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By Nick Eliopulos

SHANE CLOSED HIS EYES AND SMILED INTO THE WIND. He allowed himself to enjoy one perfect moment of total victory.

The war was over, and he’d won it.

For months, he had been seeking fifteen talismans of great power from all across Erdas. Any one of the talismans had the power to change the world.

Shane had eleven of them. Eleven! And three more were in the hands of his army.

He whooped, pumping his fists into the air, then felt his balance lurch dangerously and brought his hands back down to grip Halawir’s feathers. He was riding cross-legged on the back of the massive eagle, and every time Halawir flapped his wings, Shane swayed.

Since leaving his home some months ago, Shane had seen many amazing sights. He had climbed the mountains of Amaya, scaled Zhong’s great wall, and sailed the seas from the rigging of his very own warship.

But he’d never been anywhere near this high up before.

It was as if all of Erdas were spread out before him. The sea sparkled below like a shifting landscape of precious gemstones, ringed by two great landmasses. At this height he couldn’t even tell the difference between Nilo and Eura. They were identical swaths of green spreading out to distant mountains.

But who needed to tell them apart anymore? What was the point of borders, anyway? It all belonged to him now.

He lifted his hands again, slowly this time, and leaned into the wind, grabbing at clouds that puffed away to nothing in his fingers. The cold wind brought tears to his eyes, but he fought to keep them open.

“Pleased with yourself?” said Halawir. As a Great Beast, he was able to communicate without actually opening his imposing curved beak. Shane heard the mighty animal’s voice in his head, clear and piercing, and he winced.

“Yes!” he answered, shouting his reply into the wind. “Yes, I’m very pleased. We’ve won, Halawir. That was it! The Greencloaks are finished.”

“I confess, you achieved your objective much faster than any of us expected.”

It was the closest thing to a compliment Shane had ever heard from the bird — Halawir was majestic but pompous, and usually gave Shane the impression that he’d rather be anywhere else than in the company of humans. But the two of them had more in common than Halawir might like to admit.

They’d both been lying for a very long time, hiding their true natures, like a crocodile hides beneath the surface of the water, waiting to strike.

In truth, Shane’s infiltration of Greenhaven had gone nothing like he’d intended. Abeke’s friends had exposed him almost immediately. His original plan had involved a lot more sneaking around, and he’d almost been looking forward to spending some time on the island. The days he’d spent on the boat with Abeke had been … Well, they had been a pleasant respite from months of war.

The fact that Shane’s true identity had been revealed and he’d still been able to get away with all of the Greencloaks’ talismans made his victory all the sweeter.

“Did you see the look on Olvan’s face?” he called out to Halawir. “When he realized he’d been beaten? Priceless!”

Halawir opened his mouth and emitted a piercing cry. Shane wondered for a moment if that was his version of laughter — and then the bird veered sharply to the side, nearly throwing Shane off into open air.

“Hold on, mammal!” said Halawir. Rather unhelpfully, Shane thought. There was not much else Shane could do.

Halawir dove, dropping several yards in a single second, and Shane felt as if they had left his stomach in their wake. Before he could complain, he saw a sphere of dull gray metal, larger than a coconut, whiz past, arcing above his head. If Halawir hadn’t acted so quickly, it would have smashed right into them. And judging from the speed at which it plummeted back down toward the sea, it was frightfully heavy.

“Was that … Was that a cannonball?” Shane shouted.

“We are under attack.”

Shane followed the arc of the cannonball back to its origin and saw a ship on the sea below. It was long and narrow — a schooner, built for speed. Its sails were bright green.

“Greencloaks,” Shane hissed. So they must have managed to get a ship out from Greenhaven to follow him after all. There was an explosion on the deck of the ship, a cloud of smoke, and Shane shouted, “Incoming!”

He brought his head back around and leaned in low, hugging Halawir’s body as the great bird tilted. For one terrifying moment, Shane’s feet were in midair, his grip on the slick feathers the only thing keeping him from twisting away in the wind — and then Halawir leveled, and Shane came crashing down.

“Have a care!” Shane shouted. “Lose me and you lose the talismans.”

Halawir screeched again. This time there was no mistaking the sound for laughter.

“It’s a sailboat!” Shane cried. “Don’t you have power over the winds?”

“They have whales pulling the boat,” Halawir answered. “And there is only so much I can do with a rodent tugging at my feathers.”

Shane ignored the insult. “Then we need to get over land, where whales can’t follow,” he said.

Halawir made no reply but veered south, toward Nilo.

Shane gritted his teeth. He had a sword sheathed at his hip — useless from up here. He had nearly a dozen talismans of formidable power — but couldn’t risk sorting through them when it was all he could do to hold on.

If there was one thing Shane couldn’t stand, it was feeling powerless. He’d had enough of that back in Stetriol.

But he hadn’t truly been powerless in a long time. Not since he’d drunk the Bile and joined Zerif in his campaign against the Greencloaks.

“Grahv!” he called. “I need you.” The tattoo that wrapped across his chest and down his stomach flared with light, and then was gone, and Shane caught just a glimpse of his crocodile’s great scaled tail as the animal plunged into the sea below.

“That will slow them down,” he said. “Grahv is more than a match for a couple of whales.”

“A momentary reprieve,” Halawir replied. “We can’t allow ourselves to be tracked back to camp.”

“Why not? Let them come in force,” Shane scoffed. “I took them on single-handedly. What chance would they have against my army?”

“No chance,” said Halawir. “But creatures who cannot fly are easily surrounded, and we do not have time for a drawn-out siege. Not when we are so close to freeing Kovo.”

Shane nodded. There was no sense drawing out the conflict just because the Greencloaks didn’t know when they were beaten. “Then you’ll have to lead them away,” he said. “I’ll make my own way home.”

“Across Nilo?”

“I’ve got Mulop’s talisman,” Shane replied. “I’ll swim.”

“Very well,” Halawir said. “But do not tarry. You would not wish to displease Gerathon.”

“I know that,” Shane spat. His face grew warm despite the blustery wind. “I know that well.”

Halawir scudded to the coastline, so low that the trees below shook in his wake.

“Now would be an opportune time,” he said. “While our pursuers are occupied.”

Shane waited until Halawir was gliding, before the next flap of the Great Beast’s wings brought an increase in speed. They were still going too fast for his liking. They were still too high.

But Shane was used to doing the best he could with poor options.

He let go of Halawir’s feathers and pushed off into the sky.
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Shane dreamed of spiders.

He was roaming the corridors of the castle where he’d lived as a boy. Everything was just as he remembered — but there were spiders everywhere.

Big spiders and small spiders. Spiders marked with red diamonds and yellow stripes and brown spots. Hairy spiders and smooth, shiny spiders that appeared wrought from black metal.

They’d taken up residence in the castle Shane had left behind, and as he made his way through the hallways, he was forced to step through one web after another. He swept his arms out ahead of him, slapping the webbing aside, but it clung to him, and he ended up with strands in his mouth and his hair and tickling at his ears. He was sure some of the spiders themselves were on him too. He couldn’t spare the time to look, but he could feel them skittering across his skin.

He had to find Magda. When he’d led his forces to war, he’d left his family’s kindly servant behind. For her to have let the castle fall into such a state — something was obviously wrong.

The webs slowed his progress but couldn’t stop him, and eventually he caught sight of an open door ahead. As he approached, a figure stepped into the doorway from within, blocking his way. It was Magda.

The look on her face was grave. “You may not enter, my prince.”

“I’m not a prince,” Shane said. “I’m the Reptile King.” He pulled his collar aside to show her the crocodile tattoo, but it was completely obscured by spiderwebs.

Shane looked up at Magda, and he caught a glimpse of something beyond her — a human figure on the bed. A girl …

“Who is that?” Shane asked.

“Don’t look,” Magda said, but without any emotion in her voice. “Don’t look.”

The shadows in the room shifted, and Shane thought he might get a better look at the figure. But then he realized it wasn’t shadows obscuring his view but spiders, a whole sea of spiders, swarming over every surface of the room. Was there even a girl on the bed, or only a thousand spiders in the shape of a girl?

The spiders were on Magda too, Shane realized. How had he not noticed before? They were crawling all over her. Most of them were small, skittering in and out of view. But clinging to her arm was a massive specimen, black and yellow, and it was sinking its fangs into the pale flesh of her arm.

Shane tried to scream for her, but the name on his lips was …
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“Drina!”

Shane awoke in a sweat, to find his vision filled with green.

He was on his back, staring up into the canopy of a forest.

His back hurt. His head hurt. He had a nasty cut on his forearm, no doubt from plummeting through the trees. But when he brought his hand to the pocket of his leather tunic and the talismans were still there, he let out a sigh of relief.

He sat up and took them from his pocket for the first time. Each talisman was a pendant in the shape of an animal — a Great Beast — and each bore a portion of the beast’s power. There was an eagle wrought in bronze that bore a striking resemblance to Halawir, and a delicately detailed swan carved from marble. The wolf and the lion were made of precious metals, silver and gold, but the most beautiful to Shane’s eye was the leopard of amber. It seemed to glow with its own inner light.

Shane was slow to realize there was no octopus. No octopus, and no ram either.

He checked his pocket again, but he knew he wouldn’t find them there. He scanned the ground around him, but the talismans had all been one great tangled mass in his tunic. There would have been no way for one or two to slip loose. Which meant …

Which meant he’d left two behind. In the hands of the Greencloaks.

Shane leaped to his feet and screamed. He kicked at the dirt and paced in a tight circle, clenching his fists. He wanted to hit something, but there was nothing in reach but the trees.

There was no use going back. Even if he could get to Greenhaven again, it wasn’t worth the risk. He had nine talismans, and he’d left Zerif with three. He just had to hope that twelve were enough to breach Kovo’s prison. With Kovo released, Shane’s obligations to Gerathon would at last be fulfilled. And he, Shane, would rule over a new world order free of the tyranny of the Greencloaks.

Shane took stock of his possessions. He had his sword, a stoppered vial of Bile that had somehow not shattered when he’d fallen from the sky, and the talismans. Nothing else but the clothes on his back and the tattoo that had reappeared on his chest.

He thought grimly that it said something significant about his life that he was lost in the wilderness with Gerathon’s Bile in his pocket, but no drinkable water.

He put away all the talismans except one: a falcon made of copper. He gripped it in his hand and found a tall tree with low branches. Shane had grown up a prince in a castle, but he was far from pampered, and the past year had made him strong. He climbed the tree quickly, his movements confident, and in a matter of seconds he broke through the canopy to the infinite expanse of blue beyond it.

Shane slipped the Copper Falcon’s cord around his neck, and instantly his eyesight sharpened.

“Wow,” he said. So this was what it was like to see the world through Essix’s eyes.

He could see a drop of water on a leaf three trees over. He could see a distant dragonfly, its wings buzzing madly as it rose above the trees. And there, far off across the ocean, he could see an eagle — a massive eagle made small by distance, pursued across the ocean by a ship. Their ploy had worked.

He turned in the other direction. The Conquerors’ camp was too far even for his keen eyes to see. If he could fly or swim, he’d be there in no time. On foot, it would take him days.

He sighed, climbed down to the forest floor, and started walking.
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To avoid getting lost, Shane kept the coastline in view. To avoid being seen, he walked just within the tree line, where the forest gave way to Nilo’s beaches. That meant weaving among the trees — there was no natural path. It was slow going, but it was prudent. And Shane had no great desire to plunge deeper into the forest, where the trees grew so thick they blocked out the sky.

Soon the choice was taken from him. The sandy beaches gave way to pebbles, and then to great rocks, and the ground sloped up steeply so that the only way to follow the coastline would be to scale sheer cliffs. He might have managed it with the Granite Ram of Arax … but that was one of two talismans still under Greencloak control.

So Shane stepped deeper into the forest.

Here, at least, there was water from the occasional freshwater streams. He had no water skin, so he was forced to drink as he went, and frequently. The air was muggy beneath the trees, and Shane was soon sweating. Berries grew in clusters wherever water touched the soil, but they were unfamiliar to him and he deemed them not worth the risk. With each passing hour, however, his hunger grew.

To distract himself, he decided to familiarize himself with the talismans, careful to use only one at a time. Used together, the talismans exerted control over something called the Evertree. The three Great Beasts who backed Shane had been guarded in their descriptions of the mysterious tree, but one thing they had made abundantly clear: The Evertree was the key to curing the bonding sickness that had swept over Stetriol like a plague. The tree had suffered some kind of damage in the last great war — this was where bonding sickness had come from — and all fifteen talismans would be needed to heal it. Using a handful of the talismans at once, however, would more likely cause the tree more damage, and Shane wouldn’t be responsible for that.

He knew Cabaro’s lion was supposed to bestow its wearer with a ferocious roar. He decided not to try it out, for fear of drawing unwanted attention. Same for the Slate Elephant of Dinesh, which would dramatically increase the size of his spirit animal. Even if there were room among the trees for an elephant-sized crocodile, it wouldn’t help him blend in.

Jhi’s Bamboo Panda made him feel suddenly refreshed. The ache he felt from his fall disappeared the moment he placed the charm around his neck, and didn’t return when he removed it again. Halawir’s talisman allowed him to nudge the air around him, the way his hand might divert the water in a stream. The Silver Wolf of Briggan sharpened his senses of smell and hearing just as the Copper Falcon had sharpened his eyesight. The effect was almost overwhelming in a forest teeming with unseen life and activity. Kovo’s Obsidian Ape likewise enhanced his vision, but in a subtly different way than the falcon did. Shane couldn’t quite put his finger on the difference. He examined a tree trunk in the distance, and it came into sharp relief. He could see the lichen growing upon its bark, the stress points where it might be felled with a single well-placed ax blow. Something about the effect was unsettling, and Shane removed the pendant and stuffed it back into his tunic.

In the end, he opted to wear the Amber Leopard of Uraza. It bestowed a feline grace to his movements, allowing him to move more quickly through the trees and avoid the knotted roots that tried to trip him up every dozen yards. It made him feel at ease in this Niloan jungle Uraza had once called home.

It was simply the most practical choice, he told himself.
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Night was falling when Shane at last came upon a village.

The forest was so thick with trees that its daytime was like a green-tinged twilight. Shane thought he’d lose track of day and night entirely, but it wasn’t so — the forest was definitely getting darker, and the tenor of animal sounds was shifting as nocturnal frogs and insects overtook the birdsong that had accompanied him throughout his long afternoon hike. He knew it would be wise to stop soon.

When he saw the trees parting ahead and a cluster of huts in the clearing beyond, his heart soared … and his stomach grumbled. But his relief was short-lived. The torches at the outskirts of the village were cold; there was no light beyond what the dusk provided, and no human sounds among the chirp and wail of the insects.

Shane stepped into the clearing and knew at once that this village was a carcass — a dead remnant of a thing once living. Half the huts were burned out, their walls black and blistered and their thatched roofs collapsing. The wooden benches ringing the central fire pit had been knocked over and the animal pens hacked apart, fences swung wide.

Everywhere he looked there were signs of violence and panic. The village was not just dead — it had been murdered.

The people, however, seemed to have escaped. There were no bodies among the wreckage.

Shane sighed and wiped the sweat from his brow. Perhaps it was just as well. This way, he didn’t have to explain what he, a young noble from Stetriol, was doing wandering the Niloan jungle alone. But he had been looking forward to a meal. His stomach grumbled again, and this time it was echoed in a rumble of thunder overhead. Shane looked up. The village stood in a clearing, so he had a view of the sky for the first time in hours. The fading light of the sun illuminated storm clouds rolling in from the coast.

He walked among the empty huts until he found one that had been left intact. It had no door, just an open doorway, and Shane knew that said much about the people who had lived here. They had trusted their neighbors. That had apparently been a mistake.

He stepped into the doorway as thunder rumbled once more and the wind picked up. Shane could smell the rain coming and was glad for shelter, whatever had become of the people who’d built it.

The space, a single room, was simple. There was a bed of straw against the far wall, and various agricultural tools hanging from hooks. He searched a series of chests and found clothing, a tattered hidebound book, and a child’s doll, but nothing to eat. He caught a whiff of something foul, and realized it was his own body — he was soaked through with sweat.

Shane pulled off his boots with some effort, and his toes throbbed with relief. He removed Uraza’s talisman and put it and all the others into his left boot, then shoved both boots under the straw bed. He untied his tunic and shrugged out of it, hanging it from an empty hook. Immediately the night breeze from the open doorway cooled his clammy skin, spreading gooseflesh across his chest.

He crawled into the bed, traced a finger down the winding crocodile tattoo on his torso, and wondered what his life might have been like if he’d bonded with a koala instead.
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Shane dreamed of a wolverine.

It was a warm summer day in Stetriol, and from his vantage atop a high hill, he could see his entire kingdom.

To the north was a crumbling castle covered in cobwebs.

To the west was wasteland, flat and barren.

To the south was an abandoned village, its huts built in the Niloan style but with iron instead of wood.

To the east was the glittering sea, and upon it the looming silhouette of a great warship.

Anywhere he looked, Shane saw suffering. His eyesight was too sharp.

He removed the talisman from around his neck, and suddenly he couldn’t see far at all. He could only see what was directly in front of him: a beautiful, verdant field of tall grasses and sunflowers.

And a squat, savage-looking wolverine.

“Fight me,” the creature growled.

Shane realized he held a saber in his hand.

“I’m just a kid,” he told the wolverine.

“Childhood is over,” it said. “Fight me.” And Shane realized it spoke with his uncle Gar’s voice.

The wolverine leaped at him, claws and teeth shining in the sunlight. Shane went to block with his sword — and the wolverine impaled itself on the blade. Its weight and momentum pulled the sword right out of Shane’s hand, and the animal fell to the ground in a bloody heap.

“I always knew you hated me,” it said in Gar’s voice. “I was vicious and cruel. But it was my nature. I could not help being that way.”

“I’m sorry,” Shane said. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“But you hurt me anyway, Shane,” Gar answered. “You killed me, whether you meant to or not. And that,” he said, “is your nature.”
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The night was still and silent, but Shane jolted awake, certain that something was wrong.

He held his breath and waited for his eyes to adjust to the faint moonlight coming in through the doorway. There was no one else in the hut. He could feel his boots still beneath the straw, and knew the talismans were safe … for the moment.

He crept slowly to his feet, painfully so, lifting his body from the straw an inch at a time so as not to make a sound. Next he retrieved his left boot and removed the tangle of talismans, placing them in a pile on the dirt floor. The silver wolf gleamed in the moonlight. He put it on, and it was cold against his chest.

The silence of the night receded immediately. He heard an owl taking flight, the soft murmur of a stream, and a sound like chewing.

And there was the unmistakable scent of death.

Shane had been on battlefields. He knew what death smelled like. But he’d never experienced it like this before, through the heightened senses of a wolf. It was overpowering, like a physical force pressing against him, and he stumbled back, gagging. He pulled the talisman over his head and dropped it back into the pile, where it met the others with a clink of metal on metal.

Instantly the smell was gone, and Shane froze, realizing how much sound he’d just made.

There was nothing for it but to leave. Something was amiss in this village, and his sleepiness was well and truly gone.

He crammed his feet into his boots and reached for his saber, which he’d set on the bedside chest. But something stopped him from gripping the weapon — a half-remembered dream about Renneg, the wolverine he’d spent so much time pretending was his own spirit animal.

Renneg was dead now. Murdered by the Greencloaks. Conor and Rollan had almost bragged about it when they’d told him.

The sound of laughter echoed through the village.

Gooseflesh spread across Shane’s skin, and this time it had nothing to do with the cool night air. He felt eyes upon him and he turned, very slowly, toward the hut’s only exit.

There was a creature in the open doorway, outlined in the silver light of the moon. It looked like a large dog that had been put together all wrong. It had big, beefy shoulders and a small waist, and it stood somewhat askew. Its ears pointed off at strange angles, and it had tufts of bristly hair around its neck, like a lion’s mane that had been hacked up and smeared with mud.

It made a sound like human laughter — eerily so.

The gold of Cabaro’s lion caught the moonlight, and Shane lunged for it. In a single fluid motion he lifted it from the ground, dropped it around his neck, turned toward the creature, and roared.

The sound that came from his mouth was weak and high-pitched. He sounded more like a kitten than a lion.

Shane realized with a chill that he’d mistaken copper for gold in the low light.

At the same time, the creature’s face came into stark relief. He could see the droplets of drool glistening from its razor-sharp teeth as it laughed again, as if genuinely mocking him.

And then the creature lunged.

Shane dodged it, and it wheeled around to keep its eyes on him from the center of the hut. He was completely cut off from his sword, the talismans were a hopeless tangle on the floor, and the space was far too small for Grahv. But now he had a clear path to the doorway. He held his fists out in front of him, trying to appear menacing, and inched sideways toward the exit.

He was still yards away when a second creature stepped through the doorway.

Shane’s heart sank as the animals hooted and cackled. He could smell death again, even without the aid of Briggan’s talisman. These creatures reeked of it.

He lifted his fists higher and growled. He didn’t need the Golden Lion to be fearsome. And he was ready to go down fighting.

There was a sudden motion across the hut and a sharp crack, and the creature that had just stepped over the threshold yelped and crumpled to the ground. If not for the Copper Falcon around his neck, Shane would have entirely missed the small iron ball, about the size of a walnut, that had come hurtling through the open doorway and now rolled away from the animal it had knocked unconscious.

The other creature turned toward the commotion, but that was all the time it had to react before a heavy staff swung down in an arc and smashed it in the head, hammering it to the ground in a single blow.

Shane was slow to process what had happened. His eyes followed the staff back to the hands that held it — the hands of a young boy who stood in the doorway.

“Are you all right?” the boy asked.

Shane brought his fists down in relief — and then he saw the boy’s eyes go wide as he got a good look at the crocodile tattoo on Shane’s chest.
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The boy led Shane out of the village as the first hint of dawn lightened the sky.

“Follow me,” he said quietly. “It’s not safe here.”

“No kidding,” whispered Shane. “What were those things?” He shuddered at the memory of the creatures that had attacked him — and, somehow worse, had seemed to mock him.

“Hyenas. Scavengers. I buried the people who died here, but I …” The boy’s voice faltered. “I didn’t bury them deep enough, and the hyenas found them.”

Shane remembered the horrible smell, the sounds of chewing in the night. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “That’s awful.”

“And you?” the boy said after a moment’s heavy silence. He didn’t look back, but Shane saw his fingers tighten on his staff. “Are you a scavenger? Come to steal from the dead?”

“No,” Shane said, feigning innocence before he remembered that he was in fact innocent. “No, I was only seeking shelter from the rain. What happened here?”

“Conquerors,” the boy said gravely.

Shane found he didn’t have anything to say to that.

They left the clearing and walked among the trees. Shane saw evidence that the rain he’d slept through had been a heavy one. The leaves still dripped with it, and the tall grasses were so wet that his boots were soaked within moments.

The village, he decided, must have been protecting Greencloaks. It was the only explanation for the savagery with which the Conquerors had descended. Resistance in Nilo had been sporadic — in general his army was having an easier time of it than they had in Zhong. But there were those who fought back. Those who sided with the Greencloaks, even sheltered them. And those villages were dealt with harshly.

Once they’d gone a fair distance, the boy turned to face him. He was several years younger than Shane and several inches shorter than his own quarterstaff. But he handled the weapon confidently, and raised it between them now in what Shane recognized as a fighting stance.

“You’re Marked,” he said. “Tell me what your spirit animal is. It looked like —”

“An Amayan alligator,” Shane answered flatly. He hoped the boy couldn’t tell the difference between a crocodile and an alligator from a tattoo alone. Shane held his hands out at his sides, trying to look unthreatening. “I’m from Concorba,” he said, remembering the name of the Amayan city where Zerif had sought out Essix.

“Every Marked person I’ve seen is either a Conqueror or a Greencloak.” He waved his staff. “So which side are you on?”

Shane knew what the boy wanted to hear, but he couldn’t bring himself to pose as a Greencloak. He decided a half-truth would serve him best. “I’m trying to stop the war,” he said. “Listen … What’s your name?”

The boy watched him suspiciously. “Achi.”

“Listen, Achi. My name is Shane. Do you know why the Conquerors are here, in Nilo?”

Achi seemed uncertain. “They follow the Devourer,” he said at last. “He wants to gobble up the world. He wants to rule everything.”

Shane shook his head. “Not exactly. He wants the world to be free — free of the Greencloaks.”

Achi narrowed his eyes, and Shane realized he was sounding an awful lot like a Conqueror.

“And the Greencloaks want … the Greencloaks want to protect the world, but they’ll only do it on their terms. Both sides are so stubborn. The Conquerors are after the Greencloaks, and the Greencloaks are fighting the Conquerors, and places like Nilo get caught in the middle. What I’m trying to do is end this war once and for all.”

“Well, good luck with that,” Achi said, in a tone far too weary for a boy his age. He turned from Shane, hooked his staff through a loop in the back of his belt, and climbed the nearest tree with the grace of a cat.

Shane looked up and realized they’d been standing beneath the boy’s campsite. He’d strung a hammock between two large branches, left out pots and pans to gather rainwater, and nailed a series of leather satchels around the trunk to hold the rest of his possessions.

“You don’t … live here?” Shane asked, incredulous.

Achi gazed somberly into the distance. “I’m the village elder now,” he said. “I have to keep watch.” He shot Shane a patronizing look. “Lucky for you.”

Shane ran his hand through his hair, brushing the bangs out of his eyes. The kid was obviously capable, but Shane couldn’t leave him alone in the jungle. Could he?

“Achi.” Shane sighed. “You’ve already done so much for me. I hate to ask for anything more, but … Which way to Zhong?”

Achi clucked his tongue and pointed. “That way,” he said. “Like, all the way that way.”

“I could use a guide,” Shane said. “I’d make it worth your while.”

Achi frowned.

“The village isn’t going anywhere. And I’m way more likely to get eaten without you.”

“That’s true,” Achi said. He considered it for a moment. “I’ll take you as far as the Mumbi.”

“I have no idea what that is, but it sounds fair. Oh, and Achi?” Shane flashed what he hoped was a winning smile. “Do you have anything to eat up there?”
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They walked throughout the morning, stopping only briefly to stretch and share a drink from Achi’s waterskin. Shane was sweating again, and he knew the heat would get worse as the day went on.

As Shane put the waterskin to his lips, Achi’s eyes found the cut on his arm.

“Did the hyenas do that?” he asked.

Shane sighed. “A tree, actually.”

Achi didn’t smile exactly, but his eyes sparked with humor and the seriousness seemed to lift from his features. “You can’t leave a cut like that unclean. Hold on.” He went off a little ways into the brush and reappeared with a thick, broad leaf shaped a bit like the blade of a short sword.

Achi bent the leaf until it snapped in two. A clear gel bled from the broken ends, which he slathered over the cut on Shane’s outstretched arm. Shane felt a soothing, cooling effect almost immediately.

“See, I knew I needed your help out here,” he said. “Did you learn that trick from your father?”

Achi’s entire bearing changed in an instant. His shoulders tensed, his lips thinned, and his eyes went stony.

“What do you know about my father?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Shane said quickly. “I just assumed … You said you were the village elder, and I thought maybe you were following in his footsteps.”

Achi resumed applying the gel, but was considerably less delicate than before.

“I don’t believe in following in anybody’s footsteps,” he grumbled. “And for your information, the village elder doesn’t mess around with plants. He’s like … the leader.”

“Okay,” Shane said, trying to sound neutral, watching as Achi discarded the leaf and fished a long cloth bandage from his bag.

“Our healer was Miss Callie. She didn’t have any kids, so she taught me stuff sometimes.”

Shane watched Achi as the boy looped the bandage around Shane’s arm. He recognized the look of loss in the boy’s eyes. It was like looking into a mirror.

“Miss Callie sounds like a wonderful person,” Shane said, holding up his bandaged arm and admiring Achi’s handiwork. “You honor her when you use what she taught you.”

Achi’s eyes softened, just a little.
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Hours passed, and miles, and for Shane there was no sign that they were making any progress, just the endless indistinguishable greenery. He only knew for certain that midday had passed when Achi handed him a stick of dried meat and called it lunch.

“Why don’t you let your spirit animal out?” Achi asked after a long stretch of silence.

“In this heat?” Shane responded, huffing as he followed the boy up a muddy incline. “He’d be awfully sluggish. And the terrain would trip him up.”

“If I had a spirit animal, I wouldn’t ever put him away.”

It never ceased to amaze Shane, the way people throughout Erdas talked about spirit animals as if they were a great gift. He’d spent his entire childhood terrified of summoning one. But in the absence of bonding sickness, people celebrated the bond — and coveted it.

Most of the Marked seemed to consider their spirit animal an equal and a friend for life. Shane’s bond with his own animal was much simpler. He regarded Grahv as a tool. He didn’t call the creature into its active state unless he needed its muscle. Or its teeth.

But he knew what question Achi was waiting to hear, and he asked it.

“What animal do you think you’d summon?”

Achi smiled. As Shane expected, the question thrilled him. “Maybe a monkey? I like to climb.”

Shane grinned. “I noticed.”

“But I fight like a boar.”

“A boar?”

“You saw me.”

“I saw you throw a rock from a very safe distance.”

“I saw you!” Achi countered. “Here’s how Shane fights.” And he flailed his arms and ran around in a tight circle, a look of mock panic on his face.

Shane laughed, a full belly laugh. Achi’s sudden playfulness had caught him completely off guard.

Then Shane felt the heat of the jungle quickly recede, and a chill swept through him, starting behind his eyes and creeping down into his toes. His muscles tensed, and he felt a thoroughly unpleasant sensation in his head, as if a cold, slimy tentacle were uncoiling within his skull.

Shane’s head moved of its own volition from side to side, tilted back to look up into the canopy above, then turned to regard Achi, who had drawn his quarterstaff to reenact his victory over the hyenas.

As quickly as it had begun, the episode ended. Shane felt momentarily hollowed out, like the discarded insect husks he’d seen on trees throughout the morning.

“Shane,” Achi whispered.

Shane shuddered. He knew what had just happened. Gerathon had looked out from his eyes. The snake was checking up on him.

“Shane,” Achi repeated, more urgently.

“Yeah,” he answered, shaking his head clear. “Yes, Achi?”

“Don’t panic,” the boy said. “But we’re being followed.”

Shane tensed. “By who?”

Achi shook his head slowly, holding Shane’s eyes. “Not who. It’s a cat. A big one.”

Shane had an impossible thought. “A cat, like … like a leopard?”

“Maybe,” Achi answered. “I only caught a glimpse of it before it went into the trees.” He inclined his head in the direction he and Shane had come from.

Shane turned. They’d been walking down a natural path through the trees, a space that was mostly free of vines and saplings. It looked almost like a tunnel, big enough for an elephant to pass through, dark with shadow except where dappled sunlight broke through the canopy.

“Hello?” Shane said, but without raising his voice.

“Shane, I don’t think —”

“Abeke?” Shane called, louder this time. “Abeke, if you’re out there, I can explain everything.”

“Who is Abeke?” Achi whispered.

The wind stirred, and the sunlight filtering through the trees danced along the length of the tunnel. Suddenly Shane caught a glimpse of a great cat standing there, fifty yards away and right in the middle of the path, watching from the shadows.

It was not a cat he recognized. From this far away, all Shane could tell was that it was big, and as black as pitch. More like the shadow of a cat.

“Is that Abeke?” Achi whispered.

“No,” Shane said, taking a step backward. “No, it’s not.”

“Stay calm,” Achi said. “Don’t run. Let’s walk away nice and slowly.”

Shane nodded in agreement, but kept both eyes on the large black cat.

“We’re near a settlement,” Achi explained in a low voice. “I was going to take us around it, but never mind that. Once the cat gets a whiff of other people, it should leave us alone.” He picked up his pace, and Shane risked turning his back on the animal to follow. “In the meantime, be ready for an ambush. Keep your eyes up. If it rushes us, protect your neck — that’s where the killing blow will find you.”

Shane made an involuntary gurgling sound. So far he’d kept the talismans tucked away and out of sight, but now he knew he couldn’t afford to pass up any advantage they gave him.

“Here,” he said, holding a talisman out to Achi. “Put this on.”

“Is that Uraza?” the boy asked, holding the amber cat reverently in his hands.

“A good luck charm,” Shane said. If they were attacked, Achi would now find it that much easier to evade danger.

Shane, on the other hand, would go on the offensive. He looped the golden likeness of Cabaro around his own neck and unsheathed his sword, letting the sound of metal sliding against metal reverberate through the trees. “Let’s keep moving.”

Achi dashed ahead, his enhanced feline grace almost natural on him. The way he’d climbed the tree before, the ease with which he’d navigated the twisting maze of jungle, Shane doubted the boy would even notice the talisman’s influence.

He had to increase his own pace to keep up, but that hardly seemed like a bad idea under the circumstances.
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Shane was exhausted by the day’s efforts. It was difficult enough to navigate the winding jungle pathways. Doubly so when keeping his guard up, never allowing his mind to wander, bracing against an attack that never came.

The light was just starting to dim when Achi finally allowed for a rest.

“We’re close enough to the village that no cat will follow,” he said. “We should camp here. But be quiet — we don’t want to draw any attention.”

“From the predator? Or the people?”

“Both,” Achi warned.

He climbed even more nimbly now that he wore Abeke’s talisman — Uraza’s talisman, Shane corrected himself. In no time, Achi had strung his hammock in the tree, high enough that any passing patrol would miss it entirely — not to mention ants, boars, snakes, and many other creatures that could do them harm in the night.

Shane clambered up after him.

“I’m sorry I don’t have a spare,” Achi said. “But we should probably sleep in shifts anyway.”

“What’s in that village that has you so spooked?”

“Conquerors,” he answered. “And worse.”

Shane startled. This was a stroke of luck. Of course, he realized, he should have been seeking out Conquerors all along. He didn’t have to travel all the way back to camp on foot. He could walk right into that village, eat and drink like … well, like a king … and ride out tomorrow on a fast horse with a full complement of soldiers at his back.

But it would be difficult to convince Achi they were better off in the village than up a tree.

“Conquerors and worse,” Shane echoed. “What do you mean?”

“Never mind,” Achi said, turning away. “I’m tired.”

“I’ll take first watch, then,” Shane offered, giving up, for the moment, thoughts of a hot meal.

Achi crawled into his makeshift bed and Shane climbed higher, finding a branch just below the canopy that was large enough to bear his weight. Before he’d even settled in, though, he heard a whisper from below.

“Shane. Hey, Shane.”

Shane peered down. “Yes, Achi?”

“Can you tell me a story?”

“I thought you were tired,” Shane said, but when Achi made no reply, he felt a pang of guilt. “Hold on,” he said, and he made his way back down to the hammock.

“It’s been a while since I heard a story,” Achi said. “Miss Callie used to tell me them sometimes.” He sounded far younger than the gruff, serious boy of just minutes ago.

“I don’t really know any stories,” Shane said. “None with happy endings.”

“They don’t have any legends where you’re from?”

Shane thought about it. “Oh, I know,” he said. “Did you ever hear the story about how the goanna and the perentie got their coloring?”

“The what and the who?” Achi said. Even in the gloom, Shane caught his skeptical look.

“Right,” Shane said, remembering he was supposed to be from Amaya anyway. “Why don’t you tell me a story, then? A story about Nilo?”

Achi lifted the amber talisman from his chest and then looked at the one Shane wore. “Uraza and Cabaro,” he said. “Did you know they’re the reason gorillas don’t have tails?”

“I didn’t know that,” said Shane. “Tell me about it.”
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Long ago, when Erdas was young, the Great Beasts had not yet grown into their greatness. Uraza was little more than a kitten, and Cabaro had no mane. Yet they both had claws, and they bared them over Nilo.

Nilo, you see, was the most beautiful of all the lands, rich in game and lush in climate. Each of the cats wished to claim it as their own.

They bickered for many days, yowling and hissing and clawing at the ground, and the land around them suffered. For even in their youth, the cats were powerful, and wherever their mighty claws tore up the grass, nothing new would grow. Thus were the Niloan deserts formed.

Kovo saw this, and he was worried, for he also called Nilo his home. He knew he would not thrive in the desert, and so he sought a way to end their fighting.

First he went to Cabaro. He flattered the cat’s vanity. “You are stronger than Uraza,” Kovo cooed. “But true strength is in numbers. You must gather others of your kind, and work together to claim Nilo.”

Then Kovo went to Uraza. He appealed to the cat’s pride. “You are faster and more agile than Cabaro,” he said. “You will control Nilo if you remain a solitary hunter and strike from the trees.”

And then there was a time of peace. Cabaro and his lionesses stayed on the savannah, in plain sight, relying on their strength and on teamwork. But there were too many of them to move freely through the jungles. Uraza, by contrast, ruled the trees, relying on stealth and skill and staying well clear of the savannah.

Each had their own place, and so there was no longer any reason to fight over Nilo. Yet the cats came to realize that they had been tricked into their truce, and they did not take kindly to this. They chased Kovo up into the mountains, and finally caught him by his long and beautiful tail. Kovo escaped, but he lost the tail to the cats.

“That is what you get for sticking your tail into a cat’s business,” they said.

And from that day forth, Cabaro and Uraza lived in harmony. The leopard called the forests and jungles of Nilo her home, for she was a great climber, and the trees became her hunting ground. The lion ruled over the savannah, for his might was such that he feared no enemy, and he had no need for stealth or hiding.
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Shane chuckled softly. “And to this day, I’d bet Kovo holds a grudge,” he added. He tried to imagine what the great gorilla would think of such a legend. He doubted he’d be flattered — but then, at least his cunning had been immortalized.

Within a minute, Achi’s breathing slowed, and Shane crept quietly back to a higher branch. He swapped out the talisman he wore, surveying their surroundings with Essix’s sight, but as the night grew darker the talisman grew less useful.

He tried Kovo’s again, spurred on by the legend he’d just heard. As he remembered, it sharpened his vision. But the effect was not at all like that of the Copper Falcon. Again his eyes were drawn to the stress points of the branches — the one he sat upon seemed to glow right at its base, where his weight caused it to strain against the tree. He looked down at Achi, and even in the dark he could see details of the boy: the delicate bones of his fingers, his eyes in their sockets, a cluster of nerves at the base of his skull.

Shane felt suddenly sick. He knew exactly what the talisman allowed him to see: weakness.

It was showing him how best to hurt Achi.

Shane removed the pendant. It was darker than the night itself. No moonlight caught its curved surface. He put it away, and opted for Briggan’s heightened hearing instead.

The jungle came alive at night, but if anything stalked them, he could not find any sign of it. They did get one visitor, however. Several hours into his vigil, Shane caught a musky scent and heard something small and agile moving in the branches of an adjacent tree. Eventually a monkey peered curiously at him through a curtain of leaves. Its face was black, and the fur of its body appeared almost green. It made a chittering sound, which Shane imagined was a greeting.

“Shh,” he hushed, then pointed to Achi. “He’s sleeping.”

The monkey cocked its head quizzically. Shane thought it would make a perfect spirit animal for Achi. He suddenly remembered the Bile in his pocket. He drew the vial and considered the amber liquid within.

This, he realized, could be perfect. Achi could have the spirit animal he wanted. Shane could win him over to the Conquerors’ cause, giving the boy a home and a purpose. He might hesitate at first — might resist accepting that the soldiers had done what had to be done in his village. But that was the beauty of the Bile, wasn’t it? No one could resist it in the end.

Not even stubborn, foolhardy Drina.

Shane frowned, a chill spreading up his back. Before he could reconsider, he quickly unstopped the vial and poured out its contents.

He was a king. A commander of armies. He didn’t need to bribe Achi, and he didn’t need to bully him either.

As if the boy knew Shane was weighing his fate, he began to toss and turn in his sleep. He cried out into the night, and swayed so much that Shane feared he might launch himself right out of the hammock.

Shane climbed back down to Achi and shook him gently on the shoulder.

“Achi,” he said. “It’s only a dream.”

Achi opened his eyes. They glistened with wetness.

“What is it?” Shane asked.

Achi shook his head. All his flintiness was gone. It had been gone since they’d set up camp.

“It has to do with the village, doesn’t it? The one nearby.”

Achi was silent a moment, then let out a shuddering sigh. “It’s not just Conquerors down there,” Achi said. “My dad’s with them.”

“They took him?” Shane asked. “Is he a prisoner? I can get him —”

“No,” Achi said. “He’s with them. He … he was the elder of our village, like you guessed. He was in charge. Everybody did whatever he said. Everybody trusted him.

“When the Conquerors came, my dad went out to meet them. I snuck out and followed him and listened. They wanted him to turn over our Greencloak. The one who provides Nectar at our ceremonies, they said. But we didn’t have a Greencloak in our village. There was a woman who brought the Nectar once a year, but we never saw her at other times.”

Achi took a deep breath. “They didn’t believe him. They thought he was protecting someone. They got violent. And then he … he told them he was sorry. That he had lied, and that there was a Greencloak in our village. He offered to lead them right to her.”

Shane felt a sourness in the pit of his stomach.

“He brought them to the village and walked them right up to Miss Callie’s hut. She was no Greencloak. She wasn’t even Marked. But the Conquerors pulled her from her home. Everyone got upset. They came out to help her. They threw rocks and shouted. But the Conquerors …” His voice broke. “The Conquerors had armor and real weapons. In the end, they got what they wanted. And my dad went right along with them.”

Shane was struck dumb by the senseless horror of Achi’s story. Before he could think of a single thing to say, the boy burst into tears. Sobs racked his small body, swaying the hammock from side to side.

With some effort, Shane crawled in alongside him. He held Achi until his tears ran dry, murmuring that it was okay, that everything would work out, and wondering whether this was his biggest lie yet.
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Shane dreamed of a jackal.

It sat upon an iron throne.

In its jaws was a bloody golden crown, forged in the shape of a snake devouring its own tail.
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Shane awoke with surprise at the first hint of dawn. He was wedged into the hammock. Achi was crouched on a branch above him.

“I fell asleep,” Shane said groggily.

Achi shrugged. “I kept watch.” There was no sign of sorrow on the boy’s face, as if he’d left his worries in the dark.

Shane slid to the ground and stretched while Achi gathered the hammock. He still wore Uraza’s talisman. Shane could have believed it gave the boy claws — he clung to the side of the tree so effortlessly.

Achi leaped to the ground from a height that Shane wouldn’t have dared. He landed on his feet, of course.

“Ready to go?” he asked, so much enthusiasm in his voice that it broke Shane’s heart a little.

“Listen, Achi …”

“I gathered some grubs while you slept. For breakfast!” Achi held out a closed fist, and Shane had no desire to see what it contained.

“I’m going to the village, Achi,” he said soberly. “And I think you should come with me.”

Achi’s smile snapped closed like a bear trap.

“I know you’re angry with your father,” Shane said. “And you have every right to be. What he did was wrong. But listen …” He squatted down and put a hand on Achi’s shoulder. “It’s like the story you told me about Kovo. Remember? Kovo lied, but he did it for a good reason. He got the cats to stop fighting. He saved the day!”

Achi gave him a withering look. “Kovo was not the hero of that story.”

“Wasn’t he?” Shane said. “Achi, the thing you have to understand is this: Sometimes good people do bad things. It doesn’t mean they’re bad people.”

“That’s exactly what it means!” Achi hollered.

“You need to forgive your father,” Shane said forcefully. “He was doing what he thought was right for the village and for —”

Achi shoved Shane, hard, and he skidded into the dirt.

Shane could hardly believe it had happened. He was torn between shock, hurt, and anger — and then he saw the shaft of an arrow sticking out from a tree.

Right where his head had been.

“Shane, run!” Achi shouted.

They dashed into the trees, and Shane struggled to swap talismans while keeping his head down. He didn’t need Briggan’s hearing to catch the dramatic crashing behind him as something large and fast moved toward them through the brush.

He needed the lion.

Shane skidded to a stop, twirled on his heel, and roared.

The sound was so great it was a physical force, pushing at the trees like a hurricane so that they bent low to the ground. One of them snapped in half, its thick trunk reduced to splinters. Despite the countless leaves and twigs that flew into the air, blocking Shane’s vision, he easily saw the huge cat that had been charging them. It hurtled backward in the gale, sliding through the mud. Even as it tumbled away, the fierceness in its eyes and the savage points of its teeth gave Shane chills.

He turned to find Achi had stopped to look at him. “What was —?”

“Run!” Shane said.

He didn’t mean to.

He just didn’t think.

But his shouted warning came out as another great wave of crushing force.

Achi flew.
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All that mattered now was speed.

When Shane retrieved the talisman from Achi’s unconscious body, the boy’s head lolled back and his arms hung limply. He’d flown high, come down hard, and was now out cold, his shallow breathing the only evidence that he was still alive.

Shane took the boy in his arms, donned the Amber Leopard, and ran. He fought the urge to look behind him, to see if the black cat had recovered and resumed its pursuit.

He felt a calmness overtake him. To be running through the jungle suddenly felt like the most natural thing in the world. He no longer had to even think about where he was placing his feet, or which way to turn to avoid the low branches and hanging curtains of vines. He was a wild thing, running free. He was Uraza, and he was home.

But he was not alone.

Just ahead, a solitary figure stepped out from between the trees. Her cloak was green, but so dark as to appear almost black. Its hood obscured her face. She had an arrow nocked in her bow, and she was aiming it right at him.

“Devourer,” she said. “We meet at last.”

Shane skidded to a stop.

“I’ll bet you thought you’d escaped for good,” the woman said. “Once from Greenhaven and then from the ship that pursued you. I’ll admit, it was an interesting chase. But I saw you fall from the eagle.”

“This boy needs a healer,” Shane said sternly.

“That boy is a shield to you.” She pulled her bowstring taut. “Put him down. Die with some dignity.”

Shane ground his teeth. “I get it. You don’t like me much. But I’m telling you, if this boy doesn’t get to a healer right now, what happens is on your head.”

The woman took a step forward, and Shane saw her face beneath the hood. Her tan skin and accent marked her as a native of southern Zhong. For all the malice in her voice, her features were expressionless, her eyes flat. She had flecks of gray in her black hair and a tattoo on her arm, a white tiger, but it was faded away almost to nothing.

“You use the talismans well,” she said.

“Thanks,” Shane said. “I’d curtsy, but my hands are full.”

“The lion’s roar. The leopard’s grace,” she continued. “Tell me, if you’re so concerned for the child’s life, why not call on the panda?”

Shane cursed himself. It hadn’t even occurred to him. Not that it would have been a very strategic choice with a man-eating cat bearing down on him.

“You care only for yourself.” The woman seethed, her stony exterior flaring hot now. “My name is Lishay. I lost my brother to your pet monsters. I lost my spirit animal. And I lost the man I — a good man. Tarik.”

“I haven’t killed anyone,” Shane growled.

“So talented a liar,” Lishay said. “You can even lie to yourself.”

“I’m not —”

“You may not have held the greatsword that struck Tarik down. Nor the knife that took my kin. But make no mistake — you are responsible for their deaths and more. Your crocodile killed the greatest general in Zhong. You unleashed this madness upon Erdas.”

“I’ve lost people too!” Shane shouted, spittle flying from his mouth. “You think you’re special? I’m doing this because you’re the monsters. Greencloaks! You left Stetriol to rot!” Shane spit into the dirt. “So high and mighty. Not against sending an assassin after me, though, are they?”

“Put the boy down,” she said. “Last chance.” And Shane caught her glimpsing over his shoulder.

“Grahv!” he called, and he rolled to the side just as the great black cat lunged from behind him. It was a tiger, he saw now, its stripes almost lost entirely against its dark fur.

The crocodile appeared in a flash and met the tiger mid-lunge, allowing Shane to bring his attention back to Lishay just as she let the arrow fly. With Uraza’s speed, he was able to dodge it, but only barely. He needed to end this fight quickly.

He dropped Achi to the ground, pivoted, and pulled his saber as he closed the distance.

She met him with a parry, catching his sword on her bow and pushing it aside even as she drew a curved blade with her free hand.

Shane leaped back, dodging the slash she aimed at his belly. He brought his sword around for a slash of his own, and metal met metal.

For the moment, it was a stalemate. Their eyes met, and if a look of hate were a physical thing, Shane would have been knocked off his feet.

They were too evenly matched. Shane needed an advantage.

He withdrew, walking backward but keeping his sword before him. Then he leaped into a tree, out of Lishay’s reach.

She sheathed her sword, and Shane knew he had mere moments before she let an arrow fly. He acted quickly, and replaced the Amber Leopard with Kovo’s Obsidian Ape.

Shane could see an old injury in the woman’s wrist, a fresh scrape on her cheek, and little else he could exploit while her guard was up.

But the black tiger lit up like a beacon. Shane knew she must love the animal fiercely — Kovo’s pendant had flagged it as her weakness. Could he help Grahv get the upper hand? He turned to look at the tiger, and that’s when he noticed something that nearly stunned him right out of the tree: Achi was lit up as well.

Despite her earlier bluster, the woman didn’t want harm to come to the child.

And that was something Shane could use.

Shane ducked and weaved through the branches, hoping she didn’t have a bead on him yet, but unable to take his eyes away from his hands and feet for fear of falling. “Grahv!” he shouted. “The boy!”

Their mental link sparked, and Shane could feel it as the crocodile rallied, knocking the tiger aside with his massive tail and turning on Achi. In a burst of speed, the crocodile had Achi in his open mouth.

“I’m coming down!” Shane said. “Lower your bow if you value the boy’s life.”

Shane clambered down the tree to find Lishay standing stock-still. The only weapon she had now was hatred, which she radiated at him.

“Call off the tiger,” Shane said, drawing his sword.

She hesitated, but held out her arm. In a flash of light, the black tiger appeared as a tattoo alongside its white cousin.

Black and white. Precisely how the Greencloaks saw the world.

“You’re a monster,” she spat. “And you’ll pay. If not at my hands, then at another’s.”

“I’ve paid in advance,” Shane said. “Now it’s time I collect my due.”

With Kovo’s sight to guide him, he smashed the pommel of his sword into the base of her skull. She dropped to the ground, instantly unconscious.

But the jungle wasn’t quiet. Shane heard the sound of crying, and turned to see that Achi was awake. Awake, and terrified.

“Achi, it’s okay,” Shane said quickly. “Grahv won’t hurt you.”

In a flash, the crocodile disappeared.

But the fear in Achi’s eyes remained.
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Shane staggered into the village as the dawn sky flared amber and violet, as if Uraza’s colors still flew over Nilo.

But Nilo had fallen to the Conquerors, and in this village, Uraza’s flags had been replaced.

A dozen Conquerors leveled their weapons at him as he stepped forward. A dozen spirit animals bared their teeth. Shane wondered if they’d really attack him while he held an injured boy in his arms, then decided he’d rather not know the answer.

Grahv appeared growling beside him, and soldiers and animals alike recoiled.

“Send out your captain,” he commanded. “And the elder from the village you destroyed. Now!”

The captain appeared in the doorway of the nearest hut, the medals of his station gleaming in the early light. He hastened over, eyes on the crocodile. “On your knees, dogs!” he shouted at his men. “You are in the presence of royalty.” He removed his iron helm and bowed his head. “Forgive them, my liege, but we were not expecting you.”

“Achi!” called a man, and Shane looked up to see a middle-aged Niloan man approaching. He held a staff much like the one Achi cherished. Shane hadn’t even thought to retrieve it when the boy had fallen.

The man paid no heed to Grahv, nor the soldiers. He walked right up to Shane, worry etched across his brow. “Achi, are you all right? What happened?”

“Answer your father, Achi,” Shane prompted.

Achi glared at Shane. His eyes had gone stony again. Shane had given him Jhi’s talisman and carried him all the way here despite the ache in his limbs. But Achi had refused to speak the entire way.

Shane handed him over to his father, careful to reclaim the bamboo pendant first. “He got caught in the middle of a fight. A Greencloak ambushed us in the woods. But he’ll be okay.”

Shane turned to the captain. “You’re responsible for the wrecked village west of here?”

“Yes, my king,” the captain said. “We met resistance there, but we overcame it.” There was pride in his voice.

Shane slapped him across the face.

“Idiot,” he seethed. “Those were innocent people.” The soldiers all around him fidgeted uncomfortably. “Captain, you will return to the village — alone — and you will dig proper graves for those people.” The man stood at attention, acknowledging the order in stunned silence. “And I’d suggest you hurry. You really want to finish before dark.”

As the captain trotted off, Shane turned to Achi and winked, but the boy seemed unmoved.

Achi’s father cleared his throat. “Achi. This great man saved you. Carried you to safety. You should show gratitude. He is a hero!”

Achi scowled. “Sometimes bad people do good things,” he said icily. “It doesn’t mean they’re good people.”

Shane said nothing, just watched as Achi was carried away.

He tried to grasp at a fleeting sensation of victory, but it slipped through his fingers and was gone.
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