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 1: Tarin Sheary 
 
    The Northern Kingdom- Circa 522 
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    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. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    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.  
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    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 
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    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.  
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    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.  
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    Have you read Fatemarked, Book 1 in the Fatemarked Epic yet? If not, grab your copy on Kindle today, and learn what happens to your favorite characters from the stories you just read. If you’ve already read Fatemarked, you can continue the saga with Truthmarked, Book 2 in the Fatemarked Epic, available NOW. And look out for more great origin stories for your favorite Fatemarked characters in Fatemarked Origins Volume II.  
 
      
 
    Keep reading for a sample of Fatemarked, Book 1 in the Fatemarked Epic, available NOW! 
 
      
 
    A personal note from David… 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a positive review on Amazon.com. Without reviews on Amazon.com, I wouldn’t be able to write for a living, which is what I love to do! Thanks for all your incredible support and I look forward to reading your reviews. 
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    Prologue 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Silent Mountain (circa 518) 
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    The newborn babe awoke in an empty cave, lit by a swathe of green moonlight. The weather was cool, but dry, and a warm blanket swaddled his arms and legs. For a moment he did nothing but stare at the point of a stalactite overhead, which stared right back at him. He was hungry, but he did not cry. 
 
    Heavy footfalls echoed from an indeterminate distance.  
 
    The cave mouth was soon filled by a mountain of a man, near as wide as he was tall, which was saying something considering his eight-foot-tall stature. He’d been called many names in his life, and none of them out of kindness: troll, ogre, beast, monster. I am all of those things, he thought. 
 
    To his friends, who were few, he was known simply as Bear Blackboots, his birth name lost decades ago, squashed under his thunderous trod and what he had become after his mother had been murdered.  
 
    Bear stood over the child, and his long brown beard tickled the nose of the swaddled babe, but the infant didn’t smile nor fuss. 
 
    In one hand, Bear held a book, its brown leather cover worn, its pages yellow and brittle. In the other he held a torch, which he waved over the child’s hairless scalp. 
 
    In a blaze of light that sent the shadows running, a mark burst into being, like a single glowing ember in the midst of a dying fire. The mark was a perfect circle, pierced in eight points by four fiery arrows that split the symbol into eight equal portions, like silver scars from an octagonal mace. 
 
    The enormous man yanked the torch away from the babe with a gasp, and the mark vanished in an instant, leaving the child’s head pale and smooth once more.  
 
    So it’s true, Bear thought. After over a century of searching, his life extended well beyond that of most mortals, he’d finally found his true purpose, the one his mother had foretold the day before she died.  
 
    Because of you, child, the Four Kingdoms shall suffer, Bear thought. Unless I slit your throat now. 
 
    He raised a meaty hand, thick and strong enough to crush small boulders. The edge of a knife glinted. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, he dropped his hand with a sigh, letting the blade fall from his fingers. “What shall be, shall be,” he murmured, his voice grainy and rough from years of disuse. 
 
    Who am I to destroy one with such a destiny, and only an infant who will never know his mother’s breast? Mother? Are you proud of me? Of course, no one answered. She hadn’t answered him for many years.  
 
    From one of the many pockets inside his worn leather overcoat, he extracted a milk jug, capped by a drip cloth. “Eat,” he said. 
 
    The child ate, and for fourteen long years he thrived under the mountain man’s surprisingly gentle care. Bear only referred to the boy by one name as he grew: 
 
    Bane.  
 
      
 
    One 
 
    Fourteen years later (circa 532) 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calyp 
 
    Roan 
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    “Out of the way, cretin!” the horse master shouted as the royal train galloped past, charging for the trio of pyramids in the distance. 
 
    Roan barely managed to fall backwards without getting trampled, his lungs filling with fine dust kicked up under dozens of hooves. As he coughed, he used a hand to cover his mouth with the collar of his filthy shirt. The tattered cloth was brown (though at one time it had been white, its true color eternally lost under layers of Calypsian dust) and as stiff as a leather jerkin.  
 
    Royals, Roan thought, slumping against the side of the sandstone hut he’d crashed into when he fell. He’d been living on the streets of the City of the Rising Sun ever since he’d run away from his guardian, a large, gruff Dreadnoughter by the name of Markin Swansea, six years earlier. Three years ago, Markin had been murdered. As far as Roan knew, his guardian had gone to his grave still protecting his secrets, something he remembered every day of his life.  
 
    “Are you injured?” someone asked, drawing Roan’s attention away from the passing cavalcade.  
 
    “I’m no worse for wear,” Roan grunted, trying to see past the shadows of the stranger’s gray hood, which hid his face from the fiery Southron sun. It wasn’t unusual garb for a Calypsian, their long cloaks designed to protect against both sun and dust.  
 
    The hooded stranger extended a gloved hand and, after a moment’s hesitation, Roan took it, allowing the newcomer to pull him to his feet. “Thank you, …”  
 
    “No one. I am no one,” the stranger said, his voice of a timbre that reminded Roan of sand being gritted between teeth.  
 
    “Well, No One, thank you all the same. I’m Roan.” He was genuinely appreciative—in Calypso acts of goodwill were rare and far between. In a gesture that was automatic, if pointless, Roan shook as much of the loose dirt off his clothing as possible. Stubbornly, his shirt remained brown and filthy.  
 
    “You can see me?” the stranger asked. 
 
    Roan eyed him warily, wondering whether the odd man had been chewing shadeleaf, which was known to cloud the mind. “Yes,” he said. “I can see you.” 
 
    The royal procession continued to thunder past while Roan and the stranger watched it without expression. Throngs of dark-skinned Calypsians lined the streets. Though the plague—a strange flesh-eating disease transmitted by touch—had been running rampart through the city for years, the city dwellers obviously weren’t letting it affect their day to day lives. They wore colorful cloaks that stood out against the beige sandstone huts. Some cheered their leaders, but most remained silent. Perhaps they were weighed down by the heat.  
 
    Amongst the horses in the cavalcade were several guanik, long, reptilian creatures armored with black scales. As they impressively kept stride with the horses, their pink, snake-like tongues flicked between rows of dagger-like teeth. Their riders were the guanero, the royal guardians of Calypso.  
 
    While Roan watched the guanik and their hooded riders with narrowly disguised disgust, an authoritative voice suddenly shouted, “Halt!” Like appendages attached to a single creature, the line of horses and guanik reared to an abrupt stop, raising yet another cloud of dust. 
 
    When the fog cleared, Roan saw a broad-shouldered man wearing leather riding armor slide from his guanik’s scaly shoulders. His black hair was spiked in a dozen places, held up by some kind of shiny liquid.  
 
    Roan knew exactly who he was, and hated him for it.  
 
    The shiva, the master of order in Calyp. This man had the authority of House Sandes, the empire’s governing family. Roan had once watched him run down a woman in the street for some crime she’d never had the chance to defend herself from.  
 
    And now he was walking toward Roan and the hooded man standing beside him. 
 
    “Ho, beggar!” the shiva called. 
 
    Roan said nothing, but was dimly aware of the way the stranger beside him tensed up, shuffling back a step.  
 
    “You are a stranger to these parts, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “I have not once asked for anything,” Roan said. “Therefore I am no beggar. And just because I’m a stranger to you doesn’t make me a stranger to Calypso.” 
 
    Regardless of whether he was or was not a stranger, Roan didn’t understand why this man would waste a moment on him. The shiva scowled at Roan. He was garbed from head to toe with leather armor marked with the royal sigil, a silver dragon over a rising red sun. He eyed Roan and the stranger warily, his dark eyes darting between them. “I spoke not to you, but to your companion.” 
 
    Roan glanced at the hooded stranger. “He is not my companion. We’ve only just met.” And yet Roan found himself stepping in front of the man, blocking him. Defending him? 
 
    “Then move aside.” 
 
    Roan didn’t, and he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because he showed me kindness. Perhaps because he cared. 
 
    The shiva sneered at Roan. “What are you going to do, peasant?” 
 
    Nothing, Roan thought. Choke on dust. Burn up under the sun. Help no one but myself. Live the only life I was ever offered.  
 
    “Oh no. Not again,” the stranger murmured behind him. Confused, Roan looked at the man, who had thrown back his hood and was staring at his gloved hand in horror. The gray glove had a slight tear in it, on the heel of his palm, exposing a sliver of white flesh.  
 
    Roan was instantly drawn to the man’s face, which was much younger than his voice had suggested. His skin was the palest Roan had ever laid eyes on, as white as the eastern clouds or the northern snowfields, a physical trait that was extremely rare in Calyp. His flesh was also parchment thin, doing little to mask the bright blue veins running beneath the surface. But more than any of that, Roan noticed the man’s eyes, which were as red as sunrise.  
 
    And those red eyes were staring at Roan. “I’m sorry,” he said, stumbling backward, throwing his hood back over his head. He turned to run, tripping over his own feet before catching his balance and darting into an alley.  
 
    Odd, Roan thought. Then again, he’d met a lot of strange people growing up as an orphan in Calypso.  
 
    “Gods be with us,” the shiva said, jerking Roan’s attention back to the halted procession. The shiva was backing away, scrabbling at his leather breastplate, attempting to yank it over his mouth and nose.  
 
    Roan frowned. The rest of the royal guards were backing away, too, the fear obvious in their eyes. “The plague,” someone said. Then, louder: “He’s afflicted with the plague!”  
 
    A woman screamed, high-pitched and piercing. 
 
    Roan shook his head. What are they talking about?  
 
    That’s when he felt it. An itch on his cheek. He reached up to scratch his face and noticed something on his hand. A bump, red and puffy. He inhaled sharply, dropping his hand to rest beside the other. Before his very eyes, dozens of fiery bumps rose to the surface of his skin, seeming to jostle for position.  
 
    Roan fell to his knees, still staring at his diseased hands. Beyond him, he could see the shiva’s black boots standing in the dirt. 
 
    For some reason, he crawled forward, reaching for the boots, feeling the need to touch them. Maybe my hand will go right through them. Maybe this is a dream. In his heart, however, he knew it wasn’t.  
 
    The moment before his fingers brushed the shiva’s boots, a shadow closed in from the side, swinging a weapon of some kind, which thudded against his skull with a vicious crack.  
 
    He collapsed, his cheek pressed to the dust, a set of dark eyes materializing overhead. The shiva vanished from sight as he was pulled away by his guardsmen, who created a human wall around him.  
 
    Roan’s vision was obliterated as a thick sack was thrown over his eyes. 
 
      
 
    FATEMARKED by David Estes, available NOW! 
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