whole time through the hazy window. He can almost catch a whiff of the smell on the tip of his nose. He can almost taste the sweetness on the tip of his tongue. 
 
    When the bell dings and the door pops open, he has to resist the sudden urge to grab the cake and shovel it into his mouth. His nose twitches when he smells the aroma. Having his father take away his backyard privileges might almost be worth being the first to taste the warm chocolate. 
 
    “It’ll be hot like burnt toast,” Janice says, reaching past him to remove the cake. “We have to let it cool down.” As she places it on a wiry pedestal on the counter, his eyes never leave the rich, brown form. It’s the same shape as everything that comes out of the food-maker—square—but it looks so much better. 
 
    “Why is it called devil’s food cake?” he asks Janice. “Aren’t devils bad?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell the difference between devils and saints these days,” Janice says, pinching his earlobe. 
 
    He ducks and giggles, trying to pull himself up onto the countertop. Now that he’s six years old he thinks he’s surely old enough to climb like the kids he sees clambering onto tree branches. The ones he wishes he could talk to.  
 
    He struggles for a moment, his legs skittering against the side of the counter, his arms shaking with strain. Just as he’s about to fall back to the floor, a strong arm surrounds him and lifts him up.  
 
    He’s sitting next to the cake. 
 
    “It’s called devil’s food cake because it tastes so good it’s almost wrong to eat it,” his father says, a gleam in his eye. 
 
    “But it’s not wrong?” the boy asks. 
 
    “Not everything that people say is wrong actually is,” his father explains. 
 
    Like many things his father says, he’s not sure he understands. Why would people say something is wrong when it isn’t? But he doesn’t ask, because all he really wants is to eat the cake.  
 
    His father begins to set out plates and forks, but Janice waves him away. “Let’s just eat it,” she says. 
 
    “It hasn’t cooled,” his father says. 
 
    “It’s cool enough,” Janice says. “You first.” She motions to the boy. “Happy birthday, child.” 
 
    A hungry gleam in his eyes, the boy reaches for a fork, but she stops him with a hand on his wrist. “Not with that,” she says. “Use your hands.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes widen, and for a moment he wonders if she’s testing him, but she only nods toward the cake, a wild look in her eyes. The boy grins so wide he thinks his face might split in half. 
 
    “Janice,” his father says. 
 
    “It’s okay, Michael,” Janice says. Michael? Is that his father’s name? He’s never heard Janice call him that. He can’t remember her ever calling him anything. 
 
    But he can barely think about that, can barely think about anything but the tantalizing smell of the devil’s food cake resting next to him.  
 
    Before his father can stop him, the boy reaches over and pushes his fingers into the cake, feeling the gooey warmth surround his skin. When he pulls his hand back, a fist-sized clump breaks apart. With unabashed glee, he stuffs it into his mouth. Although he opens his lips as widely as he can, smears of chocolate rub onto the skin around his mouth. He can even see a dab of chocolate hanging from his nose. He doesn’t care about any of that though, because…mmmmm! 
 
    It’s the best taste he’s ever tasted. Better than spaghetti—the red and white and brown squares that are usually his favorite food.  
 
    Unexpectedly, his father laughs. “Son, it’s all over your face. Let me help you.” He reaches for him with a cloth, but Janice’s hand shoots out faster, grabbing a handful of cake and smashing it into his father’s mouth. 
 
    “Janice!” Michael screams. At first his tone is one of protest, but as he licks his lips it morphs into one of delight. “God Almighty, this is…heavenly,” he says. “I’ve never tasted anything like it.” 
 
    Then, quick as a beam of light, he grabs a clump of chocolate and pushes it into Janice’s face. The boy stares, astonished, trying to hold back the laugh that rises up in his chest. Janice’s face looks as if she’s been playing in the mud.  
 
    To the boy’s utter shock, she laughs, her signature high squeal. It’s the truest laugh he’s ever heard, borne by a grown woman with a chocolatey smile.  
 
    For the next half hour they eat cake with their hands, oblivious to how silly they must look with chocolate all over their mouths.  
 
    Spent with his father and Janice, it’s the best day of the nameless boy’s short life. 
 
      
 
    Get The SLIP Trilogy by David Estes, available now! 
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