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


 
   
  
 

 PART I 
 
      
 
    Annise   [image: ]   Helmuth   [image: ]   Shanti 
 
    Gareth   [image: ]   Bane   [image: ]   Roan 
 
    Rhea   [image: ]   Grey   [image: ]   Tarin 
 
    Lisbeth   [image: ]   Falcon   [image: ]   Zelda 
 
    Christoff 
 
      
 
    “I shall do what I’ve been born to do. Rule. Protect the north. Improve the lives of our people.” 
 
    Archer Gäric, deceased 
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    The Northern Kingdom, Gearhärt (Circa 532) 
 
    Annise Gäric 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The bells had finally stopped tolling, dropping a curtain of eerie silence across the northern castle city of Gearhärt. Outside the city’s walls, hundreds of its citizens hid beneath the thick canopy of the forest. 
 
    Somewhere, a baby cried, and Annise prayed to the frozen gods that its parents would find a way to quiet it.  
 
    For they were being hunted. All of them. 
 
    “We must make our stand,” Tarin said, close by Annise’s side. His nearness, as always, was a comfort. She could see the familiar dark look in his eyes, one that spoke of raw power and unspent violence. She knew he would fight to the last breath if she asked him to. But she wouldn’t ask, at least not yet.  
 
    Remaining silent, she watched the city, searching for any indication that their enemy had breached the walls. Our enemy, she thought, extending the idea to all the Four Kingdoms. For the first time in their long history, each kingdom and empire had a common enemy, one that wanted to destroy them all. The Horde. The barbarian mountain tribes hailing from northern Crimea had been united by her very own uncle, Helmuth Gäric, a man she’d never even met. Once, he’d been a crippled prince. And now? 
 
    A pale shape appeared on the wall, using all four limbs as it moved with powerful strides. Then another. And another.  
 
    Screams arose from within the city bounds, as bright as sunlight on steel. My people, she thought. A knot formed in the pit of her stomach. Her mouth was suddenly dry.  
 
    She had tried to evacuate everyone.  
 
    But she had failed, just like she had failed Archer. She could not lose anyone else. 
 
    There would be a time to fight, she knew, but that time wasn’t now. It wasn’t fear that drove her decision, but the connection she felt to her people. “We must flee,” Annise said, the words tasting bitter in her mouth. They were prepared for this, hiding sufficient supplies for a long journey in the very wood in which they now sheltered. 
 
    “Annise—” Tarin started to say, but she cut him off with a steely stare.  
 
    “Your Highness,” she corrected. Yes, this was the man she loved, as familiar to her as wind to a bird’s wings, but in this moment she had to treat him like any other. “That was a command. Go!” 
 
    She saw the flash of indecision cross his face, but then he nodded and backed into the forest, motioning for several of the soldiers to follow him. She watched him leave, and she was glad to see his leg had finally stopped leaking blood. He still hadn’t told her how he’d injured it, but it was the least of her concerns.  
 
    She turned back toward the city, her breath catching at the sight. Amidst the hunch-backed barbarians stood a dark-cloaked man, standing upright, facing the forest. Though she knew she was well-hidden in the shadowy wood, she swore he was staring right at her. Crows wheeled about his head, cawing. Though the day had previously been clear, a dark, unnatural mist swirled about him. He held something aloft with one hand, a body garbed in armor. And Annise knew: 
 
    This was the scout from the tower, the one she’d met as he was ringing the bell. He’d stayed until the last. He’d paid the ultimate price for his loyalty.  
 
    With a great heave, the man she knew as her uncle, the Lost Son, the one the barbarians called Klar-Ggra, tossed the man from the wall.  
 
    Annise refused to turn away, though she desperately wanted to. Instead, she watched the body fall until it hit the ground, bouncing slightly before coming to rest. Broken.  
 
    The scout had died to save them. She had to make his sacrifice mean something. Just before she followed Tarin into the woods, she saw her uncle draw his thumb across his throat in a swift motion.  
 
    He knows I can see him, she thought, gritting her teeth.  
 
    Hundreds of refugees stole through the forest, and Annise hated that it had come to this.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Gearhärt 
 
    Helmuth Gäric 
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    Helmuth watched them go. Though he could not truly see his prey in the shadowy confines of the forest, he could sense the displacement of leaves and branches and air. He could feel their pain and fear too.  
 
    Succumb to it, he thought, and you shall be free. 
 
    It wasn’t true, he knew, for no one was ever free from the fear. Everyone had demons, and being haunted by them was akin to sleeping with snakes in one’s bed. Ever present, they wriggled and squirmed, and you never knew when they would bite you.  
 
    For Helmuth, returning to these lands was like waking up from a long sleep, and he could almost believe he was a boy again. His eyes would flash open, the final memories of a beautiful dream dying before his very eyes as sunlight streamed through his window. He would roll from his bed, ready to dance and run and fight foes by the hundreds, his preordained victory cheered by thousands of adoring citizens, who would throw hope flowers at his feet everywhere he walked.  
 
    It was always that first step that got him. The moment of joy would shatter as his knees buckled, his withered legs unable to hold even his miniscule weight. He would cry out as he fell, scraping his palms and bruising his knees. It was usually at that point that one of two things would happen: On a good day, little Zelda would burst through his door, locating his crutches and helping him to his feet before anyone was the wiser to his folly; but on a bad day, one of his brothers, typically Wolfric, would enter the room first, his voice full of scorn, his laughter carrying through the whole of the castle.  
 
    It was on the latter days that Helmuth’s demons took up personal residence.  
 
    But now his brother, the Dread King of the North, was dead.  
 
    And I am not. 
 
    He became aware of the gray mist billowing from the spot on his chest where the painmark burned, curling around his legs, his arms, his head. His own army shrank back from him, for they were no strangers to the effects of the smoke.  
 
    It was Helmuth’s turn to have the last laugh, even as he stood on two legs, a warrior and commander of the most feared force the world had ever seen. But he didn’t laugh. Did not even smile. No. There was work still to be done, and he would not laugh until he was drowning in the blood of his enemies.  
 
    His Horde was impatient, the sounds emanating from the backs of their throats like the snuffles of an entire pen full of hogs. But they would have to wait a while longer. For he had waited his entire life for this, and he would relish every moment, basking in the fear and pain of a world that had turned its back on him long ago. He’d never had a chance. And now, neither would they. 
 
    Run little squirrels, he thought. Run.  
 
    The Horde would eventually catch their prey. And then they would feast. 
 
    Helmuth turned to the south, gazing at the peaked forms of the snowy mountains, the only barrier between the north and the rest of the kingdoms. And cutting between them like a silver throat, the Snake River as it made its way through Raider’s Pass.  
 
    Something about it felt like the door to destiny.  
 
    He wouldn’t knock. No, he would kick it in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Two days later 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Annise awoke in pieces. There was the child who played Snow Wars, outfighting the boys, ignoring their japes and taunts as she beat them into submission; there was the confused and angry young woman seeking escape and a new life; and there was the queen: strong, confident, fearless. Which of these pieces was the truth? 
 
    All of them, she thought. I am all of them. 
 
    “It’s time to go,” Tarin whispered in her ear. One of his muscled arms was wrapped tightly around her, his knees pressed to the backs of her legs.  
 
    Despite only getting four hours of sleep, Annise was wide awake in an instant. Fear did that to a person. And though she feared not for herself, the fear of failing her people had driven her the last two days. On Annise’s orders, the refugees slept for only half the night to put as much distance between them and those that hunted them.  
 
    The Horde had not been spotted since that first day, when they’d left Gearhärt. 
 
    Now, Annise craned her head back at the same moment as Tarin leaned forward, their lips meeting in the middle. Stolen kisses, she thought. It was something at least. Their enemy haunted their footsteps, but they couldn’t haunt their hearts, not yet.  
 
    “I love you, Annise,” Tarin said, his voice husky. In another time, another place, she would’ve given her entire self to him in this moment. 
 
    But reality was a bony bedfellow. “I love you, too,” she murmured against his lips, before breaking away and shoving to her feet. They were already fully dressed, requiring only to step into their boots and then push through the flaps to their tent. Tarin wore makeshift armor pieced together from scraps of plate the blacksmith, Fay, had managed to scrounge up until she could construct a new suit worthy of the largest knight in the realm. The moment the cool night air hit her skin, several soldiers descended upon their tent and broke it down, packing it away for another long march.  
 
    Breakfast was still a dozen miles away, but hard bread and dried meat was handed out as their march began. The line of refugees stretched out like a meandering river in the night, disappearing over the crest of a hill. Though their weariness was evident in the way they trudged along, carrying sacks of supplies, skins of water, and small children on their backs, Annise could also see the determination on their expressions. The people of the north had been through hard times and harder times, not the least of which was the rule of Annise’s own father, and they were stalwart. If she could only keep them moving, maybe, just maybe, they could survive this. Still, Annise planned to walk the entire line before they made camp again, offering encouragement. It was something that gave her as much comfort as it did her people.  
 
    Before she could pick up her pace, however, Annise’s aunt, Zelda, appeared beside her, mouth half-full. “When we reach Darrin…” Zelda said, never one to beat around any bush.  
 
    “I still don’t know,” Annise said, sighing. It was an argument they’d had on more than one occasion. Zelda was of the mindset that they should turn south and make for Raider’s Pass. But Annise was not willing to do that, for it would mean abandoning those of her people who’d already been evacuated to the east by Sir Christoff Metz and his squadron of women soldiers. Not only would she be leaving the loyal knight to fend for himself, but Tarin’s cousin too, Mona Sheary. Zelda, however, refused to give up, as stubborn as an eight-legged mule, as the northern expression went.  
 
    “We’ll be backed against the cliffs,” Zelda said. This was not an expression, but a truth Annise could not deny. They were retreating into a corner. To the north was the frozen wasteland known as the Hinterlands. To the south were the towering, impenetrable Mournful Mountains. And to the east, where they were heading, were the Black Cliffs, nicknamed the Razor due to the blade-sharp rocks that were all but unclimbable. Their foes would come from the west, their number as vast as the salt in the sea. And there would be no mercy.  
 
    “The east will hear our plea for assistance,” Annise said. They would reach Walburg soon, and if she didn’t receive a reply from King Gareth Ironclad there, she would send another stream, requesting a response to be sent directly to Darrin.  
 
    “And if they don’t?” Zelda’s jaws clamped down on a heel of bread, gnawing at it like a dog on a bone. 
 
    There was only one answer, and it was not to meet the Horde in open battle. Even behind Darrin’s thick stone walls, they would be outnumbered ten to one, perhaps more. It was a fight they could not win, even with a warrior such as Tarin in their midst.  
 
    “We shall force them to hear us,” Annise said, her words taking on a dangerous tone.  
 
    Tarin coughed.  
 
    “What?” Annise said, glaring at him. 
 
    He raised his hands, which were as large as the paws of an ice bear, defensively. “Apologies, Your Highness, I meant no offense. But I have fought the easterners half a hundred times. Even doing battle in the frozen north where we have an advantage, they are a formidable foe. And the way through the Mournful Mountains is treacherous and said to be full of traps.” 
 
    Annise wanted to break something. Was nothing simple? “What would you have me do, Sir?” she said. Despite her frustration, she couldn’t pull her gaze from his intense, dark eyes, his smooth glass-like skin, the lips she’d kissed just minutes earlier… 
 
    “Let me lead a party to harry the enemy. At the least we will slow them and give you a chance to negotiate safe passage to the east.”  
 
    She didn’t doubt his abilities in the least, but…  
 
    Oh, Tarin. Please don’t leave me.  
 
    Annise wanted to be selfish, but she also knew she couldn’t pick and choose when to be the queen and when to be that stubborn girl who always beat the boys when they played Snow Wars. “I will consider it.” 
 
    Tarin nodded, his lips parting to say something else, but a newcomer approached before he could. “Iron Fay,” Annise said. It was the nickname she had heard several people call the talented blacksmith. Annise quite liked it, because it was so appropriate for the woman who now walked beside her.  
 
    “Your Highness.” Fay’s dark hair was cut short, windblown and sticking up in several places. Her tight-fitting white shirt was damp and dusted with pine nettles. One sleeve was badly burned. A large hammer hung from her belt, the ensemble completed by thick woolen trousers and sturdy boots. If not for her long eyelashes and pretty brows, she could easily pass for a man, a knight’s squire perhaps.  
 
    “What news from the rear scouts?” Annise asked. Fay had volunteered to be the go-between for the rear scouts, and Annise couldn’t deny her. The blacksmith had already done so much for her, not the least of which was designing both hers and Tarin’s primary weapons.  
 
    Shadows fell across Fay’s eyes. “The Horde was spotted a dozen miles back, but they are closing rapidly. They haven’t slept in over a day.” 
 
    Frozen hell, Annise thought as she realized what this meant. Despite their ceaseless march, they’d lost ground over the last day. “How soon will they catch us?” 
 
    Fay swallowed. “At this pace, two days, three at the most.” 
 
    Zelda threw what was left of her hard bread, and Annise watched it skitter like a rock across the rough ground. “We won’t make Walburg, much less Darrin,” she said, though everyone was already thinking the same.  
 
    Tarin said, “Ann—Your Highness.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, already resigned to her decision, though making it felt like tearing her heart into two pieces. She’d lost so much already—her mother, her brother, friends and family—but she had no claim on suffering. Still, it felt like she’d only just regained Tarin, that they’d finally found a balance they could manage. Together. But she was the queen, bound by duty to her people, not to her heart. “Go,” she said, raising her voice to prevent it from breaking. “Take the strongest, bravest soldiers and slow our enemy. May the frozen gods of the north be with you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Shanti Parthena Laude 
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    Shanti could see them—the dead. They were all around her, filling the spaces between the living, who were going about their business in the marketplace, oblivious to the ghosts. She knew some of them. Those she’d fought alongside. Those she’d plotted with. Rebels. Slaves. Great warriors.  
 
    All dead.  
 
    Falcon nearly walked into one and she almost warned him, but then caught herself. If he sensed anything was wrong, he would only watch her more.  
 
    She jammed her eyes shut and willed the dead to disappear. Why couldn’t they leave her in peace? Was she supposed to take solace in those who had survived? Is that what normal people did? Before she met Jai, her entire life felt like it was pulled as taut as a bowstring, but then 
 
    for just a moment 
 
    she’d let her guard down, 
 
    let herself fall, 
 
    her bowstring sagging slightly… 
 
    Why? 
 
    It was THE question, the one with no answer.  
 
    People talked to her sometimes, but their words had as little substance as the wind blowing past, stinging her eyes with the grit it carried. Even Falcon’s words were hollow. How could they be anything else?  
 
    The dead were quieter, their voices mere whispers, but every word was a pain-filled shout of warning. Shanti heard them. Heard them every second of every hour of every day of every— 
 
    She stopped, kneading her knuckles into her forehead to combat the pounding headache that had taken up residence.  
 
    Falcon was speaking again, leaning in close, wearing that expression of concern that had once been so endearing. Finally, the shouted whispers ceased, the silence in the background so abrupt that for a moment Shanti thought she might’ve lost her hearing completely. But then Falcon’s voice cut through the silence like a knife through butter. “Shanti? Are you all right? Are you ill?” 
 
    She straightened up, removed her fist from her forehead, and forced a smile to her lips. “It’s just the heat.” 
 
    “You should lie down,” Falcon suggested, his brow still furrowed.  
 
    Falcon was a good man, she knew. If she’d never met Jai, she might’ve been happy with him. She might still be whole.  
 
    But that wasn’t what had happened, and she was far from whole.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I’m going to do that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    “We need to send a reply immediately,” Gareth said, still staring at the wet note. The ink from the stamp marking the message as confidential was running off the paper, dripping red drops to the floor at his feet. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Highness,” the Phanecian stream worker said. “It seems we have run out of inkreeds for Ferria.”  
 
    “What about the north? I can reply directly to Queen Gäric.” 
 
    The narrow-eyed man shook his head. “My apologies.” 
 
    Gareth took a deep breath, determined not to let his frustration affect his actions. “How close can we send the stream?” he asked, frowning. Of all the bad luck… 
 
    “Uh…Sarris?” 
 
    Sarris? Great Orion save us all. Sarris might as well be an ocean away from Ferria. Two oceans from the north. By the time the message arrived, it could already be too late. Still, they might have a greater variety of inkreeds in Sarris…he had to try. “Send it. Bring me the ink.” 
 
    The stream worker bowed stiffly and departed. Though it was daytime, long shadows pushed through the arched windows on the far wall. It took three lanterns to cast enough light to see. Such was life in a canyon, where the sun only managed to find its way to the bottom for a few short hours a day.  
 
    Gareth sat at a table and read the note for the third time. It had been copied in Ferria and streamed to him here in the southern continent of Phanes. It was a request for help from Annise Gäric herself. Her people were under attack. Not by another kingdom, but by the same enemy they all now feared. The Horde.  
 
    Her army killed my father, he reminded himself. His brother, Guy, had died during the same battle, but at the hands of Bane, the Kings’ Bane. He’s still a Gäric, he thought, his teeth grinding together.  
 
    We attacked them, he reminded himself. Because my father could not forgive and forget. Long had the cycle of vengeance turned the wheel of the Four Kingdoms. 
 
    It must stop. 
 
    The stream worker returned, and Gareth swiftly penned a reply to Annise, promising her the assistance of the east. He requested that whomever received the note in Sarris forward it to every major northern city from Blackstone to Castle Hill to Darrin. Next he wrote another message, this one to his general in Ferria, charging him with providing safe passage to the northern refugees.  
 
    The Phanecian messenger accepted both messages with another bow and left to send them.  
 
    Gareth leaned back and sighed. It was the best he could do, for now. The Four Kingdoms had no choice but to come together if they were to survive. It should be easy, if not for the stubbornness of its people.  
 
    “Speaking of which,” Gareth muttered as Gwendolyn Storm, the heromarked Orian entered his quarters. Gods, she’s beautiful, he thought, though he wasn’t romantically interested in the female persuasion. Still, he couldn’t help but to admire the litheness of her armored form, each step as graceful as a dance, her silver hair framing her sharp-angled face. Her yellow catlike eyes pierced him with a stare.  
 
    “I’m leaving,” she said without preamble. She stopped only halfway across the room. 
 
    “But you just arrived. In my room, I mean.” 
 
    “I’m leaving Phanes,” she clarified.  
 
    “I know,” Gareth said. “After the council. Like we agreed.” 
 
    “I changed my mind. I’m leaving now. Raven must return to Calypso. She cannot wait any longer.” 
 
    Gareth wasn’t fooled. They’d been through too much together for her to hide her true intentions from him. “You haven’t spoken to Roan yet, have you?” 
 
    “That’s not why—” 
 
    “It is and you know it. I can’t believe the most fearless woman I’ve ever known is afraid of the Peacemaker.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid. I’d just rather not…distract him.” 
 
    “With your beauty,” Gareth said, making a show of licking his lips. 
 
    “With bad memories.” There was no humor in her tone, and Gareth felt bad for his previous remark. Gwen had opened up to him about how she’d last left things with Roan—how she’d disappointed him. But that was the past and everything had changed. Hadn’t it? 
 
    “You should talk to him.” I’m a fool, he thought a second later. Here he was trying to help the one woman who stood between him and the man he loved. Even worse was the fact that he’d barely spoken two words to Roan himself, and he wasn’t sure why.  
 
    “So should you,” Gwen countered, reading his mind.  
 
    “We could do it together,” Gareth suggested.  
 
    “That wouldn’t be awkward at all.” 
 
    Gareth laughed. “Exactly. It’ll be just like old times.” 
 
    Gwen finally managed a smile, albeit a thin one that suggested she’d rather shoot an arrow through his eye. “I’ll talk to him when this is all over.” 
 
    Gareth wasn’t about to let her off that easily. Tormenting Gwen was one of the few things that still gave him pleasure. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll talk to Roan first, and then—” 
 
    “No deal.” 
 
    “You haven’t even heard the rest.” 
 
    “You were going to say that I have to talk to him second.” 
 
    “Wrong. You must stay for the council. Then you can fly off into the sunset with your new best mate.” 
 
    “She’s not my—” 
 
    “Save it. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Gwen tucked her bottom lip into her mouth, and then finally flashed a genuine smile. “Deal.” 
 
    Gareth pushed back his chair and stood. “I’ll find you after I talk to him. Don’t do anything drastic.” 
 
    Before she could respond, he swept past her and out of the room.  
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    Gareth watched as Roan sat alone in one of the many courtyards nestled between the sheer rock faces of the great Phanecian canyons. Black marble balustrades surrounded the area, which was open only at one end, where a grand staircase connected it to the rest of the palace. The far wall was espaliered with southern fruit trees, their long vine-like branches climbing wooden lattices secured to the stone with iron bolts. Gareth knew from experience that the small yellow fruit hanging from the branches was exceptionally sweet, and usually tempered with flour and almonds.  
 
    He’d eaten it for breakfast three days in a row, taking the meals in his room, where it was safe. 
 
    What am I afraid of? he wondered.  
 
    Roan sighed and leaned back as an errant sunbeam found its way into the canyons, lighting his face. His skin was sun-browned, his hair bleached even more than the last time Gareth had seen him. When Roan had saved his life from Bane in Ferria. Again.  
 
    He is so beautiful, Gareth thought, but that wasn’t why he feared speaking to him again.  
 
    No. Gareth, despite being a king now, despite the role he’d played in the victory in the Bloody Canyons, despite having forged an alliance with the west, was still afraid of playing second fiddle. All his life it had been hammered into him that he was the Shield, born only to defend his brother, Guy, who was destined to become king of the east. But now that Guy was dead—Grian too—he was the heir to the throne. But that didn’t make him heir to Roan’s heart.  
 
    He didn’t want to compete with Gwendolyn—after all, she never lost at anything—but he also didn’t want to walk away without trying.  
 
    “Have I become a stranger to all those I love?” Roan said, his voice carrying across the space. There was something different about it. Something more assured. Confident.  
 
    He knows his purpose. The knowledge sent tendrils of excitement through Gareth, and he longed to run to him, to fall back into the way things were before.  
 
    “No,” Gareth said. “And yes.” He mounted the last step and started toward him, taking short sharp breaths but feeling starved for air. Roan’s eyes were still closed, his head still dipped back, and for a moment it appeared as if the light was coming from within him, rather than from the sun above. Which wasn’t entirely impossible.  
 
    When Gareth had closed the gap between them by half, Roan finally tilted his head toward him, his eyes fluttering open lazily. “A contradiction,” he said. “You’ve always been a contradiction.” 
 
    “Have I?” Gareth said, and suddenly it was as if no time had passed, as if Roan had never saved his life—twice—as if they were back at the beginning, when the world hadn’t changed either of them and life was simpler.  
 
    “Aye, like a snakebite without the venom!” Roan flashed a smile. 
 
    Gareth found himself smiling back. Why didn’t I go to him sooner? He’s Roan, not some demon. “I could bite you and we could find out,” he said.  
 
    Roan leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I’m worried about Gwen,” he said, and the moment of frivolity burned away like thin paper in an inferno.  
 
    Gareth pretended the abrupt change of topic didn’t sting. “I know. Me too. But she’s fine. She’s…changed. We all have.” 
 
    “But in Calyp…” 
 
    “She told me what happened. She fears you’ll never speak to her again.” 
 
    Roan said, “What? She’s the one who ran away. She’s the one who was trying to assassinate the Sandes.” 
 
    “She didn’t.” 
 
    “I know, which is why I don’t understand her absence.” 
 
    Words burned in the back of Gareth’s throat, and he wished he didn’t have to speak them. But he did, because Gwen was his friend, for better or worse. “She loves you.” 
 
    “I—I know.”  
 
    Gareth couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped his lips. “You know? Must be nice to be so secure with all the attention…” 
 
    Roan looked aghast. “I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “I’m joking. Lest you forget my personality.” 
 
    A shy laugh slipped from Roan’s mouth. “Sorry, I just—a lot has happened. Not all of it good.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Roan did, and by the end of it Gareth wanted to hit something. Or someone. Specifically, the Western Oracle; if she was still alive, that is.  
 
    “She created the man who is leading a horde of barbarians across the Four Kingdoms, slaughtering anyone who stands in their path?” 
 
    Roan nodded. 
 
    “And you’re not angry?” 
 
    “I was,” Roan said. “Very. I felt…betrayed. All this time I thought the Western Oracle was a noble woman with a grand plan for peace.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    A faraway look appeared in Roan’s eyes, and Gareth thought perhaps he was remembering something from his time in Teragon. “I think maybe that is still true, but her methods were misguided.” 
 
    “You think?” Gareth couldn’t help the scorn that entered his voice. Finally, for the first time in over a century they were on the verge of peace, and now this? 
 
    “Honestly,” Roan said, raising his eyebrows thoughtfully, “I don’t know anymore. All I know is that she died for something she believed in, which is more than most of us will be able to say in the end.” 
 
    The words weighed heavily on Gareth’s mind, especially because of the note he’d received from Annise Gäric earlier that day. “There’s something I have to do,” he said. “Speak later?” 
 
    “You’ll be at the council?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it for peace in the Four Kingdoms.” 
 
    Roan managed a smile, but it vanished quickly. “And Gwen?” 
 
    “She’ll be there too, even if I have to drag her myself.” 
 
    Roan nodded. His eyes drifted shut once more and he leaned into the sunshine.  
 
    Gareth’s gaze lingered on him for a selfish moment longer before he slipped away. He needed to know whether his streams to Sarris had received a response.  
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    “What?” Gareth said, frowning at the dripping parchment. “Sarris has no inkreeds at all?” 
 
    The Phanecian stream worker took a step back, as if expecting to be hit. “Stream locations all over the Four Kingdoms have experienced the same interruption. It seems those responsible for delivering inkreeds are no longer performing their duties.” 
 
    Gareth couldn’t really blame them. Crossing borders during dangerous times such as these was no easy task. Still, frustration prowled through him, like an ore panther through Ironwood. How was he to help the northerners when he couldn’t even communicate with them or his own capital city?  
 
    He could send a messenger the old-fashioned way, but he was no longer willing to entrust such an important duty to someone he didn’t know. Which left one final option:  
 
    He would have to ride to Ferria himself.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    Bane hovered in an ethereal place between worlds, watching as the delegates from each of kingdoms and empires entered the broad banquet hall now being used as a council room.  
 
    He felt like a ghost, a silent observer.  
 
    It was not so dissimilar to how he’d felt his entire life.  
 
    I should be a ghost, he thought. I should be dead. 
 
    But he wasn’t, if only because Roan Loren, the Peacemaker created and prophesied by the Western Oracle, had healed him from the plague that had afflicted him. He still remembered what Roan had said when Bane had asked why:  
 
    I did it because we need you. Your time is not yet come. I don’t know everything, but I know that. And because your last act should be your best one, not your worst. 
 
    “We need you,” he whispered. No one had ever needed him. All those he’d met had feared him. The only man he’d ever considered his friend, Chavos the plaguemarked, had tried to kill him. The man who’d raised him, Bear Blackboots, had abandoned him.  
 
    But Roan had not. He’d even invited him to this very place, to take part in the proceedings. 
 
    Somehow it only made Bane feel more alone, more pitiful and hated. The first ever fatemarked council was about to begin and he knew he could not be a part of it, not truly.  
 
    For I am not fatemarked, he thought. 
 
    I am deathmarked.  
 
    And he had not yet killed the number of rulers required by the prophecy, by the marking split into ten equal segments on his scalp.  
 
    No. 
 
    There was still work to be done.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    All eyes were on him, and suddenly Roan’s idea for the first ever Fatemarked Council didn’t feel like such a good idea. After all, who was he to guide kings and queens and emperors and empresses toward peace in a land embroiled in war? Roan could almost hear Gareth’s voice responding in his head: Uh, you’re the Peacemaker, you dolt! Of course it should be you! 
 
    The thought actually helped, as did seeing Gareth enter the grand room through a side door, a hint of amusement crossing his lips as their eyes met.  
 
    Roan wanted to smile back, but then he saw who Gareth was dragging behind him—Gwen. Adorned in the magnificent armor of Ironwood, she looked beautiful and strong and… 
 
    She refused to meet his eyes. Roan had never seen her look so uncomfortable, a fact that would’ve been disquieting in the best of times.  
 
    Roan shook his head slightly, willing himself to focus. Whether she liked it or not, he would talk to Gwen after the council was finished.  
 
    He scanned the area before him, which had once been a grand banquet hall used by the Southron emperor for entertaining the wealthiest and most influential Phanecians. Under the prismatic light from the crystal-studded chandeliers overhead, slaves would’ve served him and his guests, largely unnoticed and ignored. 
 
    Now, however, the space had been converted into a large council room, an enormous circular table brought in and outfitted with a few dozen chairs. Though invitations had been sent to a select group of people—those who were fatemarked or had a direct role in the leadership of their respective nations—the attendees had also been allotted several spots to fill with their counsellors, if desired. As such, almost every seat was now taken.  
 
    From the east there were Gareth and Gwen, as well as a pair of generals who had served the iron realm for more than two decades. From the west were Sai Loren and his siblings, in order of age, Wheaton, Gaia, and Ennis. They were surrounded by several advisors, including the red-garbed, sharp-eyed Furies. Roan’s sister, Rhea, was noticeably absent, having recently given birth to a daughter. Thus far, she’d refused to see anyone, attended only by a pair of stubborn midwives who provided cryptic one-word answers to even the simplest of questions. From the neighboring southern continent of Calyp was Raven Sandes, who never seemed to be far from Gwen’s side these days. The Calypsian empress had requested that a wall be knocked down so her dragon, Siri, could attend the council, but the other councilmembers had voted against it. Now, a giant dark eye stared through the east-facing window. I see you, Peacemaker, the dragon said as its eye met his gaze. Roan couldn’t help himself—he flinched. Though it wasn’t the first time the dragon had spoken directly into his mind, it still unnerved him. Raven only grinned while most of the other attendees shrank back from the dragon’s presence. Representing the Phanecians were Emperor Falcon Hoza and several women from a rebel group known as the Black Tears, including Sonika Vaid and Shanti Laude, both of whom Roan had met in the days since the battle. Even the pirates had representation on the council in the form of a young man who wore a blade for a hand—Grey Arris. His sister, the young halfmarked girl who had helped save numerous lives during the last battle, was next to him, followed by the one-legged pirate king who bore the other half of her marking. Their names were Shae Arris and Erric Clawborn, respectively. Last, and perhaps most surprisingly, were the representatives from the north, a Sir Dietrich who was swordmarked, and the soulmarked woman, Lisbeth Lorne. Though several councilmembers had protested their presence—specifically, Sai Loren—because they’d been associated with the ancient army known as the Sleeping Knights who had almost killed them all, Roan could not deny them. No, the decisions they would make today would affect them all.  
 
    Roan was not alone either. He’d invited Windy Sandes and his friend and fellow scholar, Yela, to attend. Though they were Calypsians by birth, he knew them well enough to trust they would favor the interests of the Four Kingdoms as a whole over their country of heritage. 
 
    Only one who’d been invited was missing, and Roan pointedly searched the shadows in the corners, just in case. He shook his head. Bane would not come, and Roan hated that he felt relieved. Adding the volatile young man to the mix might’ve been like creating a spark in a room full of fireroot powder. 
 
    He refocused on the meeting and its purpose: To make a united decision about how to combat the threat they all now faced. Each ruler would receive one vote, as well as each fatemarked, or at least that was what Roan had stated in the invitations. He opened his mouth to speak, but didn’t get a single word out before another voice rang out.  
 
    “I hereby reject the notion that any of the sinmarked should receive a vote.” All heads turned toward where Sai Loren now stood, one fist set on the table while the other hung at his side, dangerously close to the hilt of his sword. He was dressed in full battle armor, his jaw locked, as if he expected the meeting to end in a fight to the death.  
 
    Sinmarked. That word. It was a term Roan had feared his entire life, when it had been taught to him by Markin Swansea while growing up in Calypso. But he feared it no more.  
 
    A chair screeched across the floor as it was shoved out. Gwendolyn Storm glared at Sai, and Roan knew he was about to lose control before the council had even truly begun. He cleared his throat and her yellow eyes flashed to his, truly meeting his gaze for the first time since they’d been reunited. Something passed between them, though he wasn’t certain what. He gestured for her to sit and after a moment’s hesitation she did.  
 
    “Respectfully,” Roan said, keeping his voice even, “those bearing a mark will hereby be referred to as ‘fatemarked.’” 
 
    “Why? Have the fatemarked done anything but bring greater violence to a world already plagued by it? No, I say. The sinmarked are unnatural creations, and I consider any who support them my mortal enemy.” 
 
    The words were like darts to Roan’s heart. This was the west he’d been taught to fear, a land of ignorance and mistrust, a land where those different were hated simply because they were different. But was there anything salvageable? He wasn’t sure where Rhea stood, but she wasn’t exactly available right now, and any hold she’d had on the throne seemed to be fading fast. 
 
    “The so-called sinmarked saved your life in the Bloody Canyons,” a new voice said. Emperor Falcon Hoza was now standing. He wore a leather vest, his muscular arms tanned and bare. His dark eyes were trained on Sai, a note of challenge in them. “Lisbeth defeated the Sleeping Knights with the help of the halfmarked.” 
 
    The young, willowy blind girl bearing the soulmark shifted uncomfortably at being mentioned. Roan had tried to speak with her several times since the events of that day, but thus far she’d been quiet, as if the memories were more than she could tolerate. 
 
    Sai’s upper lip curled with unmasked disgust. “That thing”—he spared a harsh glance at Lisbeth—“brought annihilation to our very doorstep. Reports have been arriving all week. The Knights sacked Bethany, wiped Restor from the map, destroyed Cleo. My cities. My people. My kingdom. Forgive me if I cannot commend her for her actions in the Bloody Canyons. Do you deny she was responsible for awakening the Sleeping Knights in the first place?” 
 
    Roan could not. She’d admitted that much at the least. She’d done it with good intent—to save the north from defeat at the hand of the easterners—but it was still a bitter truth for someone like Roan to swallow. So much violence spawned by one small act… He shook his head, but not in response. “She lost control, yes, but in the end she stopped them, else we would not be sitting here speaking today.” 
 
    “Ha!” Sai scoffed. “You may be of western descent, cousin, but you are Calypsian through and through. Excuses on top of excuses.” 
 
    Empress Raven Sandes, the only true Calypsian on the council, was on her feet in an instant, whip in hand and at the ready. Her threat was punctuated by the growl of the dragon outside, which rumbled through the wall, rattling the table.  
 
    Sai’s expression blanched. “I’m surrounded by heathens and demons,” he said. “Now it’s time this farce of a council came to an end—at least my part in it.” 
 
    “Wait,” Roan said. 
 
    All went still and silent. “Sit. Please. All of you.” 
 
    Glares were exchanged between those still standing, but slowly, one by one, Falcon, Raven and Sai returned to their seats.  
 
    Roan took a deep breath. “We have our differences, even I can admit that.” Sai huffed out a scornful laugh and looked ready to say something, but Roan raised a hand to silence him. “I’m not finished. We have our history, a history filled with violence, mistrust, and hatred. So much blood has been spilled on these lands. But now we face an evil greater than any we have ever known, greater than the differences that have separated us for centuries. This evil does not seek to conquer, but to annihilate. Their goal is not land or power, but destruction.” Roan paused, and he couldn’t help but remember that it was the Western Oracle who had created the very situation they now faced. The fresh fires of anger rose in his throat, but he swallowed them down. They might not be fully responsible for the evil that beset them, but that didn’t mean they could avoid facing it. His eyes roamed from face to face, meeting each gaze, trying to connect with these people in such a way that they’d be able to feel what he felt. Hope in unity. “We must form an alliance of fatemarked and unmarked, king and queen and emperor and empress and commoner. It is the only way to survive the HORDE. We are all responsible for the fate of the Four Kingdoms.” He paused, waiting for a reaction. Waiting for one of them to understand, to extend an alliance that crossed borders and kingdoms.  
 
    Sai stood and Roan held his breath. “Bravo. A fine speech. Perhaps it will move the weaker minds in the room, but even with the tip of your sword pressed to my throat I would not agree to such foolishness. My cousin might’ve entered an ill-advised alliance with the east, but that is over. The west owes the Four Kingdoms nothing but vengeance. We will defend our borders against the Horde and the rest of you, for you are all alike in our eyes. Enemies.” 
 
    Roan should’ve felt anger, but the strength of his disappointment outweighed all else. The day had begun with such hope… “Do your brothers and sister share your view?” he asked evenly. 
 
    Sai glanced to the left and right, as if daring his siblings to contradict him. Wheaton met his gaze with a nod of solidarity, while Ennis refused to meet anyone’s eyes. Gaia, however, stood. “I do not,” she said. There was a slight quiver in her voice, but her eyes were full of steel, green and piercing. In some ways, her defiance reminded Roan of Rhea. 
 
    “Traitor,” Sai muttered between locked teeth.  
 
    “No, brother,” Gaia said, turning to face him. “It is you who are the traitor. To your country, to your cousin, to your family. And I will be a part of it no longer.” With that, she stepped past him, shoved her chair beneath the table, and left.  
 
    Sai’s face had turned a dark shade of red, but to his credit he took several deep breaths before speaking. “You can have my sister. My cousin too. It doesn’t change anything. I am the western king. Do you deny it?” 
 
    “Yes,” said a familiar voice. “I deny it.” Surprised, Roan glanced toward the sound. A woman stood where Gaia had departed only a moment earlier. She wore a long blue gown that seemed to trail from the ends of her golden hair. The silky fabric matched her eyes perfectly, which were the color of a clear sky. She cradled a babe in her arms, rocking it gently from side to side.  
 
    It took Roan several speechless seconds to realize the woman was none other than his sister, Rhea Loren. The changes in her were significant. Not just in her appearance, which was softer somehow, but also in the aura that seemed to surround her. She was calm, in control, a stark contradiction to the young fiery woman he’d first met back in Knight’s End when he felt like she was always on the verge of going up in flames, burning the world down with her.  
 
    Sai finally broke the silence. “You have no authority here,” he said. “You lied to your own people. You murdered my brother. You had your pet sea monster kill your own sister. How dare you deny my claim on the very throne you usurped.” 
 
    Rhea’s expression didn’t change during her cousin’s tirade, as if the words were pebbles and she was made of impenetrable armor.  
 
    She has changed, Roan thought. Motherhood has worked wonders on her. 
 
    He had a mind to interject, to defend her, but he knew he didn’t need to. Perhaps at one time Rhea Loren needed defending, but not anymore. She was her own defense.  
 
    She stepped forward defiantly. “Under Western Law, the throne must pass to the eldest primary heir. And that, dear cousin, is Roan.” 
 
    Roan felt the air rush out of his lungs. Though he’d known for a long time that he was the true heir to the west, he’d never thought to exercise those rights; furthermore, he never thought he would hear his sister lend her support to his claim. But did he want the throne? He had no desire for power, or control, but if being king helped achieved peace… 
 
    Sai’s snarled retort broke through his thoughts. “Foolish child! You know nothing of Western Law. Your brother, the primary heir as you put it, is fatemarked. If he steps foot in the west, then he will be tried and executed in accordance with laws enacted almost two hundred years ago.” 
 
    “Brother.” Ennis Loren had finally spoken, his eyes locked on Sai’s. “Enough with the threats. Just tell them.” 
 
    Roan frowned. “Tell us what?” 
 
    Sai’s gaze flicked to Roan, and he didn’t try to hide a look of disgust. “We’re leaving. We didn’t come here to make peace. We came to conquer the Wrath-hating nation of Phanes. That is no longer a possibility, so we shall return to the west.” 
 
    Fools! Roan wanted to shout, but he held his tongue. Over the last several months he’d learned that some people could not be reasoned with. Rhea had been one of those people. But he’d also learned that people could change, just like his sister had.  
 
    Without another word, Sai departed, his armor rattling. Wheaton frowned but followed his brother, having not said a single word during the exchange. Ennis’s eyes met Roan’s, then Gwen’s, and finally Gareth’s. Gareth looked like he wanted to say something, but only shook his head and looked away. When Ennis stood, however, Rhea moved into position to block him.  
 
    “Cousin,” she said. “I’m sorry.” A shiver ran through Roan. For Rhea’s voice had been stripped down to a single pure note of honesty. Gone was the deceit and the political maneuvering and the cruel intent. Here was a woman seeking to make amends, to gain the forgiveness of a man she obviously cared for.  
 
    “So am I,” Ennis said, stepping well clear of her and the sleeping baby in her arms as he passed by.  
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    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Rhea trusted her brother to handle the council, and she couldn’t let Ennis walk away. Not again. Not like this. 
 
    She turned to go but then her eyes locked on those of Grey Arris—oh Wrath, how she longed to turn back the clock of her life and not fail him, not betray him, but such things were impossible and anyway, look what he’d become, how strong, how beautiful, a man worthy of a flawless woman, a woman who wasn’t her.  
 
    She tore her eyes from his and rushed from the hall, watching as Ennis turned the corner of a long corridor, his strides long, such that she would have to take three to one of his to catch up.  
 
    She hustled along, but when she turned the same corner, he was gone and she was exhausted. Her daughter was stirring, her lips smacking as she searched for a snack.  
 
    Rhea sank to her knees, her dress billowing around her legs like a canopy. Looking down at the purest face she’d ever seen, Rhea smiled. That’s when she realized what she’d become. She was not a queen, not fatemarked. Friendless. Hated by those she’d spited. Lost to those she’d found. But she was something else, something more.  
 
    I am a mother, she thought, abandoning western modesty and offering her breast to the most beautiful creature in the world. The babe sucked greedily. I will not fail you, Rhea thought. If you are the one thing I do right, it will be enough.  
 
    A cleared throat made her flinch.  
 
    Her eyes traveled up to find the most surprising person standing before her.  
 
    “Ennis,” she breathed. 
 
    “Rhea, I…” He trailed off, his shoulders sagging. “I can’t do this. Not anymore. I hope you can understand.” 
 
    She was so surprised by the emotion in his voice that she had to stifle a sob. She turned it into a small laugh, which caused him to raise an eyebrow. “You are…different,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “Everything has changed.” She wore her ignominy around her shoulders like a cloak, but she willed it to vanish. One could not always look to the past, even if it was easier to see with clarity than the future. 
 
    “Because of her?” He motioned to her daughter, who’d fallen asleep on her breast. 
 
    “In part,” she said. “But you changed me too.” 
 
    Ennis nodded thoughtfully. “And you I.” 
 
    “Ennis, I’m so—” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” he said. “No more apologies.” 
 
    Rhea nodded. She couldn’t deny him a single wish. “I wish I could change things,” she said instead. 
 
    His eyes had become the eyes she remembered, back before she’d turned them into blades of steel. “Me too. We all have things in our past we want to forget, to change, but if we did we’d be but shadows of ourselves.” 
 
    His words surprised her almost as much as the fact that he’d returned. “Would that be worse?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Even me?” 
 
    Ennis sighed. “Though it pains me to say it, even you.” 
 
    She almost laughed, and for a moment it felt like the past, back when they were okay, back when they trusted each other. “Even you? What would you forget?” 
 
    “That I was loyal to you without regard for the truth.” 
 
    Any mirth on her lips fell away, his words like the knives that she deserved. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    “No. Only you can make yourself feel better.” He ran a hand through his thick hair, looking boyish despite his age. “Your daughter. She’s beautiful.” She could sense the unspoken words on the tip of his tongue. Like you. She was glad he didn’t speak them—they would only make everything harder.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What is her name?” 
 
    “I—I haven’t told anyone.” Nor had she told anyone about her daughter’s fatemark, the beautiful symbols painted in light across the entirety of her skin. Images of people of all races and backgrounds, a tapestry of the Four Kingdoms, each nation connected by cords of white light. Rhea had sworn her midwives to secrecy. 
 
    “Then let me be the first to hear.” 
 
    Rhea seriously considered it. Sharing her daughter’s name felt like her own form of magic. For a second she hoped it would be the spell that would finally repair their broken relationship. But there was another who needed to know first. “I’m sorry. I cannot. Not yet.” 
 
    Pain flashed across Ennis’s face at the reminder that there was another who took precedence over him, who would always come first. He turned to go. 
 
    “Wait. Ennis, please. Don’t go.” 
 
    “I must,” he said, no longer willing to meet her eyes. 
 
    “You saw the enemy we face. Our only hope is to unite ourselves against the Horde.” She was being selfish, she knew. She wanted him to stay for her.  
 
    “I know,” he said. There was sadness and resignation in his eyes. “I cannot be there for you, not the way I used to be. But as long as blood runs through my veins I will protect you and these lands.”  
 
    She nodded. “I know you will. But I also need you to do something for me.” 
 
    “Rhea, I—” 
 
    “My brother is still in Knight’s End. Leo. Keep him safe. Please. Swear it.” Rhea could hear the desperation in her own voice. She knew this man owed her no vow, no promise of loyalty. But she owed her brother the world she had taken from him. 
 
    Ennis stared at her for a moment, his lips pursed. And then he said, “I will. Farewell, Rhea.” 
 
    And then he was gone, and somewhere in the back of her mind she knew she would never see him again.  
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    Grey peered through the cracked-open door. Though he had maintained a daily and nightly vigil outside this very room, it was the first time the door was unguarded by the two stern Phanecian midwives. During the sham of a council earlier that day, he’d been so shocked by Rhea’s sudden arrival and the whirlwind of her departure that he’d done nothing but watch, mute. 
 
    She is so beautiful, he thought now. 
 
    The thought was for both of them, mother and daughter. And yet he felt a fool for thinking it, like he was a young boy pining after a much older woman, though in truth he was older than Rhea by more than a year.  
 
    Some brave pirate captain I am. In truth, he was not a pirate any longer, if he ever was. When he’d broken things off with Kyla, she’d taken the entire crew and departed Phanea, setting off east toward the sea. Grey had watched her for a long time, but she’d never looked back. It was what he deserved for how he’d treated her. By now she would be riding the currents halfway across the Burning Sea. 
 
    In some ways, he missed it. The salt spray on his face, a stiff wind burning his eyes, the swell and fall of the powerful waves beneath his feet. On the sea he’d been somebody. He hadn’t so much found courage as courage had found him.  
 
    But. 
 
    But. 
 
    Rhea.  
 
    He’d denied his heart for so long now, distracting himself with the adventure of a lifetime, becoming a new man, and not just in physical appearance.  
 
    A better man, or so he hoped.  
 
    A worthy man? That—that was for her to decide.  
 
    “Are you going to stand in the shadows like a creeper, or are you going to come in and meet your daughter?” 
 
    It took Grey a moment to realize Rhea was speaking to him. Fool, he thought again, pushing the door open a little wider. “I—I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    Rhea’s eyes sparkled in the candlelight the way they always did, but there was something different about them too. A maturity that only comes with experience, dealing with loss, getting knocked down by one’s mistakes but getting up again to fight another day. Grey saw the same look in his own eyes when he stared in the mirror.  
 
    Who is this demure woman? he thought. 
 
    “Come closer,” she said. “She will not bite.” That twinkle in her eye. “And I won’t either.” 
 
    Grey shuffled closer, and for the first time in months he was sharply aware of his missing hand, of the blade that now replaced it. Would his disfigurement disgust her?  
 
    “Closer,” she murmured, and a beautiful shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    “By the gods,” Grey said when he finally got a good view of the pink bundle wrapped in a white swaddling cloth.  
 
    Rhea’s smile might’ve been the most beautiful sunrise he’d ever laid eyes on. So genuine, stripped of all the dust and dirt of the world. He felt his own smile mirroring hers.  
 
    “Yes,” Rhea said. “She is. But not only.” 
 
    Grey leaned closer, discerning some hidden message in her cryptic words but unable to discern the meaning. “Have you chosen a name for her?” he asked. The babe had Rhea’s perfect button nose and the delicate shape of her ears. Though she was mostly bald, fuzzy golden hair sprouted from her scalp. Her chin, however, was all Grey’s, hawkish and sharp.  
 
    “Yes,” Rhea said, watching Grey as he watched the sleeping baby. “Noura.” 
 
    Grey’s heart stuttered, his eyes locking on Rhea’s. She nodded, her lips pursed. It was his mother’s name, a name he’d only shared with her once before, on the giddy night they’d first kissed in the cryptlands. “I—I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    “I—it’s perfect. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Grey had the sudden urge to touch her, and his hand lifted, easing toward her cheek. She stiffened, but didn’t flinch away. Closer, closer. Memories flashed in his mind. Of the anger in Rhea’s eyes as she identified Grey as a thief. Of how sad she’d looked when he’d abandoned her to save his sister.  
 
    His hand dropped.  
 
    Rhea’s eyes dropped too.  
 
    “I understand,” she said.  
 
    “Understand what?” 
 
    “I am not the girl you fell for in Knight’s End. No. I will never be her again. They cut my face, the furia. They took my beauty.” 
 
    “Rhea.” 
 
    She continued as if she hadn’t heard him. “They tried to break my spirit, too, but I wouldn’t let them. I filled the void with anger. I destroyed any who got in my way. I reforged myself with fire and hate and determination to never be weak again, to be the strongest queen the world had ever seen.” 
 
    “Rhea, I—” 
 
    “I did horrible things. I led death on a string behind me like some wicked pet. I wanted to burn the Four Kingdoms to the ground because I could never be happy and I didn’t want anyone else to be either.” 
 
    Grey closed his eyes. So it was true. He’d heard stories… And when he’d battled the sea monster that had nearly killed him and his sister, that same demonic creature that had killed Captain Smithers and taken Erric’s leg… 
 
    He’d known. In his heart of hearts, he’d known it was Rhea who had unleashed the beast in the first place. When he opened his eyes, his expression was full of bitterness. This truth was the one thing that might ruin everything. So he had to ask: “Why did you do it?” 
 
    To her credit, Rhea didn’t look away, her eyes burning with truth. “I—I was drunk on the power,” she admitted. “I wanted to control everything. So I Summoned the monster and used it to save my people. But then I lost the very thing I wanted more than anything.” 
 
    Grey understood. He understood everything. And, to his surprise, he didn’t hate her—couldn’t hate her. Not ever. “Control,” he said.  
 
    She nodded slowly. “Yes. But that doesn’t excuse anything I did before or after. I am not seeking forgiveness, for I don’t deserve it. But then—” 
 
    “Rhea, please—” 
 
    She rushed on as if he hadn’t spoken. “But then I did something good. Something right. And you know what? For the first time in months I felt…happy. Confused, but happy. And I wanted that for my child too—our child. I wanted to show her how to be happy, like no one had ever taught me before. But if you don’t want to be a part of that, I understand, because of my scars, because of our past, because of—” 
 
    Grey leaned forward and kissed the rest of her words away, his lips moving against hers in a way that should’ve been awkward after all the time they’d been apart, but which wasn’t. The feel of her, the taste of her, was as familiar as if he’d never left her.  
 
    His heart was beating faster, and, as they always did with Rhea, one kiss led to two and then more, his hand greedy as it curled around her chin, moving upwards to caress her— 
 
    She recoiled suddenly and he found his lips tasting nothing but air. “I’m—was that too much?” he gasped, afraid he’d been too bold.  
 
    Rhea’s eyes were wide and piercing. “No. I’m sorry. I just didn’t expect, and when you tried to touch my face…” 
 
    “I love your face,” Grey said. “Scars or not, I find you beautiful.” 
 
    Rhea shook her head. “You don’t have to say that. Just because we have a daughter together…” 
 
    “You think that’s what this is about? Rhea, not a day has passed that I haven’t thought of you. Even when I was with…Kyla…I couldn’t get you out of my head. It wasn’t fair to her, I know, but it’s true. I thought I could love her, or I thought I wanted to. But I never stopped loving you, even if I didn’t want to admit it to myself.” 
 
    Rhea looked away and he felt his heart twist. He could see the disbelief in her eyes. Wait. No. It was something else. Something he couldn’t quite identify. 
 
    As she looked at Noura, she said, “I want to be an empty canvas again, to start over, to paint the picture of the life I want. Do you think that’s possible?” 
 
    He knew what she wanted him to say, and he wanted so very much to say it. But he’d lied to her before, and he never would again. “No,” he said, and her eyes jerked up to meet his. They sparkled with unshed tears now. He could see the strength of her will holding them at bay, refusing to let them fall. She was so strong, like a sailor clinging to a mast in a raging storm, and he knew she could bear the truth now. Perhaps she always could. “You have to live with your choices, become better because of or in spite of them. You don’t have to wipe the canvas clean, but you can paint over what’s already there.” 
 
    “What if I can’t?” He could sense the true fear in the question, the honesty.  
 
    “What if you can?” 
 
    A single tear trickled from her eye and he longed to brush it away, but he would not touch her again until she was ready. “I fear I’ve changed too much. The things I’ve done…”  
 
    “I’ve changed too. And I’ve also done horrible things. Not the least what I did to you.” 
 
    Rhea knuckled the tear from her own cheek, and Grey wondered why he’d ever thought he should do it for her. “I forgive you for everything,” she said. 
 
    “Gods, Rhea, I forgive you too.” 
 
    “What about Noura?” she asked. He followed her gaze to the perfect, sleeping child.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “How can we—how can we be worthy of her?” 
 
    And that was the truth he’d seen in Rhea’s expression from the moment he laid eyes on her in the Bloody Canyons. Self-doubt. Fear of being an unworthy parent. He’d felt it too. Hell, he didn’t even know what to do with a baby, much less how to care for it.  
 
    Despite all that, however, a thought struck him, and it was filled with more truth than a lightning strike. “Maybe a child is what makes us worthy of being a mother and father.” 
 
    Rhea surprised him with a laugh. His own laugh followed shortly after. “You have changed, Grey Arris. And I like it.” 
 
    She leaned forward for another kiss, short and sweet, before Noura awoke with a yawn. Grey wrinkled his nose at the pungent smell that arose from the bundled babe. 
 
    “Ah,” Rhea said. “Changing Noura’s soiled napkin is what will make you worthy of being a father.” 
 
    Grey groaned, but resigned himself to the task. “Fine. But you shall have to show me or it may end up on her head.” 
 
    It was a moment of lightness in a world about to be beset by a great storm.  
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    Tarin Sheary 
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    Something isn’t right, Tarin thought as he scanned the edge of the forest. It had been three days since he’d led a small force of a hundred stalwart soldiers away from the main body of refugees. Given the reported speed of their pursuers, they should’ve run into the Horde two days ago.  
 
    A knife of fear pricked at Tarin’s spine. What if they’d missed them somehow? What if the Horde had already fallen upon Annise and her people? What if, even now, they were feasting on— 
 
    Get a grip, the monster hissed.  
 
    Tarin clamped his teeth together and pushed the whirlwind of thoughts away. He hated that he’d lost control, allowing the thing inside him to breach his defenses. More than that, he hated that it was the monster who’d been the one to calm him.  
 
    You can hate me, but it doesn’t change our reliance on each other. 
 
    It was true, now more than ever. Tarin knew the monster could not live without a host. He’d even tried, with Fay’s help, to dispel the monster by having great pain inflicted on him, but in the end he’d backed out of it. Why? 
 
    Because he knew he needed the monster too. If he was to defend Annise against the evil that haunted her, he needed to be stronger than he’d ever been, and he could only achieve that with— 
 
    My help. Yes. Now you understand. Good. That is good. I might even be able to forgive you for trying to kill me.  
 
    Tarin almost laughed. Being forgiven by a formless monster was the least of his concerns.  
 
    “Sir,” one of his men said, snapping him from his reverie. “The scouts have returned.” 
 
    The beat of Tarin’s heart doubled in speed. He searched the man’s grizzled face, trying to divine answers where there were none. “And?” 
 
    “The refugees have reached Walburg.” Tarin closed his eyes, feeling a massive sense of relief.  
 
    “What is the condition of the city?” he asked. 
 
    “Deserted. Sir Metz and his soldiers did their part in evacuating the citizens. By now they will have reached Darrin.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Should we follow them?” 
 
    Tarin considered the suggestion for a moment, but quickly dispelled the notion. For all he knew their enemies were lying in wait within the bounds of the very forest he’d been watching for the last few days. Waiting for them to retreat so they could continue their pursuit. “No,” he said. “We will hold the line.” 
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    A sound awoke Tarin from a light sleep. It was too windy to erect tents, so Tarin and his men had unfurled their bedrolls under the open sky, and now stars winked down at him.  
 
    What had awoken him? he wondered, listening to the night, which was as still and silent as a corpse.  
 
    There it was again, a muffled sound, like the beginning part of a shout that never escaped the back of one’s throat.  
 
    Tarin was on his feet in an instant, his hand already finding the hilt of the Morningstar in the darkness, closing around it like the touch of an old friend.  
 
    Shadows coalesced into shapes, blurry and moving. Then came the shouts. Next: 
 
    The screams.  
 
    Something launched itself at Tarin, and he was instantly reminded of the first time he’d seen the creatures in Crimea, the foreign way they moved, a strange mixture of grace and power that reminded him, in some ways, of himself.  
 
    All those thoughts passed through his mind in an instant, but his body was already acting on instinct, swinging his spiked ball around, gauging the distance and the speed of his foe’s flight through the air.  
 
    Crunch! 
 
    Gore exploded, splashing across Tarin’s armor as the creature’s head crumpled. The momentum of its attack carried the body into him and Tarin was knocked back, twisting as he fell to force the headless corpse to the side.  
 
    He had less than a moment to spin away before the next enemy was upon him, its long claws and jagged fangs flashing in the moonslight. He kicked it in the gut and scrambled to his feet, barely managing to duck as he sensed another attack from behind.  
 
    A powerful fist thudded against his helmet, but it was a glancing blow and he countered with an uppercut, rocking the barbarian back. Something grabbed his ankle, and he nearly swung his spiked ball down upon it before realizing it was one of his own men, the same scout who’d brought him the good news of Annise’s safe arrival in Walburg earlier that day.  
 
    “Help me,” the man said, his voice grating from his throat. Blood trickled from his lips.  
 
    Tarin reached down to pull the soldier to his feet, but then he was gone, dragged away with a swiftness that stole his breath. Dozens of pale hairless forms darted through the night, screeching and snuffling with animalistic fury.  
 
    His men were dead or dying, he knew, but still he held back the monster, afraid of becoming the very enemy he now faced. Release me, the monster purred. I will kill them all. 
 
    Oh Annise, Tarin thought. I am sor— 
 
    In his mind, he began to pry back a single brick.  
 
    The impact of the blow from behind was so sudden and powerful that Tarin was unable to complete the thought. Stars danced before his eyes as he stumbled, nearly falling over the body beneath his feet. Awkwardly, he swung his weapon but caught only air, still trying to regain his senses. 
 
    Release me. 
 
    I’m trying! 
 
    Another blow, this one even more powerful than the last. He staggered, his legs wobbling. He whirled to locate his foe, but there were dozens of them, all around him, some separating into two, three and more additional enemies. They were multiplying before his eyes. Everywhere.  
 
    And then they fell upon him, their fists and claws raining down like hundreds of falling stars.  
 
    Tarin roared, but it was an empty challenge, for his weapon and strength had already been stripped from him by a Horde more powerful than any he had faced in all his years.  
 
    His monster went silent.  
 
    And then so did he.


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Roan had the urge to scream, but settled for digging his fingernails into the palms of his hands.  
 
    “That went well,” Windy said, raising an eyebrow. “Where’s my tea?” 
 
    Yela grumbled something under her breath, fumbling at a teapot, trying to pour the thick liquid inside.  
 
    “What was that, dear?”  
 
    “Nothing, my lady. Coming right up.” She said the last with feigned cheerfulness and Windy smiled.  
 
    “That’s better,” she said, finally taking the cup, cradling it in both hands like a precious object. “Are you sure you don’t want some?” The last she said to Roan, who was staring at the splotchy red bruises he’d created on his hands. They throbbed. The pain, unfortunately, did nothing for his frustration. 
 
    To Roan’s own surprise, he said, “Yes. Please.” 
 
    Yela looked at him like he’d gone as mad as a three-headed dragon, but then shrugged and poured him a cup of the thick, noxious concoction he hated. He pushed the mug to his lips, slowly at first, but then greedily, throwing back the entire portion of steaming liquid like a shot of whisky. The bitterness burned his tongue and throat, but he relished the moments of clarity it provided.  
 
    “This world is doomed,” he said and Windy laughed.  
 
    “Why? Because a bunch of kingdoms who haven’t gotten along in a century still refuse to get along? Did you expect more from them?” 
 
    In truth? Yes, he had. After the united effort required to destroy first the Phanecian slavers and then the Sleeping Knights, he’d believed in his heart of hearts that a true alliance was possible. That there could be peace amongst the Four Kingdoms as they allied themselves against the Horde. He’d believed in the Western Oracle’s plan. 
 
    But after Sai Loren and his retinue had stormed out chased by Rhea, there had been a domino effect. Grey Arris had slipped away quietly, while Raven Sandes had opened a window to meet her dragon. Much to Roan’s dismay, Gwen had followed her. The Black Tears had simply shaken their heads and exited. Gareth’s departure had been more pointed. “I’m sorry,” he’d said, “but there’s something I must do. The northerners need the east’s help and I will not deny them. The legions will do everything in our power to slow our enemy’s march south.” Roan had nodded, though watching him go had sliced him to the core. Falcon Hoza, the last remaining leader, had stood slowly. “We need to speak,” he’d said. “Later. I will find you.” And then he was gone, leaving Roan with Windy, Yela, and four of the fatemarked.  
 
    None of the fatemarked had said a word until Sir Dietrich had grunted and stood. “Shall we stand together against the Horde?” he’d asked. “If we each defeat ten thousand, we should stand a fighting chance.” The moment of grim levity had helped, but not enough to stop the other attendees from exiting through the main door. For all Roan knew, the entire council had already left the city.  
 
    Windy slurped her tea, smacking her lips and sighing. Yela studied a book. Roan stared at the door, wondering what to do next. The entire journey since he’d departed Calypso inflicted with the Beggar’s plague had been about seeking the truth. But now that he had the truth, he didn’t know what to do with it.  
 
    A knock sounded through the door. Yela glanced up and looked at Windy, but Roan was already on his feet, striding to open it. Any distraction was a good one at this point.  
 
    He opened the door to find Falcon Hoza. He was adorned in traditional Phanecian garb, spots of muscled skin visible through gaps in his strappy leather tunic. His pants were form-fitting, allowing for the greatest range of motion. The Phanecian emperor placed a hand on his chest, tapping it once over his heart. Roan returned the gesture, remembering the traditional greeting used in these parts. “Will you walk with me?” Falcon asked.  
 
    Roan nodded, considering whether to invite Windy and Yela. But no, something about the request felt personal, and he didn’t want to insult the only leader who had yet to abandon him.  
 
    So they walked, first down a long, lavishly adorned corridor and then through a door that led onto a moonlit terrace. They didn’t stop there to converse in private. Instead, steps led to a narrow path through the canyons, far from the main thoroughfare, hidden behind the palace itself. The shadows thickened, congealing around their feet.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Roan asked, feeling a shred of apprehension at being alone with a man he barely knew.  
 
    “A place of truth,” Falcon said, not turning around, pushing forward into the darkness. “The walls are close. Use them as your guide.” 
 
    Roan did, running his hand alone the stone, which was surprisingly smooth, unlike the rough texture of the towering cliffs he was accustomed to. “What place?” 
 
    Falcon laughed. “A place my brothers and I used to joke about. My father, however, believed in it. It was one of the few things he believed in.” He said the latter with a note of sorrow. 
 
    “The Slave Master.” 
 
    The emperor hesitated for two heartbeats. “Yes. That is what he was at the end, though he was also a man. Once he saw beyond the power and wealth. But that was a long time ago.” 
 
    Roan knew how it felt to long for a different path, to see the past and the infinite possibilities. Fork after fork appeared on the road of his life, and each path that he’d taken felt like the wrong one.  
 
    And yet he was here, now, and still more forks appeared. Were any the right ones? 
 
    He had to believe they were.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity, the narrow chasm widened once more, but then deadended into a roundish space. Something dark seemed to slither along its surface and Roan stopped. “Is that…” 
 
    “Yes. Water.” 
 
    Roan shivered. Phanes was the hottest place he’d ever experienced, the climate even harsher than what he’d experienced growing up in Calyp. And within the canyons of Phanea the heat became an oven. When he’d first arrived, he’d inquired about the water, which was drawn from deep wells within the rock. But a pond open to the air? It felt impossible.  
 
    “Why hasn’t it dried up?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Does it rain here?” 
 
    “Almost never.” 
 
    It was impossible, and yet when Roan bent down and plunged his fingers into the dark surface, his hand returned dripping with moisture. “Does this pond supply the palace?” he asked.  
 
    “No,” Falcon said. “No one is permitted to drink it.” 
 
    Roan frowned. It seemed like an awful waste of resources. “Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “Patience. The time is nigh.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” But even as Roan stared at the inky surface, a spot of light appeared, the reflection of one of the moons cresting the cliffs as it made its way across the night sky. The spot became a halo became a broad swathe, illuminating the still, pellucid water, which was deep, far deeper than Roan expected.  
 
    Something darted beneath the surface, there and gone again. “What was that?” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything,” Falcon said. “I never have. But my father…” 
 
    “What about your father? What did he see?” 
 
    Falcon sighed. “He always told us this pond was full of magic. My brothers and I only ever saw unused water, but he wouldn’t allow us to drink or swim in it. Now I think maybe we just didn’t understand.”  
 
    A place of truth, Falcon had said before. What truth? 
 
    “Understand what?” 
 
    Falcon shrugged. “I don’t know. But they say the Western Oracle passed through these canyons on her return journey from Teragon. That she blessed these waters. Now my people call it the Well of Truth, though none but the Hozas have been permitted to visit it for years.” 
 
    Roan froze. He’d never heard such a thing and Bear Blackboots had never mentioned it. Then again, Bear Blackboots had never been particularly forthcoming with information. “She was here?” 
 
    Falcon shrugged. “No one truly knows. She wasn’t so infamous back then. Just a woman from the west in a time of relative peace. Most thought her an eccentric.” 
 
    “And your father?” 
 
    “He didn’t speak of her. All I know is that he was fatemarked. He used his mark to carry out great evil, the enslavement of an entire nation, but that doesn’t mean his mark was evil like the westerners believe. He used to come to this place, back when he was a good man. Then he stopped and everything changed. But he never stopped believing in magic.” Roan opened his mouth to voice another question, but Falcon waved it away. “I don’t have all the answers, but perhaps the water does. Now I must rest, today has been a long day.” Once more he tapped his chest, and then he was gone, vanishing into the shadows.  
 
    What next? Roan thought. After the frustrating day, Roan was spent. What could he hope to learn from a mysterious lake in the heart of a canyon? Then again, he’d experienced far stranger things in his life, and who was he to shun the beliefs of another? And if the Western Oracle had been here after communing with Absence… 
 
    Anything was possible.  
 
    Roan leaned over, peering into the still silver-sheened waters. The truth, he thought. The truth about what? 
 
    Again, something darted, moving so fast Roan couldn’t track it. He leaned further, trying to find whatever had disturbed the calm of the pond. The water rippled slightly, concentric circles trailing out from a single point in the center, where the light seemed to brighten. The ripples began to move faster, almost pulsing like the beat of a heart, as if the water was a living, breathing thing. It has a hypnotic effect, and Roan felt himself falling into the depths—not physically, but mentally. Or spiritually, like his soul was being pulled away from one place and into another.  
 
    Images flashed, one after another, like still shots of a future he had not yet lived. The first few were familiar, but still they shocked him, a Horde of pale, bald creatures pouring from ships, loping over the Four Kingdoms, a swarm without heart or feeling, designed to do one thing and one thing only: end life.  
 
    But then the scene changed, and Roan saw himself standing in a field of green grass, a place he was familiar with. The Forbidden Plains, he recognized. The barren, forlorn wastelands that separated the west from Phanes. The Horde covered it, their numbers endless, a sea of death.  
 
    Only Roan stood against them, a single stone set against a rising tide. His chest was beginning to glow, blinding white light pouring from his skin, burning away his shirt, shooting into the sky. A weaponless power that would do nothing to stop the enemy he now faced. 
 
    But wait.  
 
    Wait. 
 
    There was another, hidden amidst his own shadow, which he seemed not to cast, but to wear like a cloak. Though Roan couldn’t make out his features, he recognized the other person immediately.  
 
    “Bane,” Roan said, the word coming from both versions of himself, the future one clothed in white and the real him, watching from the past.  
 
    “Save me,” Bane said, falling to his knees. “Please. Save me.” 
 
    Roan didn’t understand. He already had saved Bane, healing him from the plague that would’ve eventually ended his life. But now he couldn’t sense a wound, not a cut or a bruise or a break. Nothing. But then… 
 
    He felt it.  
 
    A pain unlike any other. Worse than a knife to the gut. Worse than a lance to the spine. Worse than death.  
 
    The pain of self-hatred. It burned within Bane, and Roan could see it now, physically manifested on his scalp, which was ringed with orange fire, a circle split into ten equal portions, each filled with the blood of the murders he’d committed because he thought he had to for the greater good, driven by an instinct neither of them would ever truly understand.  
 
    “Save me,” Bane said again, but this time he finished the thought with the two words he’d been holding back. “From myself.” 
 
    Before either version of Roan could do anything, the flames on Bane’s scalp raced downward, consuming his flesh. And Roan knew.  
 
    He knew.  
 
    Bane was the only one who had come to stand with him, even though he knew it would kill him.  
 
    Bane is the key to everything.  
 
    Not me.  
 
    It was never me. 
 
    The scene vanished and Roan couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see, his entire world enshrouded in darkness, and his arms and legs were moving too slowly, hindered by an unseen force that held him in its grasp. 
 
    Water! he realized with a gasp, his mouth opening and allowing the water to rush in. He choked, but managed to blow out a huge breath, dispelling the water and a flock of bubbles. He blinked, surprised to find his eyes were open but still he couldn’t see a thing, the darkness complete. The moonlight had moved on and he’d fallen into the pond.  
 
    Up, he thought, desperately trying to determine which direction was the right one. In the back of his mind was the frantic knowledge that if he died now, the truth would die with him. Peace would be lost with him. 
 
    He shoved the water to each side, moving in the direction he hoped was up. Seconds passed. Ten, twenty, thirty, forty… Still he toiled, his chest burning now, a stark reminder of the fire that had consumed Bane in his vision. Fifty, sixty, seventy… 
 
    His lips trembled, wanting to part, to allow his lungs to breathe, but by sheer strength of will he refused them. Eighty, ninety, one-hundred… 
 
    Water, only water. And then… 
 
    Pain scraped across his knuckles as they scraped across rock.  
 
    He’d reached the bottom of the pond.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    Lisbeth Lorne hadn’t slept in a long time. It wasn’t that she wasn’t capable, only that sleep wasn’t required. Not for her.  
 
    Instead, she liked to watch Sir Dietrich sleep, his veridian soul rising and falling with each breath. It seemed a wonder she hadn’t known him his entire life, because it felt like she had. The space before carried no meaning for her, though she knew it was the opposite for him. It was that space that frayed and dented his soul’s edges.  
 
    So it was that she’d been sitting watching her beau sleep when she’d felt the pulse of alarm in her chest. No, not in her chest, in her soul. She’d learned to listen to her soul above all else.  
 
    Rather than rousting the knight, she’d risen quickly and raced from the room, ignoring everything but the primal call of someone in need. Someone she’d been connected to from the moment their powers had united in a common cause.  
 
    The Peacemaker was in grave danger.  
 
    Her instincts had led her across the terraced palace exterior, and then into a soulless place without color. Finally, however, she’d emerged from the dark throat into a place bursting with color. Two souls stood before the tapestry of light, two who she knew and recognized. They were fatemarked, like her, each bearing the halfmark, giving them the power to fortify other fatemarked if they chose. They were holding hands, their souls becoming one, an unbroken thread of pale gray.  
 
    The power of their markings shot forth, descending into the depths of color, which Lisbeth now realized was a pond. A pond in which the Peacemaker was drowning, his pure, white soul dimming with each passing second. 
 
    She strode to meet them, though her feet didn’t touch the ground, hovering above the earth. “What can I do?” she asked.  
 
    They didn’t answer with their voices, but with their souls, which hummed with certainty. We shall strengthen you, she understood.  
 
    Her third eye began to glow, blue and warm on her forehead. She wasn’t certain what to do, for heretofore she’d used her soulmark to hurt and to reveal, nothing more. And yet instinct drove her, casting her power down, down, down, into the depths, until she sensed Roan’s faltering soul, his mouth and throat and lungs filling with water. His soul fluttered, trying to detach itself from its dying body.  
 
    No! she shouted, and she felt his soul respond, jerking as if shocked by a lightning strike. The surge was short-lived, however, and once more his soul tried to wrench itself free. She understood the freedom it yearned for, to be one with the stars, to commune with the moons, to escape into the fathomless galaxies in which this world became meaningless. There, was harmony. There, was peace.  
 
    But that didn’t mean this broken, flawed world wasn’t worth fighting for.  
 
    If nothing else, Lisbeth had learned that it was. From people like Sir Dietrich and the halfmarked standing beside her and Annise Gäric and Roan Loren himself.  
 
    Yes, she thought. Fight, Peacemaker. Fight with me. The moment these thoughts slipped from her mind, she knew how she could save him. At that very same instant she felt the support provided by Shae Arris and Erric Clawborn. They were with her. And she was with the Peacemaker. 
 
    Come to me. 
 
    And he did. He came.  
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    Roan Loren 
 
      
 
    Roan had been unable to contain the urge to open his mouth and breathe and now his lungs were filled with water and he knew he was drowning. 
 
    At the same time, he felt his chest burning with heat as his lifemark fruitlessly tried to save him. But though his power could heal him, it could not help him breathe water.  
 
    And then, suddenly, something changed.  
 
    He felt his body slap onto solid ground and the feeling of weightlessness vanished. His eyes flashed open and he saw a dark night sky and three forms hovering over him. Two held hands that glowed brightly, while the third bore a blue eye, pulsing with energy.  
 
    The fatemarked had come for him. 
 
    He opened his mouth to breathe, but he had no strength left. And anyway, he was still filled with water. Darkness consumed him once more.  
 
    Slap! 
 
    The strength of the impact jarred him from the sleep that threatened to pull him under, his eyes flashing open. He gagged, feeling water and bile rush up the back of his throat before he spat it out as he turned to the side, coughing. Gasping. Breathing. Ragged and burning, but at least it was air and not water.  
 
    A normal person would lie there panting, gathering their strength, inwardly focused.  
 
    But Roan was no normal man.  
 
    He shoved to his feet, staggering and almost falling, but, with help from Lisbeth Lorne, he maintained his balance. “Hurry,” he said. “The emperor is in danger.” 
 
    “You must rest,” she said, and he could feel the sincerity of her words in his soul. 
 
    He gripped her arm tightly, willing her to understand. “Please. Without Bane, all is lost.” 
 
    This time he could sense that she felt his words more than heard them. “Fine,” she said, “but heal yourself as we go.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Falcon Hoza 
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    Falcon had felt uneasy from the moment he left Roan at the Well of Truth. He’d felt uneasy as he’d walked back to his room, as he’d prepared for bed, and even as he tried to clear his mind by reading one of his favorite books—the one Shanti had given him. 
 
    He’d finally given up, blowing out his candle and tucking the book under his pillow. Sleep, however, continued to elude him.  
 
    Stop being a fool, he thought. The Peacemaker can take care of himself. 
 
    The thought helped, and finally the exhaustion of another long day took hold, his mind swimming with the dark kaleidoscope of abstract images that only come just before sleep.  
 
    He didn’t see his door crack open, a cloaked form slipping inside.  
 
    Nor did he see the flash of a knife’s edge as the killer stalked closer, his bald scalp already beginning to burn.  
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    Bane 
 
      
 
    The emperor was asleep in the bed of his father, silent and still. Oblivious to the danger lurking within his own palace. Bane felt a sense of déjà vu. It was the same bed in which he’d killed Vin Hoza, the Slave Master, soiling the bedsheets with his dark blood. The man had been evil, a murderer and tormentor, and his blood now ran through his son’s veins. 
 
    Bane stepped closer, his hands sweating as he gripped his dark blade. A knife that had been used to kill so many. Powerful men and women. Warmongering rulers.  
 
    I should be called the Peacemaker, he thought. Not the Kings’ Bane. I am the one forging peace. Me. 
 
    Falcon Hoza, however, had been the one that got away. Bane had been in a position to kill him once, had almost done so, but then the leader of the Black Tears, Sonika Vaid, had intervened. Together they had fought Bane off.  
 
    I was weak then, Bane thought, shoving away the self-doubt. It was true—the plague had been working its way through his blood, his bones, and he was not himself. Now he felt forged of fire and shadow, as unbreakable as dragon scales. Ready to complete the task he’d been born to do, as fated by the Western Oracle’s spell.  
 
    Mother, he thought, wishing it were so. For he’d never known the love of a mother.  
 
    Shut up, he thought, just as quickly. For she was long dead and he was here and this was his choice. 
 
    The last word struck him like an off-key chord played by a drunk musician. Choice? What choice? This was who he was, who he had to be. There was no choice.  
 
    He skirted the edge of the bed and floated closer, as silent as an asp preparing to strike.  
 
    He raised the knife, his grip tightening as he prepared to land yet another killing stroke.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    Though he still felt weak, Roan hurried on, supported by Lisbeth Lorne, who was far stronger than she looked. Her blue eye continued to glow, and he felt its probing, repairing the damage that had been done to his soul when he’d almost drowned.  
 
    But he didn’t care about his own near death, only the future he’d seen in the Well of Truth. Why didn’t I see before? he thought. He’d been studying the Western Oracle and her teachings for months, and then, in the Teran hole of Absence, he’d communed with her, spoken to her.  
 
    I was too close to it all, too angry about what she’d done. It was true. Knowing it was the Oracle herself who had given power to the very man who’d united the Horde and brought them to the Four Kingdoms…it had made Roan question everything.  
 
    But now…he understood. Maybe not the whys, but the hows. What he needed to do and who he needed by his side. Aye, the soulmarked and the halfmarked and the swordmarked. Aye, he needed Gwendolyn Storm, too, and her heromark. More than anyone else, however, he needed the deathmarked with him if they were going to defeat the evil that threatened to destroy the Four Kingdoms. But if Bane killed again… 
 
    All would be lost.  
 
    The Phanecians and Terans would refuse to go to war—might even execute the fatemarked. And Bane would’ve crossed the final line on his descent into darkness, swallowed by shadows too thick to penetrate with even the light of a thousand fatemarks.  
 
    Roan redoubled his speed, ignoring the ache in his chest, the rawness in the back of his throat. He broke away from Lisbeth’s strong grip, hurrying toward Falcon’s door, which was already ajar.  
 
    And stopped.  
 
    He heard his own breathing and nothing else. Saw the orange glow emanating from within the room.  
 
    Felt that he was too late. Bane was inside. 
 
    Slowly, slowly, he eased forward, tapping the door open with his foot, watching as shadows traded places with that orange glow, like the alternating stripes of a tiger. His eyes found Falcon first, lying in bed as if he was only sleeping. Unmoving.  
 
    The horror of the scene washed over Roan and he bit his lip.  
 
    Bane was in the opposite corner, squatting, his elbows on knees. It was strange seeing him like that, because once Roan had seen how the boy killed with zest, as if he relished the spill of blood the way a baker might enjoy the smell of yeast rising in the morning. Now, however, every inch of him spoke of the dolor he found himself in. His scalp glowed orange, and Roan forced himself to count the number of sections now filled with blood. One. Two. Three.  
 
    Bane was muttering something under his breath, but Roan ignored him, focused on his counting, each number like the toll of a great bell.  
 
    Four. Five. Six. 
 
    Wait. Wait.  
 
    Six. 
 
    Roan stepped closer, listening to the rush of words crashing into each other as they left Bane’s lips. “Couldn’t end…but why not?...not evil…but an emperor and eight, no ten, must die…must die for there to be peace…ordained by her, by mother…foretold….how can you refuse?...are you so weak?...yes…yes you are…” 
 
    “Bane,” Roan whispered.  
 
    The boy looked up, and the expression that mired his face was that of conflict, as if an internal battle was being waged across his very features, threatening to tear him apart. “You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Another step closer. “Yes. I should. I think I finally understand you.” 
 
    “You do?” Such hope in his tone. Such innocence. It was a contradiction to all that he’d done. Roan felt the others behind him, but he waved them back with his hand.  
 
    “Yes. I was so wrong. About everything.” 
 
    Bane licked his lips, and Roan finally noticed the knife resting on the ground before him.  
 
    Its blade was clean. 
 
    Thank the gods, he thought silently.  
 
    “What were you wrong about?” 
 
    “About us.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “The fatemarked. Our purpose. I didn’t want to believe that you and I were two sides of the same coin, but we are.” 
 
    Bane’s eyes were wide now, and he started nodding. “Dark to light,” he whispered.  
 
    Roan nodded back. “Yes. We all must play a role in what is to come, else the world will end.” 
 
    “The Fall of All Things,” Bane said. A frown creased his forehead. “But I haven’t fulfilled my part of the prophecy.” His eyes flicked to where Falcon lay sleeping. Now Roan could see the subtle swell and fall of the bedcovers as the Phanecian emperor breathed, very much alive.  
 
    “The Oracle couldn’t see the future,” Roan explained, as much for his own benefit as Bane’s. He wasn’t making it up, exactly, just reasoning his way through the truth he’d been piecing together for months. “What she saw were only bits and pieces, and she understood the nature of men—our need to conquer, to control. War was inevitable. All she ever wanted to do was bring about the return of peace.” 
 
    “Yes,” Bane said, finally pushing to his feet. Stepping toward Roan. The glow of his marking had faded, and now shadows seemed to waft off him like thick smoke.  
 
    “You were born to”—Roan swallowed, trying to fight his own disgust—“end the lives of certain rulers.” 
 
    Bane gestured to Falcon. “I couldn’t do it. He wasn’t deserving.” 
 
    “I know,” Roan said, and it was the truth. Though he hated to admit it, the other rulers Bane had killed would’ve destroyed everything they were trying to achieve. Even Gareth’s father, Roan thought, though it pained him greatly. King Ironclad hadn’t been a bad man, but he had been a threat to peace, the fires of vengeance burning through him like a forest fire. But there were no more rulers to kill, and Bane must’ve sensed it when he stood over Falcon’s bed.  
 
    “Will you go to that place with me?” Bane asked. He extended a hand, and Roan saw the way his fingers trembled. The Kings’ Bane had been rejected so many times in his short lifetime that he seemed to almost expect it. Roan now knew he’d been wrong to do so.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I will.” 
 
    And then he grasped Bane’s hand and the world disappeared.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Walburg 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Annise stood on the castle parapets, gazing westward. The sun had not yet risen, and so the world was gray and drab, much like her mood. They’d reached Walburg one day earlier, and she knew they could not linger here. It was not safe. Nowhere in the north was safe.  
 
    But she also couldn’t bring herself to give the command to leave.  
 
    Not without Tarin. And so she delayed, giving the refugees a chance to rest and recover from the long march before the next one. The castle city was deserted when they arrived, which meant Sir Metz and his soldiers had been successful in evacuating the city. Plenty of food and water had been left behind in their haste, which allowed the refugees from Gearhärt the opportunity to refill their provisions. 
 
    Soft footsteps drew Annise’s attention. “Iron Fay,” she said when she saw who strode toward her. The blacksmith wore a soot-stained tunic and thick breeches. Her eyes were shadowed by her long lashes and brown brows. And something else, the same shadow Annise felt falling over her own eyes.  
 
    “Any sign?” Fay said, the question empty of hope.  
 
    Annise shook her head and returned her gaze to the west. There were several forests dotting the landscape, and if anything moved within them they were well hidden. The rest of the plains were empty. 
 
    “He’ll come,” Fay said, and Annise couldn’t help but look at her when she heard the gritty determination in her tone. Their eyes met. “He’s the Armored Knight. He doesn’t know how to fail.” 
 
    Annise gave a short laugh and Fay smiled. It was true. Tarin had survived hundreds of battles and not been defeated. But Darrin had been a close call. 
 
    She hadn’t felt anything from Tarin’s monster. Her connection to him through the monster was tenuous at best, but she still expected to hear a whisper or a hiss. Something.  
 
    Still, the blacksmith’s words gave Annise hope. “As soon as we get settled in the east, you’ll need to forge him a new set of armor. The piecemeal suit makes him look like a deranged ogre.” 
 
    Fay laughed. “From the Hinterlands?” 
 
    “Yes. Exactly.” Annise wished Tarin were here to hear the joke. She longed to see him pretend to be offended. She would kiss away his pretense. She would take advantage of every moment with him, queen or not.  
 
    Annise noticed that Fay was no longer laughing, her smile fading to a pursed lip expression as her brows narrowed in concentration. “Is that…” 
 
    Annise followed her gaze to where the horizon was just beginning to bleed yellow light. Her heart stuttered as she saw something move. Or so she thought, though it might just be her eyes playing tricks on her, giving her false hope… 
 
    But there! There was no mistaking the form that had appeared on the edge of the horizon, its path trained directly on the castle city they now inhabited.  
 
    “You see it too?” Fay asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Annise breathed even as she thought Thank the frozen gods of the nor— 
 
    The thought vanished in an instant as another form appeared, then another. The sunlight that crested the horizon turned them to shadows, revealing the truth of the way they moved, that loping, animalistic way of running that revealed their identity.  
 
    The Horde was upon them.  
 
    Oh Tarin, Annise thought. Oh please. 
 
    She turned to Fay, blinking back tears, swallowing the bile in her throat. “Evacuate the city,” she said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, not far from Walburg 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
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    “Urggggh,” Tarin groaned as the light hit his eyes. His eyelids fluttered as he tried to make sense of where he was.  
 
    A pinkish sky gazed down at him, creased by a thin line of clouds that seemed to separate the world into two equal halves.  
 
    Tarin tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry, tasting of copper, his tongue as rough as sandpaper. His entire body ached, as if he’d been crushed by a boulder only to have the boulder stop, turn around, and roll over him again for good measure.  
 
    Fleeting memories slashed at the edge of his mind. The Horde. His men, dying. Surrounded, death on all sides, a foe stronger than any he had ever faced. Stronger than him. 
 
    But not stronger than the monster inside him, a monster he’d held back until it was too late. 
 
    Not too late, the monster said, and for some reason hearing that familiar snakelike voice gave him comfort. As usual, I saved you. 
 
    How? Tarin asked. The fact that his heart continued to beat seemed impossible. 
 
    Images flashed through his mind, memories that were not his own, but that of the monster: 
 
    Snarling faces, their scalps hairless and pale. Heavy, clawed fists, beating, beating, some gripping clubs swung with enough force to crack skulls and shatter bones. The rattling thud of heels against armor, each impact shaking his lifeless body.  
 
    And fire. The fire came not from without, but from within, as the monster tore through the wall he’d erected to hold it back, an inferno of power and rage. Its efforts were not enough to bring him back to consciousness, but the monster did manage to fortify his body, sheathing his bones in iron, preventing them from being ground to dust.  
 
    Tarin tried to laugh, but it turned into a rasping cough, flecks of bloody spittle marring his smooth, pale chin. His relationship, if one could even call it that, with the thing inside him had always been strained, but their co-dependency was never truly called into question. Tarin knew the monster protected him only to protect itself. Still, he owed much to it—the last ten years of his life, both the good and ill. Thank you, he said.  
 
    The monster only laughed. I don’t want your thanks. Only to be your partner. Defy me no more. 
 
    It wasn’t a promise Tarin could make—at least not now—but he didn’t immediately rebuild the wall between them.  
 
    He tried to sit up, but failed. He might’ve weighed a hundred stones.  
 
    Patience. Even your body takes time to heal. 
 
    But Tarin didn’t have time, he realized with a sudden jolt of panic. They’d barely slowed their enemy’s pursuit, and they’d lost a hundred of their hardiest defenders in the process, a thought that made Tarin feel ill.  
 
    He looked left and right, the nauseous feeling intensifying. The dead lay all around him. He took the smallest measure of solace that they hadn’t become food for the barbarians, but that only meant their foe was in too great a hurry to catch the greater body of refugees. In hindsight, the Horde’s haste was also what had saved his life. 
 
    Run, Annise, Tarin thought. Run like the wind.  
 
    Tarin tried to move again, with slightly more success, his joints creaking, his makeshift armor rattling like tin cans strung together on a string. Not a plate was without damage, most of them dented in, bruising his flesh. The chest plate felt like the press of a vise, making it hard to breathe. He wheezed, still trying to roll over. 
 
    Fool! his monster hissed. Rest for a day, and then we will hunt them down. The next time we meet the Horde, it will be different. I will do what you could not. 
 
    “No time,” Tarin muttered, rolling over with a groan. He didn’t have the mental strength to silence the voice in his head, so he contented himself with ignoring its protests as he removed each plate of damaged armor. He growled through the pain, managing to plant one foot while using his thick knee for balance. The world spun and he closed his eyes until the dizziness passed.  
 
    And then he stood, hands on knees, trying not to look at the carnage all around him.  
 
    No, he thought. They deserve more from their commander. They deserve to be honored. So he looked, his eyes roaming across the killing field. Proud men, broken, tossed aside like dolls. “May you smile in the halls of the frozen gods for the eternities,” he said. “You will not be forgotten by this soldier. What I do next, I do for you.” 
 
    And for Annise, he thought, taking his first step toward the east. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Walburg 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Annise’s chest felt empty, hollowed out, a cavern of loss and pain and fear. Because of Tarin. 
 
    However, as she ran, barking orders, she filled the void with determination and loyalty to her people, who needed her now more than ever before.  
 
    “Honor guard! With me! With me!” Her personal guard closed in around her, forming a wedge through the throng of weary, exhausted northerners. Many hauled carts and wagons pulled by slow moving mules, but these were few and far between—the “lucky” ones who had evacuated Castle Hill and Gearhärt early. Most hauled only what they could carry on their own backs. Even small children were slung with satchels and water skins. 
 
    Now, Annise knew, they couldn’t take any of it, not if they wanted to survive the next few hours. Food and water no longer mattered. Only speed.  
 
    “Flee!” she cried, to all within earshot. “Flee! Carry your children! Drop all else! The enemy is upon us!” Some heard and understood her call, throwing their burdens down and rushing for the gates, while for others her words seemed to have the opposite effect, like she was speaking in a foreign tongue. They stopped, blinking in the pale morning light, frowns of confusion marring their brows.  
 
    “GO!” she shouted again, leading by example, sprinting eastward through the gates. A bottleneck formed as thousands pushed in from all sides. Inch by inch they shoved forward, and Annise was hemmed in on all sides as her guard fought to keep the crowd at bay. Too slow, she thought. We will never make it. 
 
    She fought off her dark thoughts, remembering that the Horde was still two or more hours from the castle. There was still hope. 
 
    But not for Tarin.  
 
    Tears threatened once more but Annise dashed them away. This was not the time for grief, nor did a queen have such luxury—not in these times, perhaps not ever.  
 
    And then they were through the gates, and suddenly there was more room than they needed, the throng widening, rushing up the hill that overlooked the city from the east. Annise brought her guard to a stop at the top as her people passed around on all sides, streaming down the hill toward safety. They were miles and days from Darrin, but at least now they had a chance, which was more than she could ask.  
 
    “Drome, Struger,” she said, rattling off the names of two of her lieutenants. “Rally what’s left of the army. Gather at the rear of the refugees. Protect them at all costs.” 
 
    They each saluted. “It shall be done, Your Highness,” Drome said.  
 
    “We should go,” Fay said, mounting the hill.  
 
    Annise was relieved to see her, though the truth that passed between their eyes was hard to stomach. “I know. It’s just…” 
 
    There was nothing else to say. Moving forward without him was far more difficult than placing one foot in front of the other.  
 
    “It’s just nothing,” another voice said, sneaking up from behind her. Strong hands grabbed her arms and shoved her down the eastward facing side of the hill. Annise stumbled but maintained her footing. There was only one person who could get away with treating the queen so harshly.  
 
    Zelda offered a half-grin as Annise looked back at her. “That weak feeling in the pit of your stomach?” Zelda said. “It’s hunger, nothing else.” Without warning, she extricated an apple from one of the many deep pockets in her cloak and threw it at Annise.  
 
    Annise raised a hand and caught it, and Zelda laughed. “Hunger,” she repeated. “Now go.” 
 
    “I—” It wasn’t only the thought of leaving Tarin behind that bothered her, Annise realized. It was the thought of leaving anyone behind. The elderly. The weak. The small and helpless. My people, she thought. They were her responsibility and she was supposed to rush on ahead? 
 
    “Your mother always told me you were the strongest member of our family,” Zelda said.  
 
    “What?” Annise frowned. “She did?” A shiver ran through her. Every new thing she learned about the mother she’d never really known was like a ray of sunlight piercing the clouds.  
 
    “Aye. But not because you always whipped the lordlings in the yard, though that was true too.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “Because you always made the hard choices.” 
 
    Annise shook her head. In truth, she’d never even thought her mother was paying attention to any of the choices she made. Just knowing the queen had been aware of her made her feel warm inside. “Is going back to face the Horde not a hard choice?” she said.  
 
    Zelda shook her head. “Not for a woman like you. Nor like me. We are Gäric women. Courage is but a second skin we wear when we’re feeling cold. No, going forward to lead our people is the far more difficult decision. Now go, before your aunt shows you her nasty side.”  
 
    Annise would’ve laughed, if not for something unsaid she sensed in her aunt’s words. “What about you?” 
 
    Zelda grinned. “I’m not the queen, so I don’t have to make the hard decisions. My choice is easy. I’ll fight to the last with the rearguard. I’ll protect my niece and my people.” 
 
    “Aunty, no,” Annise said, feeling the swell of dread once more.  
 
    Zelda strode down the incline, her shoulders squared as if preparing for the fight of her life. Just before she reached Annise, however, her entire countenance softened and she opened her arms. Annise fell into them, squeezing her tight.  
 
    “I’ve loved you like a daughter,” Zelda whispered in her ear. “I will do everything in my power to give you time to escape.” 
 
    “Please, don’t go. Don’t leave m—” 
 
    “I won’t. I won’t ever leave you. But I will fight for you. That I will always do. Now go, before it’s too late.” Once more Zelda shoved Annise away, leaving her feeling stricken and empty.  
 
    Annise shook her head, biting back tears. “I will never forget you,” she promised.  
 
    Her aunt’s smile was a banshee grin. “I know. I’ve always been unforgettable.” She started to turn away, but then cocked her head back. “When you meet the Horde, promise me you’ll give ’em frozen hell.” 
 
    Annise wanted to cry, and she could tell her aunt did too. But neither of them did, because they were Gäric women, just like Zelda had said. Instead she smiled right back. “I will. We’ll show the bastards why the shield of the north is cracked but never broken.” 
 
    Zelda nodded, and then tapped the sigil etched on her breastplate before turning away, cresting the hill before vanishing from sight.  
 
    Fay was by Annise’s side a moment later. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Well enough,” Annise said. “C’mon.” Surrounded by the honor guard, they fell in amongst the refugees, hastening their pace to make their way to the front. As much as Annise wanted to fall back and defend them, she knew her role was to lead.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Walburg 
 
    Zelda Gäric 
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    We could really use some mamoothen, Zelda thought as she waited, watching the hideous creatures lope over the land still separating them from Walburg. Unfortunately, however, the last of the wooly beasts had been sent from Castle Hill to Darrin weeks ago, just in case a last stand was required.  
 
    Still, Zelda missed Chantilly, her favorite of the herd. She longed to feed her apples from her hand, the feel of her moist, hairy snout against her palm. Together they could romp through the Horde, goring them on Chantilly’s long tusks. Zelda shook her head, frustrated by her foolish desires. “Mamoothen,” she muttered.  
 
    “Thinking with your stomach again?” one of the other soldiers said. He was a knight, a man named Sir Jonathan who’d been friends with Tarin Sheary for years. They’d had to practically restrain him when Tarin marched with his battalion to face the Horde.  
 
    “Better than with my manhood, like most of the male species,” she fired back.  
 
    Sir Jonathan laughed, though she thought it felt forced. “Here.” He handed her a buttered roll. “Someone might as well eat the food before it spoils.” 
 
    Zelda couldn’t argue with that as she bit into the crusty bread. Along the wall, hundreds of other men waited, eating and drinking, sharpening their weapons and oiling their armor. Other than Annise’s honor guard, every last soldier had stayed behind to fight. To give the refugees the time they needed to escape, or so they hoped. 
 
    Silence hung between them as they ate, and Zelda could sense the man’s thoughts, which were a mirror into her own.  
 
    If Tarin Sheary was unable to stop the Horde then how could they? At the same time she felt a deep chasm of sorrow for Annise. She’d lost so much—too much—already. Leaving her on that hill had, despite what she’d said, been the hardest decision of Zelda’s life. Only her need to protect Annise gave her the strength to place one foot in front of the other.  
 
    “Freakish demons,” Sir Jonathan finally muttered, tossing aside the uneaten portion of his roll.  
 
    You don’t know the half of it, she thought, remembering how it had been to fight them in close quarters, on the deck of a ship. That time, she’d failed the other most important person in her life—Archer. I will not fail again, she vowed.  
 
    “I wonder how Tarin missed them,” Sir Jonathan said. The man seemed to abhor silence, filling every possible second with chatter. In this case, his words were full of denial.  
 
    “The Horde might be smarter than they look,” Zelda said. “Perhaps they saw him coming and went around him in the night.” She wouldn’t deny the knight a sense of hope. He would need it for the battle to come.  
 
    His eyes met hers, and again something passed between them. “Perhaps,” he said.  
 
    The Horde moved ever closer, a pale tide full of dark tidings. As Sir Jonathan continued to speak, Zelda scanned the creatures, searching, searching for her brother. Where are you Helmuth? If you see me, will you kill me? Does the hate in your heart extend so far that you would not recognize your own sister? 
 
    Long had his disappearance haunted her. She remembered the day she learned of her father’s decision, how he’d deprived his eldest son the throne that should’ve been rightfully his. She was just a young girl then, though she’d loved Helmuth above all her brothers. His withered legs had never bothered her. Why should they? They were just legs, after all. To her other two brothers, however, they’d been weapons, used viciously to grind Helmuth into the ground, until eventually even his own father could not grant him the one thing he had left.  
 
    The throne.  
 
    And I hid in my room all day, crying. I didn’t go to comfort him. I left him to think dark thoughts and plot his escape. And now… 
 
    Now he was strong, the warrior he always dreamed he would be. But his heart had turned black, and all he knew was vengeance.  
 
    And, Zelda knew, it was all her fault. Things might’ve been different if she’d gone to him that day. Things might’ve been so different.  
 
    Her hand slid down to grip the hilt of her sword. She would kill as many of the barbarians as possible to protect her niece, but she would not kill Helmuth if it came to that. No, she would take her own life before she took his.  
 
    The decision made, she turned her attention back to the wave of enemies. Just then, however, their path diverted southward, angling away from the direct line they’d been carving toward Walburg.  
 
    Zelda leaned forward, staring. A murmur arose amongst the other soldiers as they realized the same thing she had.  
 
    The Horde was purposely avoiding them.  
 
    Hell-bent on catching their prey.  
 
    “Move out!” Zelda shouted, shoving away from the wall.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    This was a place of shadow and light in equal measure, striating across Roan’s face, playing with his vision. The laws of the natural world didn’t apply here, and Roan was once more struck by the floating sensation as his feet couldn’t find anything to rest on. He wasn’t flying exactly, but not standing either. It was something other, just as this place was other, only accessible by the power coursing across Bane’s fire-lit scalp. 
 
    The fires were coming from within the boy’s skin, crackling with unburning heat.  
 
    Roan realized he was still holding Bane’s hand, and he released his fingers sharply, flinching back.  
 
    Bane stared at him with glassy eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roan said. “It’s this place. It’s unnerving.” 
 
    “It’s the only place I feel at home,” Bane said. Though his voice was monotone, Roan could sense the enormity of feeling in it.  
 
    And, in that moment, he felt abject pity for this boy who’d never had the chance to live. Which made him angry. Who was the Oracle to steal lives in this way? Who was she to decide who should have to participate in the games of war and peace played by the rulers of these lands? He longed to commune with her again, not to learn, but to fire back these heated questions, force her to be held accountable for her actions. 
 
    It was an empty desire, Roan knew, for she was a dead woman, even if her soul lingered to watch the future she’d created unfold one section at a time.  
 
    “Your thoughts are laid bare in this place,” Bane said, his eyes having never left Roan’s. Roan shook his head, trying to dispel his thoughts, and at the same time realizing the truth of those words. For he could sense Bane’s thoughts just as easily, which was how he had discerned the feeling in Bane’s monotone voice.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roan said. “I don’t mean to pity you.” 
 
    “You think I care about that?” Bane said, a quizzical frown creasing his forehead. Mist roiled around him, striped with bands of bright light. 
 
    “Most prefer not to be pitied.” 
 
    “Most prefer not to be hated.” 
 
    Roan was about to object, but the words faltered on his tongue. For he had hated Bane, once. He’d hated what he’d stood for, what he’d done, and what he knew he would still do. It was the opposite to everything he held dear in his own heart. It was the same reason he’d become so angry with Gwen when she’d let her animosity drive her to seek revenge on the Sandes.  
 
    “You see?” Bane said. “None are innocent, not even the Peacemaker.” There was no malice in Bane’s tone, no accusation nor anger. Just truth.  
 
    “Why don’t you hate me?” Roan asked, needing to understand.  
 
    “Because you’re my brother,” Bane said simply. It was a pure statement by one whose existence was so marred by blood and murder he might’ve been drenched in it.  
 
    “I’m a Loren, and—” 
 
    “I’m a Gäric. So what? You think blood is all that determines brotherhood?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “Chavos was my brother too.” Roan frowned at the name, and Bane explained. “The Beggar? The one bearing the plaguemark?”  
 
    Oh. Oh. Once the Beggar had accidentally passed the plague onto Roan. It was what had started the very sequence of events that had led him to this place. “But he…” 
 
    “Afflicted me with the plague? Yes. His betrayal hurt. And I killed him out of anger. I shouldn’t have, but I did. I’ve done many things I regret.” 
 
    “Me too,” Roan said, before he could consider his words. But they were true, not the least the way he’d handled Bane.  
 
    Bane met his eyes, nodding slightly. The alternating shadows seemed to attach themselves to him, darkening his countenance further. “Sometimes I feel like my past will continue to be reflected in my every act, like I’m destined to repeat my mistakes again and again. Do you ever feel like that?” 
 
    All the time. “Yes,” Roan admitted.  
 
    Silence roiled around them, seeming to follow the striped mists. That’s when he realized: 
 
    He was creating the bands of light, while Bane drew the strips of darkness. It was a strange dance, perfectly coordinated, like their minds were two halves of the same 
 
    Coin.  
 
    One light, one dark.  
 
    One born to protect, to save lives. The other to kill, to end them. This boy was born to kill. Roan knew nothing of such impulses, as violence was as foreign to him as sunlight from the night. Is any of this truly Bane’s fault? he wondered. Would I have acted differently if I were in his boots? The truth was: he didn’t know—not with a certainty—a fact that scared him more than anything.  
 
    “What are you going to do next?” Roan asked. It was the first time he’d ever given Bane a choice, rather than trying to dictate what the deathmarked boy should do.  
 
    “I—I don’t know. I tried to follow the prophecy. I liked the sense of purpose it gave me. But then…” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Nothing improved. The wars continued. It was as if my actions only stoked the flames more. I didn’t understand. Then I thought I did. I thought perhaps I was meant to force the kingdoms into peace.” 
 
    “Peace cannot be forced,” Roan said, which was the source of many days and nights of frustration for him.  
 
    “I know that now. But where does that leave us? There are still four empty portions in my marking. They must be filled.” 
 
    With blood, Roan finished in his head, finally understanding something he’d long struggled with. No. No. No. He wanted to scream his own rebuttal, to deny the truth that had broken through his mind like a long-awaited sunrise mired in storm clouds.  
 
    He shook his head, closing his eyes. And when he opened them, all he saw was darkness, his thoughts manifested in this place that he now understood was the consciousness of two distinct minds brought together.  
 
    Dark and light. 
 
    For he knew four more rulers would die, else there would never be peace in the Four Kingdoms. Though he wanted to deny it, he couldn’t, the names of five rulers echoing from his mind through the place of darkness. 
 
    Raven Sandes. 
 
    Falcon Hoza. 
 
    Annise Gäric. 
 
    Rhea Loren. 
 
    Gareth Ironclad. 
 
    Among their ranks he counted a cousin, a sister, a lover, and two friends. 
 
    Four of the five were destined to die. 
 
    Roan fell from the dark place, trying to hold back the scream building in his throat.  
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    Roan couldn’t breathe, his chest constricting around his lungs and heart, his entire body shaking from the knowledge he’d gleaned in the darkness.  
 
    Arms were wrapped around him, holding him, comforting him. The gentle susurrations of a whispered hush penetrated the names cycling through his head. Another voice arose, but this one spoke directly into his head, the image of a blue eye pulsating with each word. You are safe, Peacemaker. Come back to us. 
 
    He didn’t want to. Because to return to reality meant he’d have to face the truth of a world he’d once yearned to understand, but which now he’d rather face beneath the safety of a thick woolen cloak. Like Bane, he wanted to return to that other place, where time stood still, where he could forget all else if he chose.  
 
    A sapphire eye gleamed in the darkness. The glow of entwined hands. A bare-chested man standing nearby, weary lines etched in his face. And those strong arms wrapped around him from behind, the fingers of which he now saw, so delicate and dainty, belying the strength within them.  
 
    “Rhea?” he murmured.  
 
    “Yes, brother. It is me. Are you well? You were screaming. And shaking. The woman—Lisbeth—called to me in my sleep and I came immediately.” 
 
    Who are you? he thought. In this moment, she was the only one who could’ve comforted him—not because she was his sister, but because of the change that had been wrought in her, the difference as great as the striating bands of light and dark he and Bane had created. She represented his hope for change.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” She unwrapped her arms and he slumped onto his back, his chest finally unclenching as he managed a deep breath. “What happened? What did you see?” 
 
    “I—I was trying to—” Roan didn’t want anyone to know why he was here, what Bane had almost done. He didn’t want them to hate the Kings’ Bane anymore, though he knew they would.  
 
    Falcon stepped closer, his narrow eyes focused now, any semblance of weariness gone. “Roan. What did you see in the Well of Truth?” 
 
    Roan shook his head. How could he explain any of it? “Nothing,” he said. “I saw nothing.” 
 
    Falcon frowned, but didn’t question him further. “I’m sorry if I caused any of this.” 
 
    “You didn’t. It was a series of unfortunate events. But I’m fine now, and we have much to discuss.” 
 
    “Now?” The question came from Rhea, and Roan suddenly felt bad for having interrupted the sleep of a new mother, something he knew was precious.  
 
    “No. On the morrow. We shall reconvene the council, or what’s left of it. Even without your cousin’s involvement, we have decisions to make.” 
 
    Falcon pursed his lips and shifted from one foot to the other. He looked uncomfortable. 
 
    “What?” Roan said.  
 
    “I thought to do the same exact thing, so I had invitations delivered to those leaders who remained in Phanea.” 
 
    Roan searched the emperor’s eyes for his point, but came up empty. “I don’t understand. What is the problem?” 
 
    Falcon’s eyes found his feet. “I’m sorry, Roan. They’ve left. Raven and Gwen flew on dragonback to Calyp. Gareth and his army left shortly after.” 
 
    Roan’s heart sank, for he knew they flew and marched toward death itself. 
 
    But he couldn’t pray for any of them to survive what was to come, for if he saved one he might lose another.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, halfway to Darrin 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    The hits keep coming, Annise thought, feeling numb as she watched the scouts return the way they’d come. 
 
    The news was grim and grimmer. The Horde was still gaining on them, which meant the rearguard had been unsuccessful in even slowing their enemies. Which meant that… 
 
    Oh Zelda, Annise thought. Once her aunt had been an enigma to her, an eccentric woman who was always eating and was shunned by the courts and her brother who ruled the realm. I never gave her a chance. Annise wondered whether the same could be said for her Uncle Helmuth, who’d been driven to want to annihilate his own people. 
 
    To the north, sunlight reflected off an enormous body of water. If Annise didn’t know better, she’d think it was an ocean, for one could not make out the opposite side. From experience, however, she knew it was the Frozen Lake, the southernmost bounds of which stretched into the northern kingdom. This far south, it wasn’t frozen, but she knew the further into the Hinterlands one went, the lake became more solid, at least up until the strange portion of warm water that had almost caused her to drown.  
 
    She blinked away the memories as the flags calling the refugees to march were raised. Weary bodies rose on weary feet, shuffling along at a speed that most would consider slow but which was impressive considering the distance they’d already traveled on this day alone.  
 
    Annise knew it wasn’t exhaustion alone that hunched their bodies, for she felt the pull of gravity as much as anyone. It was grief and despair too. There was not one counted among them who had not already lost someone to the Horde, be it a soldier in the rearguard or a family member who hadn’t made it out of one of the cities in time.  
 
    “Your Highness,” Fay said.  
 
    Annise turned her head to meet the gaze of a woman she’d laughed with, fought with, reminisced with. The expression on her face was kind, but also chiseled from stone, unwavering. “Iron Fay,” Annise managed. “Well met. What say you?” She couldn’t stop the quaver from creeping into her voice.  
 
    “The people look to you,” Fay said with a slight nod of her head. That last word seemed to reverberate in Annise’s mind: you, you, you… 
 
    That’s when she felt something warm and wet on her cheeks. She wondered how it was that she didn’t even realize she was crying. She glanced about her, seeing the furtive glances and sidelong looks of her people—mothers and fathers and children and career soldiers too aged to fight. I’ve lost so many… she thought. But then those words were replaced with another idea: But not all. I have not lost all. 
 
    Slowly, she raised her chin and straightened her back. Pointedly, she wiped away the tears, obliterating their tracks on her skin. And then, while her people looked on, she raised her hand, palm out, separating her two longest fingers to create the narrowest gap between them: the sign of the north; a shield, cracked but not broken.  
 
    Never broken. 
 
    One by one, her people mirrored the gesture, hands rising across the throng like a crashing wave. Their shoulders unhunched and their strides lengthened. The ghosts of the past haunted them, yes, but they would not be overcome. 
 
    Not so long as blood flowed through their veins.  
 
    Annise met Fay’s eyes once more. The edges of Fay’s lips curled up. “Well met, Your Highness,” she said.  
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    Tarin was a man possessed, running as hard as he’d ever run, galloping across the northern hill lands, slowed only by the occasional rise but making up for it on the downslopes. Without armor, he felt light and strong, and even the bruises that covered his body were beginning to heal. 
 
    You’re welcome, the monster said.  
 
    Now you’re getting a sense of humor? Tarin retorted.  
 
    Or maybe you’re finally recognizing it. 
 
    Maybe, Tarin admitted.  
 
    The monster snorted.  
 
    Was that a—a laugh? Tarin asked. 
 
    I don’t laugh. It is beneath me. 
 
    How can anything be beneath you when you have no solid form? Or is everything beneath you? Or around you? Or are the things beneath you the same things that are beneath me? 
 
    Look who’s the jester now. 
 
    The truth was, Tarin felt more alive than he’d ever felt before. It was like he’d been given a second chance. Or maybe a third. He was losing track of the number of times he’d almost died. And if not for the thing inside him… 
 
    Yes. You’d be dead. And stop thinking of me as a thing. 
 
    An ‘it’? Tarin thought.  
 
    Even worse. Monster is fine. 
 
    Good. Monster. You saved me. 
 
    More than once. 
 
    More than once.  
 
    More than twice.  
 
    A lot of times, all right? But I gave you life, so let’s call it even. 
 
    Deal. Just don’t hold me back when the battle gets fierce. I’m tired of having to stitch you up.  
 
    Deal, Tarin thought, surprised it didn’t feel more like a deal with the devil. I’m losing my mind. 
 
    Or getting it back. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    The monster snorted again, and Tarin redoubled his speed as he crested another hill. Finally, he spotted life on the land spread before him. I’m catching up. He caught himself before the monster could interject. We’re catching up. 
 
    Oh yes. Yes, we are. 
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    Helmuth 
 
      
 
    Nestled in the shadow of the snowy mountain range, his Horde had passed a hollowed-out shell of a castle a while back. They’d prowled around for a while, feasting on the hundreds of corpses rotting in the courtyards, gardens, and atriums, but he hadn’t let them linger. Not when he was this close to spilling blood of his own.  
 
    Now, as he lengthened his strides, he marveled at the ravenous nature of his army, who never seemed to be fully sated. From experience, he knew the barbarians were born starving. They were also born with teeth, and were fed raw meat the moment they emerged from their mothers, growling and gnashing their jaws. The first time he saw the act of birth, he almost threw up, but he forced himself to watch. Again and again, until he appreciated the beauty in the creation of new lives. Lives that would serve him in the only purpose he had left.  
 
    By age two, each youngling’s fangs had grown in, sharp enough to pierce skin, and they were already approaching half size. By age three, they had claws that could tear through flesh and sinew, tendon and muscle. In short, they were deadly.  
 
    Only a year after that they were full size, at the ripe old age of four. If they survived, that is. Before Helmuth had come along, the adult barbarians would pit their sons and daughters against each other. These were not good-natured wrestling matches, but fights to the death, ensuring only the strongest of their offspring would survive to represent them in their constant wars against the other barbarian clans and the humans who threatened their southern borders.  
 
    Helmuth put an end to that, else it would take hundreds of years to grow his army to size. And even the weakest barbarian was twice the size and strength of most of the strongest humans. He could live with that. Oh yes, he could live with that.  
 
    Now, to the north, a massive body of water glistened with morning light. To some, it would be a beautiful sight, but not to Helmuth. The only thing that remained beautiful to him was the ending of human lives. In his lifetime, he’d been spit on, mocked, abused, enslaved, and physically and emotionally tortured.  
 
    And he would have his vengeance.  
 
    The rabbits could run but they could not hide. He would hunt them to the ends of the earth if necessary. And then he would hunt them further.  
 
    It wouldn’t be long now.  
 
    Blood would be spilled. 
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    Annise 
 
    Two days later 
 
      
 
    Every muscle in Annise’s body ached, including ones she didn’t even know she had. Her mouth was dry from too little water, her eyes burning from too little sleep, her chest hollow from too little Tarin.  
 
    Frozen hell, she thought. I must stop thinking his name. Which of course only made her think it more. However, after what Fay had said, she didn’t let her emotions show on her face. For her people were constantly watching her, as if waiting for the moment when their queen said, ‘Enough! I can go no further!’ But Annise would never say that, would never stop. If her legs fell off then she would curl her fingers into claws and drag herself across the harsh terrain. If her arms fell off she would clamp her teeth on the thick tufts of grass and pull, wriggling her body like a worm.  
 
    I’m losing my mind, she thought, picturing herself with no arms or legs. I wonder if I would fight onward if I had no head! 
 
    “What’s so amusing, Your Highness?” Fay asked. The blacksmith hadn’t left her side in two days, a fact that brought a measure of comfort to Annise. Fay was always sharpening a blade as they walked, the wick-wick-wick sound providing a certain cadence to the staccato of their footfalls.  
 
    Annise hadn’t even realized she’d been smiling. I am going mad, she thought. “Just picturing myself without a head. Oh, and without arms and legs too.” 
 
    Fay raised her eyebrows, and a less confident woman might’ve offered some excuse and slipped away as quickly as possible. The blacksmith, however, said, “The Torso Queen?” 
 
    Annise covered her mouth to stifle a laugh. Smiling was one thing, but she didn’t want her people to see her in the throes of mirth. “Aye. All fear my stomach and bosoms.” 
 
    Fay grinned. “The forward scouts should return soon with news from Darrin. With any luck, we could reach the castle by nightfall.” 
 
    Annise nodded, her smile falling away. She would not allow herself to hope for safety, not until the rear scouts had brought news of the enemy’s position.  
 
    Then again, the fact that they were still alive was a small miracle in and of itself.  
 
    But not all of us.  
 
    The reminder sobered her, chasing away the unexpected moments of levity.  
 
    A sound drew her attention, a murmur rippling through the throng. Annise scanned the horizon before them, searching for the cause of the disturbance. There! She spotted the pair of riders just as dozens of refugees began pointing in the same direction.  
 
    They rode with vigor and energy, and Annise felt her heart soar. The scouts had returned. 
 
    They disappeared for a moment as they descended into a deep trough between hills, but then emerged on the hillock, closer than before. Eventually, the hubbub died down, and a hushed silence fell across the crowd as the scouts wheeled to a stop before Annise, slipping deftly from their mounts and bowing at the waists.  
 
    It was no time for traditions and respect. “Out with it, man!” Annise barked.  
 
    The two riders, one man and one woman, snapped to attention. The woman said, “Darrin is not more than six leagues to the southeast. Sir Metz is commanding the army garrisoned within the city. Even now he is rallying them and preparing to ride out to meet us.” 
 
    Hearing the name of the stalwart knight was like spying a pink hope flower refusing to be torn up by its roots in the midst of a blizzard. Elation poured through Annise. Once more, she raised her palm in the air. “Spread the word!” she cried to all within earshot. “Help is on the way! Now—” 
 
    The word march never left her lips, because at that same moment a cry rang out from the back of the multitude. It wasn’t excitement or enthusiasm, but something darker.  
 
    A scream laced with fear.  
 
    The rear scouts had not returned. No. They would never return.  
 
    The Horde was upon them.  
 
    “Run!” Annise shouted. 
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    It had taken Tarin near on two days to close the distance between he and his prey. By the end of day one, however, he realized it wasn’t the barbarians that he trailed. No, it was humans. Soldiers, based on the way their silver armor gleamed in the sunlight.  
 
    The fact didn’t slow him, however. If anything, this knowledge made him run even faster, pushing his heart and lungs to their limits, even to the extremes provided by the monster’s efforts, working in tandem to strengthen his muscles, bones and organs.  
 
    Now, Tarin was within a stone’s throw of the marching soldiers, but none had noticed him, their eyes trained ever forward. Which meant the Horde was already past them, somewhere between he and Annise. Or Tarin hoped they were still between them, and not upon them.  
 
    He wouldn’t allow himself to think they were too late.  
 
    Not wanting to frighten them, Tarin hailed the small army with a shout. Several heads turned, and Tarin could see the initial moment of fear as they took in the lumbering beast of a man giving chase. Though he no longer hid his face from his companions, none save Annise and a select few others had seen him garbed in anything but armor.  
 
    However, the moment passed as they realized who he was. “The Armored Knight!” someone cried. “He has returned! He is alive!” 
 
    The news spread like wildfire across the army as it slowly ground to a halt. Tarin wanted to scream at them to keep moving, to not slow their pursuit on his behalf, but the need for information superseded all else.  
 
    A familiar short, stout form shoved and barged her way through the soldiers, cursing under her breath. Lady Zelda finally emerged, clutching an apple in one hand and a short blade in the other. “By the frozen gods,” she said, and Tarin smiled the first real smile in days. “Where the frozen hell is your armor?” 
 
    “I removed it,” Tarin said.  
 
    “I can see that. And your men?” 
 
    Tarin could only shake his head. “How are you here?” he asked, by which he meant, ‘Where is the Horde?’ 
 
    Zelda seemed to immediately understand his true question, a grim frown drawing tugging her expression downward. “We were in position to defend the castle of Walburg, but the Horde passed south of us without a fight.” 
 
    Oh no. He didn’t let his concern show on his face, not when being watched by so many soldiers. “How far back are we?” 
 
    Another soldier emerged from the crowd. An old friend of his. Sir Jonathan. “Three leagues, perhaps more,” he said. “The barbarians move as if chased by a monster of the Hinterlands.” 
 
    “That’s because they are,” Tarin said with gritty determination. “Me.” Us, the monster corrected. They are chased by us. Tarin ignored his constant companion, meeting the eyes of each and every soldier he could as he scanned the lines. “Now linger no longer, for our quarry will not stop to rest on this day.” 
 
    With that, Tarin broke into a run, the soldiers parting before him, allowing him to pass. Only when he’d reached the front did he hear them fall into step behind him, their boots crashing against the brittle ground as they ran.  
 
    Annise. I’m coming. No…we’re coming. 
 
    Yes. Yes, we are, the monster echoed. 
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    When Sir Christoff Metz first saw the scouts ride into Darrin on their exhausted horses, he felt a surge of something in his chest. Not excitement, because that was an emotion he had very little experience with, but duty. Honor. Loyalty. These were the precepts he abided by, the things he stood for with every waking breath.  
 
    With the love of his life, Mona Sheary, standing close by his side, these mantras were amplified further, for how could he be worthy of her without them? 
 
    And despite the gravity of the situation—the remaining refugees fleeing for Darrin, hunted by the Horde—he was prepared. Since arriving in Darrin more than two weeks earlier with his own flock of refugees numbering more than five thousand, he’d organized the city with the utmost attention to detail and precision. Supplies had been inventoried, rations calculated based on conservative numbers and accounting for the thousands of additional refugees that were arriving each day, sleeping quarters had been assigned and duties doled out.  
 
    Next, he’d organized the army stationed within the castle walls, as well as his own all-women army. In total, they numbered two thousand souls. They were in desperate need of new armor and weapons, but what they had could be used in a pinch. Still, he gathered any and all people with smith experience and requisitioned what he believed would be needed. The fires of the forges had been burning ever since.  
 
    In short, the city was operating as efficiently as possible. Prepared. Ready for whatever was to come. Daily, he put his men and women through their paces, ensuring they were in battle form. He inspected their armor and weapons each morning, and any who didn’t maintain their gear in top nick were sent to polish and sharpen. Mona had given him a hard time for this level of treatment, but Christoff refused to back down. If anything, maintaining routine and standards was more important during such times—not less.  
 
    Over the ensuing days, Christoff had barely managed to stifle his urge to ride out to locate the remaining refugees. In the end, however, common sense had prevailed. He didn’t know which direction they would be coming from, and extending his supply line would put his own soldiers at risk. So he’d waited, not so patiently, calmed only by Mona’s tenderness in the times when they were alone before sleep. 
 
    Finally, the news had arrived. Finally, all his preparations would be put to the test.  
 
    Now, as a portion of his army rode out—cavalry only, for swiftness was needed—Sir Christoff Metz spared no glance for the walls of the city behind him. For he knew his archers stood ready on its ramparts, his infantry patrolled the streets, and the good men and women within went about the duties they’d been assigned. 
 
    This knowledge, more than anything else, brought evenness to the ragged flow of the erratic world he lived in.  
 
    And he could breathe, any tightness remaining in his chest departing with each exhalation. 
 
    The first two leagues passed without incident. It was a lovely northern day—not too hot or cold, the sky littered with clouds that drifted along on a gentle breeze. Some might even refer to it as a “cheery day,” though Christoff was not fond of the expression. How could a day be “cheery”? The day was just the day, and the weather was created by a multitude of different variables, any of which could change in an instant… 
 
    His distracted thoughts about the weather vanished when they crested the next rise.  
 
    At first, he felt the warmth of satisfaction as he took in the hundreds—no, thousands—of refugees spread out before him, moving with haste into a long, broad valley between two hills, but the feeling soon morphed to icy dread when he recognized the fear-stricken expressions they wore, silent screams emanating from the black holes of their open mouths.  
 
    At that same moment, the first barbarian forms appeared over the hill behind them, loping along with threatening speed.  
 
    Christoff Metz only knew one way to act in a situation like this. With courage and honor. He didn’t hesitate to give the order that was already on his lips: 
 
    “Charge!” 
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Once, Annise would’ve collapsed in exhaustion from running so hard and for so long, but her body was prepared now, her heart strong, her lungs efficient. It wasn’t weariness that slowed her pace. 
 
    I must protect them, she thought, pulling to a complete stop, her honor guard doing the same. As fearful refugees passed around her, she turned back to face the Horde that had been pursuing them across the northern hill lands. “Your Highness?” a voice said. “Why do we stop?” It was Fay, and Annise was glad to hear her voice. The blacksmith had been a good friend and a competent advisor when she needed one. 
 
    But her gaze didn’t waver from watching her enemy swarm over the hill. The refugees were at least two leagues from their destination—Darrin—and she knew they would not make it.  
 
    Someone had to fight to allow the others the chance to live. And it had to be her. She wouldn’t only be fighting for the innocents, her people, but also for those she’d lost: Archer, Zelda, Tarin. 
 
    Tarin. 
 
    “Thank you, Iron Fay,” Annise said. “For everything. Now go. Please. Lead my people to safety.” 
 
    “But Your Highness.” 
 
    “Go! That is a command!” Still she couldn’t meet her friend’s eyes.  
 
    “I will do this thing, and we will laugh about it later,” Fay said, her tone stolid. She truly is Iron Fay, Annise thought.  
 
    “Thank you,” Annise said. “And I hope you are right. Truly.” 
 
    When Fay was gone, Annise addressed her honor guard. The enemy was halfway down the hill and closing fast. The refugees were nearing the next hill, the fleetest of foot making their way up its flanks.  
 
    “Guards!” Annise bellowed, and her men snapped to attention. “If we die today, let it be a glorious death!” 
 
    Around her, they roared their approval and turned to face their enemy.  
 
    Somewhere behind her, a horn sounded, but Annise couldn’t turn to locate the source. 
 
    The enemy was already upon them. 
 
    She raised the Evenstar and began to swing… 
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    “You’re the slowest ice bear I’ve ever seen,” Sir Jonathan said, but Tarin could tell his friend’s taunt was full of false bravado, his voice breathy, his chest heaving.  
 
    They’d been running for what felt like hours, if not days, sneaking messy gulps from their water skins, half of which dribbled down their chins.  
 
    In truth, Tarin admired the knight for keeping up with him. The other soldiers had fallen behind, along with Zelda, whose short legs were no match for his own long strides. Sir Jonathan, however, had been determined to keep pace. Tarin also knew that without the support of the monster inside him, he would’ve faltered long ago.  
 
    But you have my support, and we will not falter until we’ve clamped our teeth around the necks of our prey. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly how Tarin would’ve put it, but he had to admit the thought of catching the Horde was alluring. They’d bruised and broken him, almost killed him. And now they sought to kill his soulmate, and he simply couldn’t abide it. No, he would break them. All of them, if necessary.  
 
    He cut to the left to avoid a particularly steep hill, threading through a gully between rises. It was thick with high grass and gnarled bushes, but he plowed through, ignoring the scrape of the sharp branches against his sides. Somewhere behind him, Sir Jonathan called out, but he soldiered on, sensing something he could not yet see.  
 
    He emerged from the gully just in time to catch the tail end of the Horde as they clambered over a hill and out of sight. The sight of them sent a surge of energy through his body and he redoubled—no, retripled—his speed, pushing himself into a sprint that should’ve been impossible for a man of his size.  
 
    Yesssss! the monster hissed, already sensing the violence that was to come.  
 
    Tarin almost stumbled when he hit the foot of the  next hill, but regained his balance by shoving off the ground with a hand, his legs churning beneath him, fire surging up his throat as he heard the first sounds of battle somewhere beyond the rise, and his mind conjured images of barbarians falling upon refugees, killing at will, and Annise in the middle of it, her jaw tight and determined, her will unbreakable, though, he knew, her body was not.  
 
    And then gravity released its hold and he galloped over the crest of the hill, his eyes taking in the situation in an instant of clarity: 
 
    The refugees were mounting the far hill, still clear of the Horde, which was streaming into the valley. Warhorses separated them from the barbarians, their flanks draped with blankets bearing the dark sigil of Darrin. Atop each horse was a soldier, and Tarin knew this was Sir Christoff Metz’s doing, and in that moment he vowed to give the knight another chance at friendship if they both survived this day.  
 
    That’s when Tarin realized that not all the refugees had exited the valley, the images he’d imagined before coming to life before his very eyes.  
 
    Oh shite. 
 
    Her Evenstar circling her head like a silver star, Queen Annise Gäric faced her enemy, flanked by only her honor guard.  
 
    Tarin roared and charged into battle. The roar was not only his.  
 
    No, the monster agreed. It is ours.  
 
    There was no wall left to tear down. 
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Annise could see the hunger in the barbarians’ eyes, the unspent violence in their powerful, loping strides. Some gripped bone-handled weapons, curving blades that had the crusted sheen of dried blood, while others were emptyhanded. 
 
    “Do not waver!” she shouted, sensing the tension in the men around her. “Hold the line! For the north! For the north! For the—” 
 
    The Horde crashed into them with the force of a wave made of thick bone and knotted muscle. Annise’s Evenstar connected with one of their skulls, which should’ve exploded from the impact. Instead, it caved in and the barbarian fell, colliding into another, going down in a tangle.  
 
    Most of her men were knocked aside, some taking barbarians with them, their swords piercing the pale, hairless flesh. Even as she tried to swing her Evenstar around once more, one of the barbarians swept in from the side, slashing its claws across her hand and forcing her fingers to open inadvertently. Her weapon flew from her hand, disappearing in the tangle of bodies that suddenly seemed all around her.  
 
    She kicked out, aiming her heel for her foe’s midsection. It was a female, nearly twice as large as its male counterparts, but despite its size it moved like the wind, avoiding the blow. It ducked its head like a battering ram and slammed into Annise’s chest, rocking her back.  
 
    Annise knew it was over, but that didn’t mean she would stop fighting. Even if she could take this one enemy with her to the grave, it would improve the chances for her people. So as she landed on her back, the wind departing her lungs in a burst, she dug her fingers into her attacker’s eyes. There was a squelching sound and the female screamed, recoiling sharply. One of her eyes dangled from its socket, dripping gore down her cheek.  
 
    The other eye locked on Annise, who was still on her back. C’mon! she thought furiously. If it was a street fight it wanted, she would oblige. 
 
    With a snarl, the barbarian charged.  
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    The valley was chaos, but at least most of the refugees were behind him and his cavalry. Annise and her honor guard were doing battle with the barbarians, holding their own until… 
 
    Annise had fallen, rammed by a large female. But then the strangest thing had happened. The barbarian had snapped back as if stung, clutching at her eye.  
 
    The moment of respite had not lasted, however, and the female was now charging Annise, leaping into the air… 
 
    Annise rolled, and her attacker landed beside her, flashing out with one clawed hand, raking it across her armored side. It skidded to a stop as Annise fought to her feet.  
 
    Christoff dug his heels into his steed’s flanks, directing the horse toward his queen. The barbarian was warier this time, prowling toward her, its hunched form shifting from side to side with each stride.  
 
    Annise’s eyes flicked to Christoff’s, and he saw the moment of recognition, but it swiftly passed as she refocused on her foe. And then she started to circle. 
 
    Clever woman, Christoff thought, closing in, the barbarian oblivious to his approach, even as Annise forced the enemy into position. The barbarian’s body tensed in preparation for another lunge, but it was too late, hammered aside as Christoff’s steed smashed into it from behind. There was a crunching sound and an awkward step or two as the horse’s hooves trampled the creature.  
 
    He skidded past Annise, whose teeth were gritted together, even as she turned away to locate her next foe. Christoff did the same, but frowned as he realized something strange: 
 
    Not all the barbarians had stopped when they met resistance. In fact, very few had. The remainder had raced onward, ignoring their attackers. Once more, they were pursuing the main body of refugees.  
 
    Christoff wheeled his horse around, shouted an order to his soldiers, and gave chase.  
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    Tarin bounded down the slope, feeling a thrill in his chest when Annise survived the encounter with the large female barbarian. He owed Christoff Metz a kiss, though he knew the odd knight would prefer a punch to the nose.  
 
    His relief was quickly washed away, however, when he saw what was happening. The cavalry had overshot the enemy, expecting a fight, while most of the Horde had slipped past, continuing as if simply dodging inanimate obstacles in their path.  
 
    The few barbarians that remained were intent on keeping the defenders busy so they wouldn’t be able to retreat. Sir Metz seemed to realize the same thing at the same moment, regathering his mounted soldiers and driving back toward the hill he’d only just descended.  
 
    Annise, however, had eyes only for the members of her honor guard, who were locked in battle with those few barbarians that had remained behind. She charged one, tackling it from behind, slamming her fists into its face. It was a male, but still twice again as large as Annise, and far stronger to boot, and it recovered, scything its elbow across her jaw. Her head snapped back, twisting viciously. Tarin was close enough now to see the blood and spit fly from her mouth, along with something small and white that flashed in the sunlight as it spun. 
 
    Her tooth.  
 
    Her eyes met his as she fell, widening despite the significant pain she must’ve been feeling. He ignored her, hurdling her body, driven by anger and violence and the fury of the monster that was now part of him. 
 
    And he a part of it.  
 
    Gathering the strength in his shoulders, abdomen, and back, he focused his fury into a ball of force, rolling it down his right arm, past his elbow, through his forearm, and into his fist, which he drove into the barbarian’s face. It was only as he heard the crunch of bones shattering that he realized he’d never even considered drawing his own weapon.  
 
    No need, the monster said as the barbarian collapsed like a felled tree. We are the weapon. 
 
    Tarin dropped to his knees, raining down blow after blow after blow on the creature who would seek to harm Annise. Its features dissolved under the onslaught, until its face might’ve been an odd cut of meat at the butcher’s shop.  
 
    Still Tarin hammered, his mind a red-hot ball of rage, and though he could hear the call of someone important to him, it seemed to come from a great distance away.  
 
    The kick was well-placed, connecting between his shoulder blades, knocking his center of gravity off kilter and sending him face first to the ground. But he was not Tarin now—not only. He was more, and recovering from such a blow was elementary, his muscles responding to the new threat immediately. He dipped his shoulder and rolled, coming to his feet and whirling about in the same motion, prepared to strike back.  
 
    He froze.  
 
    None but Annise could’ve stopped him so swiftly in his tracks. For she was connected to both he and his monster in a way he might never truly understand. She was also the one who had kicked him, breaking the spell of violence.  
 
    He tried to speak, but instead a low growl scraped from the back of his throat.  
 
    “Tarin, I need you,” Annise breathed, and though there was untold emotion in her voice, it was corded with strength and determination.  
 
    “I…” he managed, though even his own voice sounded foreign to his ears.  
 
    “You are Tarin. You are mine. And I am yours. And I need you.” 
 
    “I…am…yours.” 
 
    Annise nodded, her jaw set.  
 
    Just then, the sound of footfalls reached both their ears, but they didn’t turn, their eyes locked. Sir Jonathan, Lady Zelda, and the rest of the reinforcements had arrived.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    All she wanted to do was throw herself into his arms, pepper his cheeks with kisses, devour him with her eyes.  
 
    They were luxuries a queen could not afford in a time of war, not when her people were under threat.  
 
    She forced her gaze away from him, thankful for the fact that she had managed to get through to him whilst he was in the throes of the monster inside him. “The Horde pursues our people,” she said. “Will we let them die?” 
 
    “No,” he said in that low growl. And then he turned and ran, chasing the cavalry, who pursued the barbarians, who hunted the refugees.  
 
    Annise was exhausted, her head still fuzzy from the powerful blow she’d taken, her tongue roaming over the gap in her line of teeth, but she managed to scan the men of her honor guard. At least two were alive, but in bad shape, and the rest were not moving. Sprawled amongst them were dead barbarians. Only three. One Sir Metz had killed. The raw piece of meat was Tarin’s. And the one with half a face was hers. She’d lost a dozen of her men just to kill three of her enemy. That trade-off couldn’t continue or all would be lost. 
 
    Next, she turned toward the stampede of soldiers she’d heard a few moments before. A man she knew as Sir Jonathan was at their front, but it was the stout, broad-shouldered woman just behind him that Annise ran to.  
 
    “Aunty!” she cried, feeling more like a young girl than a warrior queen in the moment. She threw her arms around Zelda’s neck and squeezed.  
 
    “Offa me, girl!” Zelda said, prying her arms away.  
 
    Duly chastened, Annise took a step back. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “You think the lords of frozen hell could handle me? Think again.”  
 
    Annise grinned and shook her head. Not for the first time in her aunt’s presence, she’d been rendered speechless.  
 
    Her aunt, however, was not. “Point us in the direction of the battle. We didn’t run all this way to miss out.” 
 
    “If you have any healers amongst you, please, attend to my men. As for the battle—just follow the Armored Knight.” She pointed to where Tarin was already sprinting over the top of the hill, vanishing on the downslope.  
 
    Zelda nodded and gave chase, the other soldiers falling in around her. Annise took a deep breath and then followed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Sir Christoff Metz 
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    On the open terrain, the barbarians moved much faster than Christoff expected, and already they were gaining on the fleeing refugees. But they were no match for the long, powerful strides of the cavalry’s horses, the gap narrowing swiftly as they galloped down the final hill and onto the broad swathe of flat land that surrounded the castle of Darrin. 
 
    A thousand yards, five hundred, two hundred… 
 
    Suddenly, a portion of the barbarians skidded to a stop and swiveled about to face the soldiers on horseback. Their animals, though trained for war, slowed their gait, several of them rearing, their surprised riders tumbling from their backs.  
 
    “Charge!” Christoff yelled, but his horse would not budge, as stubborn as a mule commanded to pull a heavy cart through the mud. It danced backwards several steps as the Horde began to advance. 
 
    With no other choice, Christoff said, “Dismount!” and one by one his soldiers dropped to the ground, armor clanking. They didn’t need to be told to draw their swords. “On my mark,” Christoff said. He was acutely aware of the main body of barbarians moving further and further away, on the verge of catching the refugees, but he couldn’t think about that now. He had to trust in the preparation of the city’s defenders. 
 
    Right on cue, a signal was given high atop the walls and a flock of arrows shot forth, passing well over the heads of the frightened citizens and landing amongst the barbarians. Several of them jerked as they were struck, but nothing short of a direct arrow to the head would stop them now, the smell of fresh meat driving them into a frenzy.  
 
    Christoff refocused, even as he heard the sound of gears grinding as the great city gates were hauled open. Only open them a quarter of the way, he had told them. Enough to provide safe passage to our allies, but not so far that we won’t be able to clamp them shut on our enemies. 
 
    His soldiers were still waiting, the eyes of half a hundred women trained on him and his hand, which was still raised in the air. “Charge!” he said, and they did, emotion-filled screams bursting from their lips, full of determination and anger and fear and courage. 
 
    One hundred yards. 
 
    Fifty. 
 
    We have the numbers. A quick mental calculation told Christoff they had a two to one advantage on the smaller party. Against the main body of the Horde they would be outnumbered, but reinforcements were waiting within the castle.  
 
    Twenty. 
 
    Ten… 
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    As Tarin charged down the hill, he watched the two armies come together in a maelstrom of flashing steel and pale, hairless bodies wielding clubs and blunt knives. Bodies writhed and fell in the same bloody dance Tarin had performed for over a decade.  
 
    Beyond, the great gates of Darrin were open partway, just wide enough to allow ten or so broad-shouldered soldiers through at a time. Several dozen charged through the gap, not in the ragged spill of the ill-prepared, but in clean even lines. They were charging in formation. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of Tarin’s mind, he knew such organization was the work of one Sir Christoff Metz, but he pushed that thought away, because another more powerful emotion was taking root once more.  
 
    Like a cat enjoying a belly rub, the monster purred. 
 
    As Tarin ran, his strides lengthening, his heart pounding, something nagged at him, some fact that should’ve been obvious a long time ago, but which had eluded him thus far, his judgement clouded by the bloodlust.  
 
    He tried to grab onto it, but then he reached the fray and his only desire was to destroy all that stood in his path. Vaguely, he knew that some of these warriors were friends, allies, and it was all he could do to hold himself back. Instead, he shoved one of the soldiers aside, creating a gap in their lines. One of the barbarians filled it quickly, swinging a club at his head.  
 
    Memories flashed in Tarin’s mind: the thump, thump, rattle-thump, of being punched, kicked, beaten; the smell of his own blood in his nostrils; the pain, searing him like a hot poker stabbed under his skin; and then, the silence, the blessed darkness, even as his mind tried to grapple with the realization that he’d failed and been left for dead.  
 
    He ducked and the club glanced off his back as he crashed into his foe, picking the large female up and driving forward, using his momentum and gravity to twist her backwards and slam her into the ground.  
 
    She bounced, her head jerking in an awkward way that would’ve snapped the neck of most humans. But her bones were thicker, stronger, and she snarled at him, trying to extricate herself from his grip. 
 
    Tarin, however, was strong too, and his power was anything but human, the monster becoming one with him, pouring its own strength into his fingers as they closed around her neck, squeezing, his thumbs crushing her windpipe. She tried to bite him, her fists beating at his ears and jaw, but he felt nothing but the fervor of watching the life drain out of her.  
 
    Tarin knew he should’ve been repulsed. But he wasn’t just Tarin—not in this moment—and he relished the kill with every beat of his heart. 
 
    Something pale loomed from the side, crashing into him. Blood dripped from its fangs as it snapped at him, simultaneously jabbing a knife at his ribs, held off only by his own grip pushing back on its arm.  
 
    Somewhere in the distance there were screams as the Horde fell upon the slowest refugees.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Annise ran side by side with Zelda, passing the unsettled horses as they stamped and snorted in the late-afternoon sunlight.  
 
    She saw Tarin, armorless, locked in a grapple with one of the barbarians. She heard the screams as the rest of the Horde finally caught their prey. Bile rose in her throat but she swallowed the bitter taste and hoped the reinforcements would be able to save most of them.  
 
    All around Tarin, Sir Metz’s soldiers fought like wildcats, but they were no match for the enemy they faced. When the battle had begun, they’d outnumbered their foes, but now it was even at best. Annise spotted one dead barbarian next to more than a dozen dead soldiers.  
 
    How can we defeat an enemy as powerful as this? she thought as she ran, disheartened despite the knowledge that Tarin and Zelda were not dead. She wished Archer were here, his confidence worn on his sleeve, a constant source of optimism in her life.  
 
    He’s not, she reminded herself, but that doesn’t mean you can’t draw from his spirit.  
 
    The thought buoyed her up and she focused on one of the barbarians, a hunched male that had just laid waste to one of the soldiers, and was even now looming over her to finish its kill. Annise swung her Evenstar with every bit of strength, completing three loops before crashing it into the back of her enemy’s skull with a sickening crack. The barbarian toppled sideways, its tongue lolling out, its eyes rolling back into its head.  
 
    This was not the time to congratulate herself, and she darted to the right toward where Tarin had killed another barbarian. He stood, his head turning as his gaze smoldered into her. She recognized the blank look on his face, the way he seemed to stare through her. This was the Tarin she’d long feared, the very same that he feared.  
 
    The reason he’d left her before. I was trying to protect you. I was afraid I might hurt you. 
 
    But Annise couldn’t shy away from this part of Tarin. No, she had to break through to him now more than ever if she hoped to save her people, who were already dying without the walls of safety they’d very nearly reached.  
 
    “Tarin Sheary!” she shouted, but if he heard or understood his name, he gave no indication. Instead, he turned to face the next foe, a massive barbarian with knots of bone protruding from her forehead and scalp. Neither Tarin nor the female had a size advantage, but Tarin didn’t seem to know that, for he blocked her club with his forearm and smashed his fist into her face, crumpling her features with a single powerful blow. She hung in the air for a moment and then dropped like a felled tree.  
 
    Frozen hell frozen hell frozen hell, Annise thought even as she raced toward the most important person in her world. “Tarin!” she screamed, grabbing his arm from behind, even as he prepared to slam it down onto his enemy again and again.  
 
    He twisted around and swiped at her, but she was prepared, ducking, feeling the air of a blow that would’ve likely knocked her unconscious. Tarin growled at her like a chained half-starved beast.  
 
    Who is this man? she wondered.  
 
    I love the way you taste. Those words he had spoken felt like a lifetime ago, from the lips of a different person, one who was impossible to reconcile with the violent monster who glared at her now. There was no anger in his eyes, just hunger.  
 
    The urge to run tugged at her feet. No. No. My people are dying. They are my responsibility. And this man who I love is a weapon I cannot leave sheathed.  
 
    “Tarin! Your queen commands you to the castle. You are needed there. Go.” The last word was a growl of her own, her eyes narrowed, daring him to defy her.  
 
    A barbarian swept in from the side to attack Tarin, but he merely snapped his elbow out, cracking it in the jaw. A quiver of fear juddered through Annise. For even at his strongest, she’d never seen Tarin like this. She knew the monster had taken over, and even she could do nothing to break through its control.  
 
    He stalked toward her, his dark lips twisted, his black veins protruding more than usual. 
 
    “Tarin,” she tried to shout, but it came out as a weak squeak, more mouse than queen. 
 
    His hand shot out and he grabbed her by the collar of her armor, lifting her into the air, his other fist clenched and poised, ready to strike. “Tarin,” she said, no longer scared, resigned to this fate. If she couldn’t be his companion in every aspect of his life, then she didn’t want any of it. And maybe this world wasn’t worth fighting for. “I love you.” 
 
    She saw his cheek twitch. It was subtle, but she would never have missed it, for she knew every pale inch of his skin, every breath from his lungs, every aspect of his being, from his goodness and honor to the darkness he’d tried to hide from for so long.  
 
    “Tarin Sheary, I love you, no matter what. I love you for the man you’ve been, the man you are, and the man you will be.” His grip seemed to falter, but still he held her aloft. His other hand, however, opened and he clutched his own face, his eyes wild, darting about.  
 
    “I will always love you, until the stars fall from the heavens and the moons collide in the night sky and the sun explodes, taking the universe with it. You can destroy me, but it won’t change anything.” 
 
    He set her back on the ground and their eyes met, neither of them noticing the carnage that continued to rage around them. They were his eyes again, and she could see that familiar self-hatred and deep melancholy of a man who truly believed he was unworthy when he was, in reality, the worthiest man in the world.  
 
    Annise hated herself for what she had to do next, but her people were still dying. “Go!” she shouted. “To the wall! To the wall!” When he didn’t move, she lunged forward and shoved him with all her might. It didn’t move him, but it did get his attention.  
 
    He nodded once, turned, and then ran. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-One 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Without Tarin, the day would’ve been lost, Annise knew.  
 
    After running from Annise, he’d ploughed through the Horde like a man possessed. Alone, he’d killed more than twenty barbarians, even as they abandoned their other prey and flung themselves at him. Before today, Annise hadn’t thought the barbarians feared anything. But now she knew they feared Tarin, for the rest had turned and fled, following their instincts as they loped southward toward the protection of the Mournful Mountains.  
 
    And all that without a single plate of armor to protect him.  
 
    Tarin’s efforts had saved thousands of lives, her own not excluded.  
 
    And yet he remains a stranger to me, she thought, gazing at his gore-splattered form. He was still coming down from his bloodlust, sitting apart from her, apart from everyone save Sir Jonathan, whose presence seemed to calm him.  
 
    She wanted to be the one to calm him.  
 
    You did, she thought, chiding herself. When it counted, you did. 
 
    She took some solace from what had happened in that moment of pure truth, when she’d laid bare her soul while blood spilled all around them. It was a start. It had to be.  
 
    Still, the death toll was rising as cart after cart piled with bodies—women, children, the elderly, and soldiers, so many soldiers—were hauled into the city, the gates opening quickly and then shut and barred. Hundreds of souls had been lost on this day. Hundreds of souls who were Annise’s responsibility.  
 
    “You did everything you could,” Fay said, having arrived silently from the side.  
 
    Annise shook her head. Someone screamed in agony, but Annise barely heard it; she was becoming desensitized to such sounds as the healers had been cauterizing wounds and snapping joints back into place for the last few hours. Though she longed to escape, Annise had forced herself to remain, piling each new horrifying memory into a mound in her mind. They were reminders of her failures.  
 
    And despite the walls that now surrounded them, she knew they weren’t safe. The enemy that had fled into the mountains still numbered in the hundreds, a formidable force that would surely return to finish what they’d started. Annise wondered whether her people would ever be safe again. 
 
    “Annise.” When Annise refused to look at her friend, Iron Fay grabbed her chin and pulled it toward her. “Annise.” Annise stared at her, unblinking. “Do you see what you have done? Do you see?” 
 
    Annise frowned, not understanding. She saw pain. She saw death. She saw the brokenness of a kingdom that had once been strong. Aye, her father had been feared and despised, but at least he had not been defeated. At least his citizens had not been cut down like chaff by their enemies. 
 
    “Look,” Fay said, gesturing to the side.  
 
    Annise looked, and she saw carts piled with bodies, gurneys carrying the injured who would likely not survive the night. She saw healers brandishing hot metal shafts that would be used to seal wounds.  
 
    “No,” Fay said. “Look.” 
 
    This time Annise understood, for Fay was not pointing to the dead and dying, but the living, those sitting in hushed groups beyond the carnage, breaking bread and holding hands and hugging their children to them like they would protect them against the icy fires of frozen hell itself. She was pointing to the survivors.  
 
    “I—” 
 
    “We should mourn the dead, yes,” Fay interrupted, “but we should celebrate the living. The north is not done fighting yet.” 
 
    Annise felt a fool. Once more, she’d been chastened by this mysterious blacksmith, who seemed to have more wisdom than a woman of her young age should. And in that moment, Annise made a promise to herself: 
 
    She would never despair again, not so long as a single citizen of the north remained under her protection.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Two 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
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    Tarin was brooding. Usually he would handle the aftermath of a great battle by expending what remained of his energy, walking it off alone, or performing some variety of backbreaking work. Physically punishing himself. But here, in this walled-in city, he felt like a prisoner.  
 
    Nearby, Sir Jonathan hummed some unrecognizable tune.  
 
    Tarin gritted his teeth together. I almost hit her again, he thought. It was strange, like he was experiencing someone else’s memory but knowing the stranger was himself.  
 
    Yes, it was, the monster said.  
 
    Go away. 
 
    The monster laughed. You think I would’ve hurt her? 
 
    You did before, once. 
 
    That was before I met her. I like her. Hell, I like her more than you. 
 
    That, Tarin could relate to. Then why? he asked, trying to understand.  
 
    As a reminder, the monster said. 
 
    Of what? 
 
    That we are in this together. Our mind must be one, or else we will tear ourselves apart.  
 
    Tarin chewed on that for a moment. Something nagged at him again. Perhaps two somethings, but each time he closed in on them they seemed to be just out of sight, on the edge of his mind.  
 
    “A silver coin for your thoughts?” Sir Jonathan said. 
 
    Despite himself, Tarin chuckled. The knight had said the same to him a long time ago, in the wake of a brutal battle. It was not long after that that a series of events started him on the very path that had led him back to Annise. He also remembered his response on that day. “They’ll cost you a thousand.” 
 
    Silence resumed as the two knights watched the scene unfolding before them. The smell of copper hung like a fine mist in the air. Without his armor and covered in gore, Tarin knew he must look like a monster from the Hinterlands. But he didn’t care about any of that—not anymore. Next to protecting Annise and the other northerners from this terrible evil, what people thought of him was nothing.  
 
    Healers worked on the injured, trying to save arms and legs and lives.  
 
    Survivors huddled together. 
 
    Something else from that long-ago day struck Tarin as important. Crows. He used to count the black-winged scavengers after each battle. The more crows, the more casualties. On that day there had been a lot of crows.  
 
    But today… 
 
    No crows. Tarin frowned, trying to figure out what it meant.  
 
    Nothing, he thought. It means nothing. For despite the lack of birds, there were a lot of corpses. But… 
 
    He jammed his knuckles into his forehead, trying to think.  
 
    An ear-rending scream bloomed, snapping his head up to watch a young woman—one of Sir Metz’s soldiers—getting her arm cauterized. Or at least what was left of her arm. She screamed and screamed and screamed, until she passed out from the pain. 
 
    Despite the horrible nature of it, the sound provided Tarin with a moment of clarity and he realized what had been bothering him earlier. Not just the lack of crows, though he knew that was important too. For he remembered the way Helmuth Gäric had looked as he stood on the wall at Gearhärt. Confident, strong, mist roiling off him like it did from the ground on a cool spring morning. And he remembered the crows. Hundreds of them wheeling about the Horde leader’s head, cawing and preparing for the death they knew was soon to come.  
 
    And yet here, in this place of death, there was not a single crow. But that wasn’t all. No, there was something off about the number of barbarians they’d faced.  
 
    Too few, Tarin thought. As he sat, watching the pain and suffering of the injured, he wondered why he hadn’t realized it sooner. Despite numbering in the hundreds, the group of barbarians they had struggled to defeat was miniscule next to the much larger force they’d seen in Gearhärt, which had numbered in the thousands. And no sign of their leader, Helmuth. No, Tarin thought. They hadn’t fought the Horde at all.  
 
    The true Horde was somewhere else. 
 
    But where? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Three 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Knight’s End 
 
    Helmuth Gäric 
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    Abandoning the north had been a difficult decision, but Helmuth had sensed the need to march south with his Horde, sending only a small portion of his strength to pursue his queen niece and her aunt, Zelda. My sister. 
 
    It’ll be enough, he thought. His command—Bring me their heads—would be fulfilled before the return of winter. 
 
    His Horde prowled through the undergrowth of a large forest, clearing a path for him so he could stride through unfettered. When they came upon a body of fresh water, they would stoop down all in a line and drink. Only Helmuth cupped his hands and brought the water to his lips. Several animals had been killed by the superior size and speed of the barbarians. They ate the meat raw, licking the tendons clean and sucking the marrow from the bones. Yes, his Horde would be strong when they finally reached the western stronghold.  
 
    Unbidden, a memory unlocked itself from the vault in his mind. 
 
    Helmuth, a boy of just ten, hobbled into his father’s council chambers, his wooden crutches creaking. They needed to be oiled, and the sound hurt his ears. I can’t even move quietly, he thought. Add that to my list of failures. 
 
    He shoved away his insecurities because he saw what his father was doing.  
 
    A map! he thought, watching as his father, the king, scanned the broad sheet of parchment that had been unfurled across the enormous council table. The corners curled upwards, but were held down by metal pieces that represented the military forces of the various powers in the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    Helmuth loved maps, and spent long hours studying them in the library. He knew the names of every major city across the Four Kingdoms, and most of the minor ones too. If a blank map were given to him, he would be able to place the dots for each city with precision. Along with the maps, he enjoyed studying the movements of the various armies during times of war, and the strategies they employed to defeat their enemies. Something he’d learned from his studies: it wasn’t always the largest or strongest army that emerged victorious, but that which was the most well-trained and commanded by a general with superior tactics.  
 
    Now, Helmuth’s father, King Wilhelm Gäric, the Undefeated King, looked up from the map to look at his son. “How did I know you’d show up here eventually?” his father asked, a twinkle in his eyes.  
 
    Helmuth grinned. “I just wanted to see if anything has changed.” Over the last several weeks, the two-pronged war had intensified as both the east and west probed for weaknesses in the northern defenses.  
 
    “It has,” his father said. “Can you see?” 
 
    Helmuth leaned his crutches against the table and eased into a chair, leaning forward to get a better look. The map was littered with pieces of various shapes and sizes, each bearing one of the major royal sigils. The Phanecian and Calypsian armies were lined up along their borders in a purely defensive position. For several years their disputes with their neighbors to the west and east, respectively, had been at a standstill. Meanwhile, the attention had turned to the north, where clusters of eastern armies were assembled in two distinct places: Crow’s Nest and Raider’s Pass. Both locations were primarily infantry comprised of both human and Orian legionnaires. On the western front, the mounted forces were spread between Raider’s Pass, Bethany, and Knight’s End.  
 
    Helmuth noticed something strange. His eyes widened and he opened his mouth to speak. Before he could utter a single word, however, the sound of screams and pounding feet obliterated the silence. He turned as his brothers charged into the room. Wolfric, who was still two years Helmuth’s junior, tackled Griswold, who was small for his age. Gris cried out as his knees and palms scraped against the stone floor.  
 
    Watching the scene unfold, Helmuth cringed.  
 
    Victorious, Wolfric stood up, raising his fist. Gris cried, hot tears streaking his cheeks, staring at the blood dribbling from his knees and palms. “No crying,” Wolf said. “Right, Father?” 
 
    The king sighed and stood from his place at the table. “Son, this world is full of violence as it is. Lording the same over your brother is beneath you.” 
 
    Chastened, Wolf stared at his feet and said, “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Now help your brother up.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” Wolf offered his hand to Gris, who was still blubbering.  
 
    The king approached Griswold, crouching down to inspect his injuries. “They are mere flesh-wounds, son. You shall survive.” 
 
    Though his eyes were still wet, Gris smiled. “I’m bleeding, Father,” he said.  
 
    “Yes. But your body will heal, and then it will be stronger.” 
 
    “Do you bleed, Father?” Wolfric asked.  
 
    The king chuckled. “Of course. But not if I can help it.” 
 
    “Because you’re the Undefeated King?” 
 
    Helmuth sat listening, frozen. All his excitement over studying the map with his father had been swept away the moment his two brothers had entered the chambers. Despite being younger than him, they’d never looked up to him, never been kind. The games they liked to play always involved running and jumping and wrestling—all things he was incapable of participating in. When he asked them to play games with him, they refused, calling him a maiden.  
 
    He wished they would leave.  
 
    While he sat, the conversation had moved on, and now his father was herding them toward the table. “You, too, Zelda,” he said. 
 
    Helmuth’s head swiveled around, searching for his sister. She emerged from the shadows in one of the corners, as silent as a mouse. He hadn’t even known she was there, and he wondered how long she’d been watching. Though she was only four, and a girl no less, Helmuth always felt more comfortable in her presence than with his brothers. 
 
    “Sons, daughter, look at this map.” 
 
    “Do we have to?” Wolfric said. “This is boring.” 
 
    Helmuth shook his head at his brother’s audacity. Their father was giving them the opportunity to participate in his war strategy. In Helmuth’s mind, there was no greater honor.  
 
    But their father was a patient man. “Wars are not only won by fighting, son. In some cases, they are won before the fighting ever begins. Here, while studying the maps, the movements of our enemies. Learn their tactics and you will gain the key to victory.” 
 
    Wolfric screwed up his face in concentration, staring at the pieces so intently it was as if he thought he could destroy them with his mind. “They’re blocking us?” he said at last.  
 
    Helmuth barely managed to hold in his laugh. That was his conclusion? 
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose they are,” the king said evenly. “But that’s not a problem, because I have no interest in marching south.” 
 
    Wolfric frowned. “You don’t? Then how will we conquer the other kingdoms?” 
 
    The king leaned forward, placing his fingers on one of the pieces, a golden crown representing his own location on the map, currently positioned directly over Castle Hill, the northern capital. “To what end would I seek to take more than what I need? The north provides for its people. We are protected by oceans and mountains.” He shook his head. “No, I will not conquer. I will defend.” 
 
    “Boring,” Wolfric said, knocking over his chair as he slipped to the floor, bounding away. “Can’t catch me, Gris!” he shouted, and soon Griswold was chasing him as they left the chambers. 
 
    Helmuth’s mood lifted immediately when they were gone. “Father?” he said.  
 
    “Yes, son.” 
 
    “You’re going to reopen the trade route with Crimea, aren’t you?” 
 
    The edge of the king’s lips twitched, his eyebrows lifting. “Why would you say that?”  
 
    “Because the west has spread itself too thin, and their proximity to the eastern forces will cause strife between our enemies, distracting their attention away from the north. Meanwhile, we can resupply and reposition our forces here and here.” Helmuth reached out and shifted several armies toward Blackstone, nestling them against the Bay of Bounty. “We will have strength in numbers.” 
 
    His father’s eyes sparkled. “What of Bethany? The force there is large.” 
 
    “Aye, but they will be forced to march to Raider’s Pass to reinforce the army lest they be outnumbered by the eastern legions.” 
 
    His father tapped the sizable force that remained in the western capital. “And what of Knight’s End?” he asked.  
 
    Helmuth chewed on the question for a few moments. The entire map felt like a puzzle with only a single piece missing. If only he could find it… That’s it! he thought. “We don’t demand exclusivity from Crimea. We agree to allow Crimean ships to sail to both Knight’s End and Blackstone. King Streit will be satisfied because he’ll earn double the coin, and the west won’t refuse because they love their Crimean delicacies. Am I right, Father?” 
 
    The king laughed, picking up the golden crown. “Almost. You forgot about the best part. With a break in the fighting, I can remain in Castle Hill for a bit longer with my children.” He placed the crown back over the northern capital. “Son, you have a mind for strategy. It will serve you well someday.” 
 
    The memory faded and Helmuth bit his lip, using the pain to wash away the past. Warm, coppery blood flowed into his mouth. It could’ve all been different, Father, he thought. But you decided to exclude me, despite knowing I would be a better king than Wolfric. Not that his father cared now. He’d been dead and buried for years, while Wolfric had beaten the north into submission. Of course, now both his brothers were dead too.  
 
    No matter, Helmuth thought, for he wasn’t looking to conquer. No, destruction was his only objective. And though as a lad he’d arrived at a peaceable co-existence with Knight’s End, this was a new day, and he was a new man.  
 
    Up ahead, the forest thinned and a great wall blocked the way forward. Beyond it were the soaring majestic towers of Knight’s End.  
 
    Ahh, he thought. I will do what you would not, Father. I will destroy Knight’s End.  
 
    Maybe he was more like Wolfric than either of them had realized. 
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    “You are Annise, and you will be stronger than your mother.” 
 
    Sabria Loren Gäric, deceased 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Four 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Knight’s End 
 
    Ennis Loren 
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    From the moment Ennis returned to Knight’s End, the city of his childhood had felt like a foreign place.  
 
    Yes, the people looked the same as they moved silently through the city, wearing their thick robes and high-necked purity dresses, spending coin at the various merchants, speaking in hushed tones, bowing whenever one of the furia passed by with a whirl of scarlet robes. Yes, the buildings were the same, the castle no different than it had always been, with its vaulted ceilings and stone columns and armored guardsmen vigilantly patrolling the walls.  
 
    And yet everything was changed, the city’s spirit gone. Ennis knew it wasn’t Rhea’s absence—at least, not only.  
 
    I have changed, he thought.  
 
    His brother, Sai, self-declared king of the west, sat on the throne, listening intently as one general prattled on about shoring up their defenses in case the barbarian Horde made landfall in the Bay of Bounty, while another general argued that Bethany needed to be rebuilt and fortified, because what if the barbarians attacked through Raider’s Pass?  
 
    The Furies stood silently, their gazes darting from person to person, restless.  
 
    They’d arrived a week earlier after a swift gallop across the Forbidden Plains, avoiding the cities they knew were already destroyed by the Sleeping Knights, like Cleo and Restor. The bulk of the army was still several days away, but they had sufficient forces to protect the city, which was surrounded by the tallest wall in the Four Kingdoms. 
 
    Plus, simply gazing through a spyglass across the Bay of Bounty gave them an idea of where their enemies were. Hundreds of ships were halfway out of the water, having sailed right up onto the land, destroying most of Blackstone’s docks and piers.  
 
    When Ennis had first seen the size of the fleet, he had to admit he was shocked. Though Roan Loren and the strange fatemarked girl, Lisbeth Lorne, had shown him the same images as everyone had seen—the barbarians making landfall in the Four Kingdoms—he hadn’t truly believed it until he’d seen it with his own eyes. Oh ye of little faith, he thought now, still largely ignoring the discussion, which was growing ever more heated.  
 
    He was brought back to the present in a rush when his brother suddenly stood and snapped, “What about the south? What about the sinmarked?” 
 
    His generals flinched at the outburst, their lips opening and closing wordlessly, rendered speechless. One of the Furies, however, was not. “Your wisdom is the light in the storm,” she said. “The sinmarked are as much our enemy as the barbarian Horde. They are unnatural, and an insult to Wrath.” 
 
    Ennis wanted to hit something. Or somebody. After everything that had happened…how could ignorance continue to have a voice at the highest levels of society? Because we let it, he thought. 
 
    Ennis had always been a good soldier, obedient, content to follow rather than lead. When Rhea had begun making questionable choices, he’d advised her, but never truly forced the issue. In the end, he’d obeyed, up until the point where he’d finally stood on his own two feet and helped Gwenndolyn Storm and Gareth Ironclad escape from captivity. Not once had he regretted that decision.  
 
    And now…he refused to be another’s pawn again. 
 
    “No,” he growled, stepping forward. 
 
    His brother’s stare found him, narrowing slightly. “No?” 
 
    “We will not wage war with the south.” 
 
    “Thank you for your advice, brother,” Sai said evenly. “I will take it under consideration.” 
 
    “It’s not advice. It’s a fact.” 
 
    Sai’s jaw tightened, a reaction he’d seen from his brother numerous times from childhood until now. It was what happened anytime someone disagreed with him. “The only facts are the ones I create,” Sai said. “I am the king now, and you chose to follow me back to Knight’s End. No one forced you, brother.” 
 
    On this point, Ennis knew, his brother was right. Gaia had been strong enough to refuse Sai back in Phanea, where she’d remained. Wheaton would’ve followed Sai into the hottest part of an oven if he’d commanded it. But Ennis… 
 
    Ennis had been running from Rhea more than he’d been following Sai.  
 
    Why am I here? he asked himself.  
 
    One answer was to protect Knight’s End, the city he’d long protected, first as a soldier in the western army and later as an adviser to Rhea. But now… 
 
    He had no place. Not here. Not with Rhea. Not in the north or south or east or west. He was lost and alone.  
 
    But he was still a man of honor, and he could not live with himself if he didn’t try to sway Sai’s mind. “Brother. I’m sorry. It is not my place to command you. But please, I ask that you seriously reconsider waging war with the south, at least until the threat from the north has been removed.” 
 
    “Like I said, I shall consider your advice, brother. Now go, lest your strong will land you in a pot of trouble.” 
 
    Ennis swallowed a retort, spun on his heels, and left.  
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    Ennis stopped to see Leo. Since he’d arrived back in Knight’s End, he’d found the boy to be distant, rarely leaving his room, and even then only to collect his meals on a wooden tray. He’d tried to talk to him, and not only because of the promise he’d made to Rhea, but because he cared about this boy as much as anyone.  
 
    He was worried about him. It wasn’t fair that one so young should have to go through so much in his short life. So much death—his mother’s suicide, his father’s murder, his own twin sister taken by a sea monster before his very eyes… 
 
    But Ennis didn’t know how to get through to him. Now, he watched the boy set up his toy soldiers. He noticed the way he placed each one with such precision, ensuring their shoulders were square with each other so they formed perfect lines as they faced their enemy, silver-armored legionnaires from the east.  
 
    Ennis wanted to explain to him that the easterners weren’t their enemy. Nor the northerners. No, their enemy was themselves and an army of barbarians heralding from a faraway land.  
 
    But he didn’t. He didn’t want to shatter what innocence the boy had left. Not yet.  
 
    Having placed the final piece, Leo turned toward him, and Ennis could sense a question behind his gaze. “Where is Rhea?” he asked.  
 
    Ennis’s heart beat quicker. This was good. He’d tried to tell him about Rhea on multiple occasions, but the boy refused to listen, going so far as to order him out of his room. “Phanes,” he said simply, not wanting to spook him with too much information. 
 
    Leo frowned, his fingers rubbing the back of a toy horse mounted by a tiny knight. “Why didn’t she come back to Knight’s End? Is she still banished?” 
 
    “I—I don’t think so. Sai is still angry with her, but I don’t think he would forbid her from returning.” 
 
    Something sparkled in Leo’s eyes. Unshed tears, Ennis realized. “She hates me, doesn’t she? For what I did.” 
 
    Ennis’s heart broke and he had to physically stop his hand from reaching forward to comfort the boy by holding it down with the other. “No, cousin. She doesn’t hate you. She wanted me to check on you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she come to check on me herself?” A tear broke free but gravity couldn’t drag it down, leaving it trembling from his lower lashes.  
 
    “You are becoming a man,” Ennis said. “So you deserve to know the truth. You are an uncle.” 
 
    Leo’s eyes widened at first, and Ennis could see the excitement in them, but then they narrowed just as quickly. “I don’t care,” he said. “I hate her.” 
 
    The sudden changes of mood didn’t surprise Ennis, not after what this boy had been through. And he had a right to be angry. At Rhea. At the world. At Wrath. Even at Ennis, who hadn’t done nearly enough to protect his cousin. “I hate her too,” he said, which seemed to surprise Leo.  
 
    “You do?” He dashed away his tears with the back of his hand. 
 
    “Aye,” Ennis said. “At least most of the time. But she’s still family. She’s still your sister. And her daughter is your niece.” 
 
    “A girl? She had a girl?” Leo could no longer conceal his excitement, which lit up his face.  
 
    Ennis nodded, smiling. “Yes, she had a girl. And one day I hope you will meet her. 
 
    “Me too,” Leo said. He went back to his battle, beginning the advance.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Later that day, Ennis was summoned to hear the “king’s” decision. It was only he and Sai, the Furies and guardsmen sent away. A sense of foreboding settled in the pit of Ennis’s stomach. 
 
    He stood silently waiting as his brother drew out the moment magnanimously, standing slowly, stroking the gray beard he’d begun to grow during the return trip from Phanes.  
 
    And then he said, “We will protect the city…” 
 
    Ennis quietly let out a breath, genuinely surprised at his brother’s wisdom. His pleasure was short-lived, however, for Sai wasn’t finished. 
 
    “…with a small force of two thousand soldiers. The rest of the army shall march on Phanes forthwith.”  
 
    “What?” Ennis said, unable to hold his tongue.  
 
    “It’s a compromise, brother. Any good king knows he can’t satisfy everyone, but this is the best option available.” 
 
    “But why would you march your armies back to Knight’s End only to deploy them south immediately? They will be exhausted from their travels.” 
 
    Sai smiled, and it took Ennis a moment to understand why. 
 
    The bulk of the army had not returned to Knight’s End, he realized. He’d assumed they were slowly making their way northwest. He’d expected them to arrive each day, only to be disappointed.  
 
    Ennis couldn’t keep the venom from his tone. “Where are they? Cleo? You would send them to a destroyed city?”  
 
    “No, brother. I am no fool. They are in Felix, resting and awaiting orders. I would command them to march on Phanes immediately, but unfortunately the stream network is…unavailable. But it is no matter—I shall go myself to deliver the order.” 
 
    “This was always your plan,” Ennis accused.  
 
    “I was keeping my options open, as any good king should. Who knows what the sinmarked might do? I want to attack them before they attack us.” 
 
    “You fool,” Ennis said. 
 
    Sai’s eyes narrowed into unlit coals. “Because you are my kin, I will forget that you said that, brother. But I would recommend you hold your tongue in the future. Even I will run out of patience eventually.” 
 
    “Knight’s End will be destroyed.” 
 
    “You don’t know that!” Sai snapped.  
 
    A swell of sadness rose within Ennis. Once, he and his siblings had been close. Even Sai. He’d looked up to him, to the man he was becoming. But now…they were as foreign and distant as the stars in the seventh heaven, except perhaps Gaia, who he’d abandoned in the south. He spoke, his voice sounding hollow to his own ears. “I cannot be a party to this,” he said. “I will not march with you. I will stay and defend the city from the darkness that is coming.” 
 
    Sai’s eyes narrowed as he slowly made his way down from the dais until he was face to face with Ennis. “You will do as I command you to do. I am the king.” 
 
    Ennis shook his head. “Maybe you are, but only because Roan Loren does not want it. He seeks peace, not power.” 
 
    “Roan Loren is sinmarked. He is a demon raised by the very heathens we’ve fought in the name of Wrath for centuries.” 
 
    “He is fatemarked. And the southerners are not heathens. Even Bane spared my life when he could’ve easily killed me. Is that the act of a heathen?” 
 
    “You would defend the very demon who killed our righteous uncle with his unholy powers? Might I remind you that the Western Witch was burned at the stake for speaking such blasphemy." 
 
    His brother’s face was inches from his now—a challenge.  
 
    Ennis refused to flinch, refused to back away. He wasn’t afraid of death, not anymore. And he wasn’t afraid of losing those he loved, for he no longer loved anyone. “Then burn me, brother. Show your people just what kind of man you are.” 
 
    His brother’s jaw clenched, and Ennis could hear his teeth grinding together. For a moment Ennis thought Sai might hit him. But then his face tensed and he took a step back, forcing out a laugh. “I will not burn you, brother. Though I am disappointed you are not the man I thought you were. No, you will receive a more fitting punishment. I am surprised to find myself agreeing with our dear cousin on this point.” 
 
    Rhea? What does Rhea have to do with anything? 
 
    The answer struck Ennis so hard it was as if his brother had hit him.  
 
    Exile. 
 
    Sai’s lips curled into a wolf’s smile.  
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    The dark stares of the furia followed Ennis’s every step, but he didn’t meet their gazes. Sai had said a stiff goodbye from his throne and then waved Ennis away like a pesky gnat. Wheaton, however, had surprised Ennis by turning up to see him off. Now he stood by a small eastward facing door, waiting with the ghost of a frown on his face.  
 
    This was the door Ennis had chosen, for he would not return to Phanes. He couldn’t fight against his own people—even when he no longer felt like one of them. And last he’d heard Gareth Ironclad was marching his own army back to Ironwood to offer assistance to Annise Gäric and the northerners as they sought refuge in the east. Maybe he could find a place there and do his part against the Horde.  
 
    Wheaton met his eyes. “Don’t go,” he said. “You can apologize to Sai. He will listen. He will forgive you. He’s not an unreasonable man.” 
 
    Ennis was moved by the unexpected strength of feeling in his brother’s plea. But not enough to change his mind. “I’m sorry. I cannot. Wheaton, you are my brother, and I wish you well. Be your own man, not Sai’s puppet. That’s the best advice I can give you.” 
 
    All compassion faded from Wheaton’s expression. “I am no one’s puppet, brother. Now go, lest Sai choose a more ruthless punishment for a traitor like you.” 
 
    Ennis wasn’t hurt by his brother’s words, for he could sense what they were. A shield against his own sorrow—a mechanism he had used himself, once upon a time. He placed his hand on Wheaton’s shoulder, and then pulled him into a hug. His brother stiffened at first, but then returned the gesture. When they broke apart, Wheaton turned away without looking at him.  
 
    Ennis turned toward the door, hauling it open with a creak. It was the royal woodsman’s door, one that had stood in infamy for many centuries. He remembered a story from when he was a child about how the royal woodcutter at the time, Mortis Ironclad, had allegedly murdered a woman and then fled to the east, intermarrying with the Orians and eventually founding the Iron City of Ferria. Mortis was Gareth’s relative.  
 
    As Ennis shut the door behind him, hearing the thump as one of the furia barred it, the old story didn’t sit well with him. Why would Mortis have murdered someone and then fled east? Something about it smelled of falsehood, and he wondered why he’d believed the story as a child.  
 
    He shook off the thought and started into the wood, which was overgrown and gnarled, save for a single well-worn path presumably used by the royal woodsman on his daily jaunts.  
 
    The air was fresh and a cool breeze wafted through the foliage. Ennis suddenly felt light, like all the troubles of the world were no longer on his shoulders—like maybe they never were.  
 
    He inadvertently stepped on a twig and it snapped, the crack sounding as loud as one of the fireroot powder explosions he’d experienced during the Battle of the Bloody Canyons.  
 
    He stopped, frowning. Something felt…off, and the back of his neck tingled in response. He scanned the forest, searching for whatever had brought him up short.  
 
    He listened for any sound. 
 
    Which was the problem.  
 
    Silence ruled the wood, which was why the crack of the stick had sounded so loud. No birds sang, no bees buzzed, no animals rustled through the undergrowth.  
 
    The silence was complete, more still than the darkest of nights.  
 
    Ennis had known fear before, but never like this. Wait. Wait. Something wafted through the trees. Is that… 
 
    Smoke? The tendrils were gray and wispy, but more mist-like than the thick vapors caused by a fire. Plus, he couldn’t smell the acrid stench of burning wood. Frozen in fear, he watched the gray mist as it seemed to reach for him, forming fingers.  
 
    He wanted to run. Desperately. Please run! he screamed in his mind, but it was like his feet were stuck fast in a bog. He was as likely to run as the trees were.  
 
    The first of the tendrils curled around his face, caressing his chin and cheeks.  
 
    He jolted as if struck by lightning, his fingers claw-like as they clutched at his head, which was filled with buzzing bees and the scratch of thorns and the burn of fire, images assaulting him in rapid succession, each more horrible than the last.  
 
    Bodies, broken and torn, covered in blood, piled as high as the mountains of the north. A city burning, its buildings destroyed, its great towers laid low. Hulking forms loping hither and thither with animalistic fury, cutting off the screams of their prey.  
 
    No one survived. No one.  
 
    Ennis was dimly aware that he was clawing at his own skull, ripping the very hair from his head, scratching his skin, but he couldn’t stop, for the pinpricks of pain were the only things keeping his own mind from rending itself in two. To fall into such a chasm would sever the thread between reality and insanity forever.  
 
    Something touched him and his eyes flashed open, his jaw rigid with pain, like a hot poker had been shoved beneath his skin, drawing its way from chin to cheek to brow. And he screamed. Oh, how he screamed.  
 
    The man stared at him, his eyes wild with manic glee. He had a broad jaw coated with dark stubble, his eyes a rich brown bordering on black. “Hello, little mouse,” Helmuth Gäric said.  
 
    Pain coursed through Ennis’s entire body until it became too much, his vision fading to black, the world vanishing into gray mist.  
 
    Wrath save them all, Ennis thought before unconsciousness and agony dragged him under.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Five 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    Gareth had felt the burden of having abandoned Roan the entire trip northeast. I had no choice, he reminded himself, finally casting such feelings aside as he felt the first shred of excitement course through him. 
 
    The excitement came from the shimmering that had only recently appeared in the distance. It was unmistakable, a beacon to a weary traveler longing for home.  
 
    Ironwood, he thought, even as murmurs flowed across his soldiers as they too noticed the glittering, dancing reflections of light that marked the edge of the great iron forest.  
 
    At the same time, Gareth’s excitement was tempered by the knowledge that he returned to Ferria alone. Well, not alone alone—he had several legions of soldiers with him, after all—but without Gwen or Roan. And he would have no family waiting to welcome him to the Iron City, for they were all gone now.  
 
    He was the last of his line, and he knew he would have no children. This knowledge grew like creeping ivy into the dark places of his heart, but he scythed it back again and again. All it meant was that he needed to make his time count even more.  
 
    He settled back into the ride, letting the rhythmic clop of his horse’s hooves hypnotize him until he was in a place that wasn’t exactly asleep but not awake either. It was a place where he could think. 
 
    To his surprise, it was Gwen’s words, not Roan’s, that spoke to him there. You are no longer the Shield, she’d said as they approached Ironwood the last time. Then what am I? he’d replied. You are the Sword. 
 
    He blinked, realizing that the miles had fallen away under his horse’s strides. Ironwood was close enough now that he could make out individual trees, each sheathed in iron, standing like sentinels under the brightness of a spring sun. Silver flowers sprouted from their branches, nestled amongst reflective iron leaves.  
 
    Gareth lost his breath. He swore it was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen.  
 
    It was a sight worth fighting for, even if it meant helping those he’d once called his enemies.  
 
    The legion’s return to Ironwood was not without fanfare. Orians and humans alike lined the broad avenue through the forest, though the former stood on thick branches that overhung the thoroughfare, while the latter edged the sides of the path. Children ran and laughed, while the adults raised fists in the air, welcoming their brave soldiers.  
 
    Gareth knew what it meant: 
 
    They don’t know what is coming. 
 
    This was good, he supposed, for it should be he who told them, especially as he planned to invite their enemies across their borders for the first time in recent history. It would be a bitter pill to swallow, and he wanted them to understand the reason.  
 
    He bowed and raised his own fists and even stood in the stirrups and trumpeted a cry of victory. For they had defeated a great enemy while in Phanes, even if it was only a portion of the Phanecians. And if a Southron alliance could be forged… 
 
    Gareth bit his tongue and refused to cling to that word—hope—like it could save them. For it couldn’t. No, he would rely on the strength of his people, a people who had never been defeated within their iron stronghold, not even during the Dragon Massacre.  
 
    So he rode on, enjoying his part in the panoply. For it was the last celebration his people might have for a long time, maybe ever.  
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    “Your Highness, I beg you to reconsider.”  
 
    Gareth sat the iron throne with an audience of only his generals, three men and two women. Three were Orians and two were humans, legionnaires he’d known his entire life as they worked their way up through the ranks.  
 
    Gareth sighed. He’d known persuading his generals to the course of action he’d chosen wouldn’t be easy, but he hadn’t thought it would be this difficult. Then again, he didn’t need to persuade anyone of anything, for he was the king.  
 
    Yes, I do, he reminded himself. He didn’t want to rule as a tyrant. No, the Four Kingdoms had been ruled by tyrants for far too long. Which meant convincing first his generals, and then the rest of his people, to welcome the northerners into the east.  
 
    Making the impossible possible, he thought, a new mantra of his that he quite liked. None believed an alliance with Rhea Loren had been possible—until it had.  
 
    “I value your advice, General Jormundar,” Gareth said. 
 
    The tall, strong Orian nodded once, causing his lush green hair to ripple like disturbed seawater. “I advise you to keep the northern border closed,” he said. 
 
    “And I request you keep an open mind.” 
 
    “I’m trying, Your Highness,” the general said tiredly, his eyes looking more bronze than their typical gold. The other generals looked just as weary, and Gareth didn’t blame them. They’d had a long march, a bloody battle, and then another long march. They were all exhausted, both mentally and physically. Hell, he was too.  
 
    “You saw the evil we face, can we all agree on that?” 
 
    Slowly, the generals nodded one by one. Though Gareth was certain they wanted to disbelieve the images Lisbeth Lorne had projected into their minds, he knew they couldn’t deny the truth any more than he could.  
 
    “And you agree we are outnumbered by our foes, do you not?” 
 
    Again, there were nods of agreement, though their stony expressions told a different story.  
 
    “So we need allies, correct?” 
 
    The nods stopped. “Ironwood is our ally,” General Jormundar said. “Its defenses have proven themselves time and time again, and now they are stronger than ever. Even the dragons couldn’t breach them.” 
 
    It was a fair point, but the enemy they now faced was an unknown, the likes of which they’d never experienced. They couldn’t know what to expect, nor could they be certain the Horde would attempt a direct assault on the iron forest. “So you would have me sit safe in Ferria while our neighbors to the north are slaughtered?” He was annoyed that he’d let his frustration creep into his tone, but he couldn’t help it. How did one change an isolationist mindset that crossed several generations?  
 
    “Neighbors? Your father referred to the north by a different name,” the general reminded him.  
 
    Aye. Our enemy. “I know that,” Gareth said evenly. “But that didn’t work out very well for him, did it? Nor for my brothers. I am not any of them. I am the Sword, and I will take a different path, with or without your support.” There was a challenge in his tone, one that was intentional. Their argument had come to a head, and it was time to make a decision.  
 
    The generals exchanged a series of glances, seeming to come to an unspoken decision of their own. General Jormundar spoke for all of them. “Long have we served the Ironclads, and we will still. Though we disagree with your position on the north, we will help you. We will help them.” Gareth felt his body relax until the general added, “But be warned: there will be strife between our peoples. The inhabitants of the iron forest do not react well to outsiders.” 
 
    I can deal with that later, Gareth thought, satisfied with the conclusion. “Thank you,” he said as he stood. There was not a moment to lose. He needed to finally send a stream to Darrin.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Six 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Annise’s eyes flashed open, seeing nothing but darkness until her gaze settled on an aurora of green- and red-hued moonslight ghosting through the window.  
 
    Her heart was beating too fast and she felt something wet on her cheeks. 
 
    I’m crying, she realized, blinking away tears. A dream. Nothing more. She sighed, frustrated. She loved Tarin, of that there was no doubt in her mind. But that didn’t make it any less difficult knowing that the times when she needed him most—and, consequently, when he needed her most—were the times when they had to be apart. 
 
    She knew it was worth it, but still… 
 
    Something shifted behind her and she almost cried out when an enormous hand closed around her. She stifled the cry, realizing it was Tarin. “Frozen hell,” she said, “you nearly stopped my heart.” 
 
    He murmured something in his sleep, for he was not truly awake. Annise almost laughed, but didn’t want to wake him. She was pleasantly surprised. Typically after a period of extreme violence Tarin required longer to…get his head right again. Perhaps he was learning to control the monster. 
 
    Laughter resounded in her head… 
 
    Control me? Impossible. 
 
    Go away, Annise thought back. Ever since Tarin’s monster had found a way to communicate with her, she’d gained a greater appreciation for what her paramour was forced to endure on a daily basis. But that didn’t mean she wanted to talk to it while she was supposed to be sleeping.  
 
    I could, or… 
 
    Annise sighed again. Or what? 
 
    Or I could tell you what Tarin tried to do to me. 
 
    Dammit. This wasn’t what Annise wanted. Tarin was supposed to talk to her, communicate. The last thing she wanted was to violate his own thoughts by communicating with the very part of him he detested most. But now the curiosity was killing her. 
 
    Yes or no? Your choice. 
 
    Annise closed her eyes, trying to picture what the thing inside Tarin might look like if it had a body of its own.  
 
    The monster filled in her thoughts for her. Black skin, scales, claws like daggers, fangs as long as— 
 
    Stop, Annise said.  
 
    Yes or no? the monster repeated. 
 
    Yes, Annise thought, hating herself for her weakness. 
 
    He took your suggestion, the monster said. He tried to kill me. 
 
    Annise’s body jolted upright. What? she asked, but the monster was already gone, leaving her with that little nugget to wrap her own dark thoughts around. She remembered when the warning bells had begun tolling in Gearhärt. She’d run into Tarin and his leg had been bleeding profusely. She’d wanted to ask about it, but everything had happened so fast… Frozen hell, he tried to use pain to drive the monster away! 
 
    She turned to look at the sleeping giant only to find he was no longer sleeping, his dark eyes watching her. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” he said. “I was waiting for the right time, and then, well, everything.” 
 
    “Tarin, I—” She wanted to ask why he hadn’t gone through with it. Who had helped him? She knew the answer—Fay—and felt a slash of jealousy cut through her, not because she worried about any romantic connection between Tarin and the blacksmith, but because she wanted it to be her Tarin had asked to help him.  
 
    And why had he stopped? Had he been interrupted by the bells? 
 
    Tarin stared at her, waiting for her to finish her thought. And reading her mind, she was sure of it. She shook her head. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to see me like that,” Tarin said. Aye, reading my mind, just like I thought.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And I chose to stop.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I was afraid I couldn’t protect you without it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Tarin frowned just as a splash of moonslight found its way to his face, illuminating his strangely perfect features. “Without this…thing…inside me, I wouldn’t be anything special. I would just be Tarin, and I don’t know if I would still be strong enough to…” 
 
    “Tarin, you’re the size of an ice bear. I think you could protect me just fine on your own.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” he said, and the earnestness in his tone made her heart melt into a puddle. “With the monster gone, I might shrivel up like a piece of old fruit, or turn back into the skinny rail of a boy you once knew.” 
 
    “Tarin,” Annise said again, her voice growing husky. “You will always be more of a man than any other.” 
 
    She rolled over and took him in her arms. She didn’t want to waste another second on this night when he wasn’t even supposed to be in her bed, and yet, magically, he was. Her lips found his as she shoved him back onto his pillow and threw her leg to the opposite side of the bed, straddling him.  
 
    She didn’t need to tell him what to do, his hands roving from her hips to her breasts, teasingly plucking at the ties at the front of her nightclothes.  
 
    She gave herself to him, and him to her, their bodies illuminated by flashes of moonslight in the dark. 
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    Annise chose not to continue their conversation in the morning, allowing Tarin to help her with her armor, his fingers burning tracks on her each time they lingered a moment longer than necessary as he tightened a leather strap around her body.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said when he had finished. She was slightly breathless.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” He cupped her chin in his hands and kissed her, and she had the urge to remove all the armor so they could do it all over again.  
 
    In another world perhaps, she thought, rolling her tongue over the gap in her teeth. “How do I look?” she asked, opening her mouth wide.  
 
    “I wouldn’t mess with you,” Tarin said. 
 
    “Good. Perhaps I can scare the barbarbians off with my smile.” 
 
    “I love it when you talk battle.” 
 
    Annise ignored him else she be distracted. “We should see Fay. I’m certain she can pull together some scraps of metal until she can construct you a full set of plates.”  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Tarin said with a grimace.  
 
    It was a stark reminder of what had happened only a day earlier. Though she’d been fighting the barbarians too, her gaze kept finding him. Without armor, spattered with blood and gore, he had fought like a tornado brought to life. The sheer violence she’d witnessed from him had dwarfed anything she’d ever seen in her life. Thank the frozen gods he’d been fighting on our side… 
 
    “Annise, I’m…” 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for. You did what you had to do to protect our people. To protect me.” 
 
    His expression remained tight for a moment longer, and then relaxed. He nodded. She wanted more than anything to take him into her arms again, to comfort him, but there wasn’t time for that. Not yet.  
 
    He was still looking at her, and she could sense he had something else to tell her. “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “The Horde was smaller than expected,” Tarin said slowly. Evenly.  
 
    Annise closed her eyes. She had thought the same thing, but was still trying to wrap her head around it. Also, her Uncle Helmuth and his yew-strapped legs had been absent from the battle. “I know,” she said. “Which means a larger force is coming. The ones we fought must’ve been a faster, advance party, sent to harry us. Weaken us.” 
 
    Tarin licked his lips. “Perhaps you’re right. But I would suggest otherwise.” 
 
    Annise frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We weren’t exactly…swift…in our flight,” Tarin said. “There’s no reason the entire Horde couldn’t have caught us.” 
 
    Annise’s pulse quickened, though she wasn’t certain why. “You’re saying they purposely split up? Then where is my uncle? Where is the rest of the Horde?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Tarin said, shaking his head. “But it’s likely they’re already through Raider’s Pass. Gearhärt is only a short distance from the mountains.” 
 
    She considered his theory. Anything was a possibility, but something about it didn’t make sense. “My uncle swore vengeance on the north. He had us on the run. Why would he divert his course?” 
 
    Tarin said, “I don’t know, but I know someone who might provide you with greater insight.” 
 
    Annise knew exactly who he meant, the only living person who might truly understand the way her uncle’s mind worked.  
 
    “C’mon,” she said. “Let’s go find Zelda.” 
 
    They exited the room, turning right down a short, stone corridor, and then swung left, shoving through a heavy oak door that led without the barracks. The bright sunlight stunned Annise for a second and she squinted, letting her eyes adjust. “Too cheery a day by half,” Tarin grunted, cupping a huge hand over his eyes like a visor.  
 
    Annise couldn’t disagree, and yet feeling the warm sunlight on her face felt good. Like it was a different day. Like there was still hope.  
 
    And there is, she realized. For us. For my people. Two people she’d thought were dead were alive. Yes, they’d lost many lives—too many—yesterday, but not all. Plus, if they only faced a small portion of the Horde, perhaps there was still a chance, or at least half of one. And as long as the heart of the north continued to beat… 
 
    “We will fight,” she whispered.  
 
    “What?” Tarin asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Nothing. I want to see my aunt.” 
 
    “Breakfast then,” Tarin said, smiling at his own joke.  
 
    Of course, it wasn’t really a joke, because as soon as they arrived at the makeshift mess tent Annise spotted her broad-shouldered Aunt Zelda. She was double-fisting an apple and a sourdough roll smeared with butter. “Are you going to use your rations?” Zelda asked without preamble. “Sir Metz is a strict bugger.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tarin answered for the both of them.  
 
    “Pity,” Zelda said, crunching into her apple. “I shall wither away and die.” 
 
    “As dramatic as the day is long,” Annise said. She wanted to go to her aunt, to throw herself into her arms, to squeeze her until she could feel her heartbeat. But she restrained herself, for her aunt wasn’t really the hugging, tear-filled reunion type. “I’m glad you’re alive.” 
 
    “Me too,” Zelda said. “Even if it’s only so I can starve to death under the rule of a merciless mess officer.” 
 
    On cue, Sir Metz strode up in that too-stiff manner of his, bowing to Annise from the waist. His polished armor shone almost as brightly as the sun. “Your Highness. I trust you slept well?” he asked. Before she could answer, he continued. “The Watch have nothing to report from last night. However, this morning they’ve spotted several of the enemy milling about on the edge of the mountains. They seem to be…hunting.” 
 
    “Hunting?” 
 
    “For food,” he clarified. 
 
    “What sort of food?” Annise pictured the barbarians leaping upon an unsuspecting woodsman, their teeth flashing as they began to gnaw on his limbs.  
 
    “Deer. Rabbits. Anything they can find.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her dark thoughts vanished. Sometimes she forgot that the barbarians still required standard sustenance just like anyone else. Even in the springtime, the north was a difficult place to survive. Which meant… “They’ll come for us soon.” 
 
    Sir Metz’s expression didn’t change. “It is likely, Your Highness. I’ve taken the liberty of recommissioning those from your army who survived the battle without serious injury. Regular perimeter patrols have commenced, their weapons have been sharpened, their armor polished, their—” 
 
    “Did you sleep, Sir?” Annise asked, cutting him off. She noticed the redness in his eyes and the shadows darkening his cheeks.  
 
    “I am fine. If the enemy attacks today—” 
 
    “We will rouse you forthwith,” Annise interrupted. Sir Metz opened his mouth to argue, but she was too quick. “You have done well, Commander Metz. Now go to bed. That is an order from your queen.” 
 
    With another stiff bow, the knight turned and departed swiftly. Annise realized her error, shouting, “And go to sleep!” 
 
    Sir Metz stopped, but didn’t turn back. “Yes, Your Highness,” he said.  
 
    Lady Zelda chuckled. “Nice save.”  
 
    Annise could just picture the honorable knight going to bed as she’d commanded, but not sleeping, instead passing the time polishing and re-polishing his armor.  
 
    “Has anyone seen a brutish lug masquerading as a knight?” a voice asked.  
 
    Annise turned to find Fay standing with a hand on a hip. Instead of the jealousy that had burned through her last night, she felt nothing but appreciation for this strong woman who had been there for Tarin during a dark time.  
 
    “He was here a minute ago…” Annise said. “Nope. He must’ve fled back to the Hinterlands.” 
 
    “Amusing,” Tarin said. “I shall eat breakfast to refill my shrunken ego.” 
 
    Annise ignored him and went to Fay, clasping her arm. “You are well?” 
 
    Fay met Annise’s eyes without flinching. “Not a fang nor claw shall pierce our dear lug’s skin,” she said.  
 
    “Good. Thank you. Now let’s eat.” 
 
    Zelda said, “I’m off to steal someone’s food.” 
 
    As she turned away, Annise said, “Auntie.” 
 
    A half turn back. “Hmm?” 
 
    “Meet me on the wall, facing south. Half an hour.” 
 
    “As you wish, dear.” With that, she departed, kicking her apple core in a perfect arc into a bucket full to brimming with the same. 
 
    Annise had the urge to chase after her, to question her about her uncle, but she knew a queen needed to eat just like anyone else. Every soldier in the queue offered to let them skip the line, but Annise wasn’t having it. “My stomach will ache no more than any of yours,” she said.  
 
    Eventually they reached the front and were each given a small bowl of thin soup, a buttered sourdough roll, and an apple. It was meager fare, but satisfying enough, and Annise relished every bite.  
 
    “Mind if I join you?” someone said just as Annise was mopping up the last of the soup with her roll. A familiar soldier woman stood before them holding her own food.  
 
    “Of course,” Annise said. “Tarin’s cousin is always welcome.” 
 
    Annise admired Mona Sheary as she sat. She was a dark-haired beauty with stunning features. She was also a courageous woman, one of the first to answer the call for female volunteers into the Queen’s Army. Sir Metz, despite his eccentricities, was smitten by her. To the surprise of almost everyone who knew them, she was smitten by the strange but dashing knight too.  
 
    “Mona,” Tarin said, when she’d settled in beside them.  
 
    “Tarin,” she said, mimicking his tone, and Annise was ever-impressed by the young woman’s ability to handle those who should probably intimidate her. 
 
    “You rode into battle yesterday.” 
 
    Annise was somewhat surprised Tarin had noticed his cousin in his bloodlust. Even she hadn’t seen Mona astride her horse. The line between him and the monster was as thin as a razor blade at times.  
 
    “I did. On Commander Metz’s command.” 
 
    Tarin muttered a curse under his breath.  
 
    “I am not a statue to be placed on a shelf,” she fired back.  
 
    “I didn’t say that—” 
 
    “Cousin, I appreciate your concern for my safety, but like your queen”—she raised her eyebrows in Annise’s direction—“I can handle myself.” 
 
    Tarin’s pale skin grew paler. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply…” He took a deep breath, seemed to regather his thoughts, and then said, “I know. I know all about the strength of women of the north. But I am a sworn knight and your cousin, it is in my nature to protect those I—” 
 
    “Those you what?” There was a twinkle in Mona’s eyes now, and Annise loved her for it.  
 
    “Those who need my help,” Tarin said, flashing a smile of his own.  
 
    “You bastard!” Mona said, swatting at him playfully.  
 
    “Those I love,” Tarin said, catching her hand.  
 
    Mona’s eyes closed. Opened. “I—it’s been a long time since I had family,” she said. The emotion was thick in her tone, and Annise suddenly felt like she and Fay were intruding on something personal.  
 
    “Me too,” Tarin said.  
 
    “Thank you for joining us,” Annise said, standing. Fay seemed to get the hint too, rising lithely to her feet. “But I’m off to find Zelda.” 
 
    “Do you need me to come?” Tarin asked.  
 
    “No, thank you, Sir. I will convene a council before noon. I will see you both there?” Tarin nodded, an unspoken thank you in his eyes.  
 
    Annise deposited her apple core in a barrel already full of them, and marched for the smithy, cocking her head toward Fay. Not one to split hairs, she said, “You were with Tarin when he…” 
 
    Fay’s eyes darted toward her, then away. “Yes. I wanted to tell you, but he swore me to—” 
 
    Annise stopped and grabbed her, pulling her into an embrace and stealing her words. “Thank you,” she whispered into her ear. “For being there for him.” 
 
    “I—of course. He’s my friend.” 
 
    With that said, Annise released her and continued on her way. Fay scrambled to catch up. “What is the status of the forges?” Annise asked.  
 
    “Sir Metz has done as well as can be expected, though there were few experienced smithies when we arrived. But the forges are hot and have been turning out plate and weapon for the last several weeks. They have a decent stockpile.” 
 
    “Anything…large?” Annise asked pointedly.  
 
    “Not large enough,” Fay said. “But I ordered several oversized pieces to be forged immediately. At the least we can protect Tarin’s vital organs.” 
 
    At least, Annise thought. “Excellent. Keep me posted.” 
 
    “I will,” Fay said, as Annise turned left, away from the forge. Though she trusted Sir Metz’s report on the Watch’s activities, she wanted to see for herself in case anything had changed in the last half-hour. And she needed to meet her aunt.  
 
    As she headed for one of the stone staircases leading to the top of the city wall, she passed soldiers, each of whom saluted her. She felt a swell of pride in her chest. These were her people, and they respected her as much as she respected them. On both accounts, it had been earned.  
 
    She reached the staircase and started up it, watching as a lone bird wheeled overhead. A hawk, she thought. Hunting for field mice. Metz’s words came back to her: They seem to be…hunting. 
 
    She reached the top, turning left and right to find soldiers lining the wall. Their gazes were trained southward and slightly to the west. Every so often one would raise a spyglass to get a closer look.  
 
    Annise followed their stares, her breath immediately stolen by the snowcapped mountains she’d first seen when she’d traveled with Tarin to Raider’s Pass. It seemed so long ago… 
 
    Movement caught her eye, and she squinted to clarify it. The forms were fuzzy, but she’d recognize their strange, loping strides anywhere.  
 
    The Horde. 
 
    “They carry a certain beauty, do they not?” a voice said, startling her.  
 
    “Zelda, you scared the cold out of me,” Annise said, taking in her aunt’s rumpled disposition. There were crumbs on her armor, her short, dark hair askew. Sir Metz would lose his mind if he saw her condition.  
 
    “So you noticed my brother’s absence,” Zelda said.  
 
    Annise nodded. “Tarin did too. It’s only a matter of time before others do as well. Word will spread. I need to know what to tell my people, my soldiers. Is the rest of the Horde still coming? Is Helmuth coming for us?” 
 
    A grave expression found its way onto Zelda’s face, and Annise feared the worst. But then she shook her head. “No, dear. Helmuth is not coming. And I’ll tell you why.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Seven 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
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    Tarin wondered what Annise had learned from her aunt. After he’d left his cousin—Mona, to his surprise, had given him a warm hug around the waist—Tarin had watched Annise and Zelda converse atop the wall, silhouetted in the morning light. Lady Zelda had done most of the talking, while Annise stared solemnly to the south. And then they’d clambered down the steps. Zelda had kept going, heading east for the castle in the heart of the city, while Annise had stopped, her eyes scanning the barracks, the mess area, the— 
 
    They’d locked on his gaze, and something had shone in them. A light of sorts, one he couldn’t read because of the conflicting emotions he sensed in it. Hope perhaps? But an enduring sadness too, one he feared even he could not kiss away. She’d gestured to him, pointing in the direction of the castle and sticking a finger in the air. Meet me in an hour. Then she’d nodded toward the forge. And get Fay. 
 
    In another time, he would’ve smiled at how easily they could communicate without uttering a single word. But his lips had been halted by her shimmering eyes, even as she’d turned away… 
 
    Now, he walked through the streets with Fay, who’d grudgingly left her post at the forge. When he’d found her, she was sweat-sheened and grimy, beating the frozen hell out of an enormous sheet of metal.  
 
    “Work on someone else’s armor,” he said, his nose pricking as a familiar smell wafted through his nostrils. He frowned, trying to place the scent.  
 
    “Sorry,” she said without looking at him. “I’m on strict orders from the queen.” 
 
    Of course you are, Tarin thought, and yet he felt an unexpected swell of happiness in his chest. Having someone who cared about him was something he was still getting used to. And he didn’t just mean Annise.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    “What was that? I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    “Har har. It’ll have to suffice, because I won’t say it again. Also, you won’t have time to construct a full suit. We can’t stay in Darrin.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, heavy disappointment in her tone. He chuckled at the pleasure she seemed to get from designing and forging new armor for him. “But where will we go? We’ve run out of cities to flee to.” 
 
    “In the north,” Tarin grunted. His eyes were trained on the city square. Once, when he’d been a soldier stationed in this very city, the square would’ve been bustling with activity, merchants hawking their wares, soldiers patrolling, children playing. Even in times of war, this place had held a certain gladness.  
 
    Now, however, it was a graveyard.  
 
    Tarin wanted to look away, but could not. The bodies were lined up on the ground, each covered with a thin blanket. There were so many there was hardly space for the death workers to move. An army of the dead, Tarin thought. In the very center sat an enormous cast-iron oven, flames dancing from its maw. 
 
    A crematorium, Tarin knew. During the warmer months, when the ground was relatively soft, most northerners favored the burying of their dead. But in the winter, when a shovel could no longer pierce the frozen ground… 
 
    Tarin realized why the smell he’d noticed earlier had been so familiar to him. While stationed in Darrin, it had hung in the air constantly, like an invisible fog. Burning bodies.  
 
    One of the cremators used a shovel to empty the ash from the oven, dumping load after load into a wheelbarrow, which another worker carted away, trailing gray smoke. Other workers hauled bodies to the oven, shoving them inside, the flames flaring up as they devoured each new corpse.  
 
    Tarin looked away to find Fay’s eyes on his. “You and Annise are so much alike it scares me,” she said.  
 
    “Aye. We’re both warriors, only she’s a queen of the north and I’m a monster from the Hinterlands.” 
 
    “You said it, not me,” Fay said with a wry smile, “but that’s not what I meant. You think you can save them all, but you can’t. You aren’t responsible for the burdens of the world.” When Tarin tried to object, she quickly added, “Nor are you responsible for all the burdens of the north, or even this city.” 
 
    “Then why should we try?” Tarin said, surprised by the hopelessness in his own voice. 
 
    “Because you can,” Fay said. “Which is the same reason I will keep making you oversized plate fit for an ice bear. Because I can.” 
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    Annise sat on the steps, rather than the plush seat usually reserved for the lord of the castle. Tarin caught her gaze, and they both managed a small smile. Fay’s answer to his question continued to echo in his ears. Because you can.  
 
    Aye, there is plenty of truth to that. In many ways, that very statement had been his unspoken mantra for many years.  
 
    Not without me you can’t, the monster said. It had been silent for a long while, and despite its taunt Tarin felt a strange relief at hearing it speak again.  
 
    I know that now, Tarin said. And thank you. The prior night, his mind had been in disarray, clouded with darkness. He knew Annise was hurting, that she needed him and he needed her, and yet he refused to go to her when he was like that, still coming down from his bloodlust.  
 
    But then the monster had said Go, and vanished, drawing its shadowy veil with it. At first, the shock of its sudden disappearance had been like being struck by a bout of exhaustion, and he’d collapsed, trying to regain his breath.  
 
    After a few moments, however, the feeling had passed, and he was just Tarin again. He’d gone to Annise, who was already fast asleep, curling up beside her, feeling her warmth melt into him until he’d drifted away too.  
 
    Now, he knew, it had been a gift, and not a small one. Thank you, he repeated.  
 
    Don’t say that again, the monster said. We are the same. What you need, I need, and vice versa. 
 
    That thought brought Tarin back to reality, and he refocused on Annise, who slowly stood, scanning those in attendance. It was a small, select audience, and Tarin immediately knew why each individual had been chosen: We are the ones she trusts the most. 
 
    There was Zelda, of course, and Sir Jonius, the aging knight who’d once served her father under the threat of harm to his wife. Sir Metz and Mona Sheary stood nearby, their fingers almost touching. Fay and Tarin had been the last to arrive. 
 
    The room was large, but not nearly as large as the throne room at Castle Hill. Still, it had a vaulted stone ceiling from which hung an enormous brass chandelier brimming with unlit candles. From experience, Tarin knew the candles were generally lit each night, their wax dripping into dishes to prevent the hot entrails from splashing the head of some unsuspecting noble. The walls were adorned with vivid tapestries depicting battles, though none as dark and gruesome as those in the castle of Black Guard in Blackstone.  
 
    “Lady Zelda,” Annise said. “Tell them what you told me.” 
 
    Zelda ran a hand through her dark hair, rubbing at one of her eyes. “My eldest brother, Helmuth Gäric, liked to play games of strategy.” 
 
    It was such an unexpected statement that everyone, save Annise and Zelda, shifted from foot to foot, glancing at each other. “Games?” Sir Jonius said, cocking his gray-haired head to the side.  
 
    “Aye,” Zelda said. “Games. When he wasn’t in the archives studying maps, he would challenge people to Knights of the Kingdom or Conquer. Not other children. Adults. I watched him play against my father many times.” 
 
    Tarin had a feeling where this story was going, but he didn’t interrupt.  
 
    “My father was the Undefeated King, but what most people don’t know is that his success on the battlefield was not only due to his prowess as a warrior and commander, but because of his skills as a strategist. Even if Helmuth didn’t inherit our father’s strong legs, he inherited his mind for strategy.” 
 
    Sir Jonius spoke up once more. “Thus far his strategy seems fairly straightforward. Assemble a vicious, fearless army and hunt us to the ends of the earth.” 
 
    “Not fearless,” Annise said, raising her eyebrows. “They retreated from Tarin.” 
 
    Tarin knew she had meant it as a compliment, but the reminder sent a pang of guilt through his chest.  
 
    “Fair enough,” Jonius said. “But who else but the Armored Knight can chase away the dogs of hell?” 
 
    Zelda said, “Respectfully, you’re missing the point, Sir. This story isn’t about the Horde—it’s about Helmuth.” 
 
    “Apologies, my lady,” Jonius said with a slight bow. “Please continue.” 
 
    “Helmuth lost games of strategy to my father many times, even when he had been defeating other adults consistently. Most children his age would grow frustrated at losing. My brother, however, wouldn’t sulk or throw a tantrum. He would analyze his defeats, mapping out every move he and my father had made, and where he’d gone wrong. And then…he would try again.” 
 
    “Did he ever defeat him?” Mona asked.  
 
    “Only once,” Zelda said. “The day before he disappeared.” 
 
    Silence fell across the chamber, the last word echoing several times before the sound faded away.  
 
    Tarin finally spoke. “Your brother is no longer in the north.” It was not a question, but more a request for confirmation. 
 
    “I don’t believe so,” she said. “He destroyed Crimea, laid the most powerful kingdom in the world low, overthrew a line of rulers that had persevered for centuries. He has not come to the Four Kingdoms just to reclaim what should’ve been rightfully his. No, he has come to conquer.” 
 
    “And we are no threat to him,” Tarin continued. “We are weak, our armies diminished. We are retreating. So he sent a small portion of his strength to pursue us, to finish us off.” 
 
    Zelda nodded. “While the true Horde marched south.” 
 
    “To where?” Jonius asked. “Raider’s Pass would give him options.” 
 
    Zelda pursed her lips and scrunched her face, and Tarin guessed her response before she gave it. “I don’t know. I was never the strategist either my father or Helmuth were. I preferred to hit things until they stopped moving.”  
 
    Like aunt, like niece, Tarin thought, thinking of Annise.  
 
    Jonius said, “He could’ve marched east to Ferria or west to Knight’s End.” 
 
    “Or straight south to Phanes or Calyp,” Annise said. “Helmuth has proven himself unpredictable.” 
 
    Tarin nodded in agreement. “He will choose the kingdom he thinks he can defeat without significant losses.” 
 
    “In the location that will give him a strategic advantage,” Annise added.  
 
    Zelda said, “He won’t go south. He’ll have little information on the current situation in the south. But Blackstone would’ve been full of streams from the west and the east. He’ll know Rhea Loren sent her armies southward.” 
 
    “It makes sense,” Tarin said. “Which means we can escape to the east.” 
 
    “Gareth Ironclad hasn’t replied to my stream,” Annise said.  
 
    “The stream network is no longer viable,” Sir Metz said. “We only have a handful of inkreeds for Ferria, and who’s to say they have any for Darrin? Deliveries have ceased altogether.” 
 
    “I agree,” Annise said. “We have no choice but to knock on the door to the east and hope someone answers.” 
 
    “They’ll answer all right,” Jonius said. “With swords to our throats and arrows to our hearts.” 
 
    Tarin couldn’t disagree. Long had he fought the Ferrian legionnaires. They harbored no love or compassion for the north. Why would they help them now? 
 
    “Gareth Ironclad is different to his father, his brothers,” Annise said.  
 
    “Was he not part of the attack through Raider’s Pass mere months ago?” Sir Jonius said. 
 
    Annise conceded the point. “Aye, but he was following his father’s commands.” 
 
    “Yes, his father who we killed.” 
 
    Well, technically it was me, Tarin thought, though the details were unimportant. The knight was right—in the eyes of the east it was the north that killed their king, their queen, and even the crown prince, Guy Ironclad, who’d been murdered by Bane.  
 
    No one spoke for a while, chewing on their own thoughts. “We can’t stay here,” Annise finally said.  
 
    “Why not?” Sir Jonius said. “Now that we know Helmuth and the main body of the Horde have left the north, we can best protect our people behind the walls of Darrin, as we have for centuries. For all we know, the barbarians will leave us alone.” 
 
    Tarin considered it. Darrin had always been a stalwart border castle, fighting for every inch. Still, the barbarians they faced were different than the human and Orian foes he had fought. He’d seen the way they moved, the power displayed in every stride, every attack. Yes, they’d retreated when faced with destruction, but he was certain they hadn’t given up.  
 
    “They will come,” Tarin said.  
 
    “But can we defend ourselves when they do?” Annise asked. “Commander Metz?” 
 
    “We are prepared for every eventuality,” he said neutrally. “We will not be defeated for lack of discipline.” 
 
    “I know that, Sir. But you didn’t answer my question. Will we win?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sir Metz said, and coming from the honest-to-a-fault knight, it was only slightly better than an outright no. “But we can try.” 
 
    Annise took a deep breath, and Tarin could see the way her shoulders sagged slightly under the weight of this decision. She valued her counsellors, but in the end her mind would rule. Then, as quickly as they’d drooped, her shoulders lifted and broadened, the strength of her entire countenance seeming to grow before his very eyes.  
 
    “For now, we shall defend this castle as many others have before us.” 
 
    A collective sigh seemed to draw from the lungs of each person in the room, even Tarin’s. After their long, harried flight across the northern hill lands, none of them were ready to move again.  
 
    “But,” Annise said, pointing a single finger in the air, “we will also prepare to leave at a moment’s notice. The instant the battle turns against us, we will make for the Mournful Mountains.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Eight 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    Gareth’s frustration boiled over. “What do you mean there are no inkreeds for the north?” he growled.  
 
    The stream worker’s lips were tight, sheened with silver paint that matched her long hair. Her pink eyes were fearless, staring him down like he was naught but a common street rat trying to steal her satchel. An Orian woman. She looked young, perhaps seventeen or eighteen, but Gareth knew for a fact she was in her sixties and had long served the royal streams.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Highness, but I was mistaken.” 
 
    One of the first things Gareth had done upon returning to Ferria was to visit the royal streams and inquire about their supply of inkreeds. This very woman had spoken truly when she’d said they still had a small cache of inkreeds for Castle Hill, Darrin, and Blackstone. Now she was lying, or at least not telling the entire truth. Gareth had the urge to slam his fist into the wall. He breathed slowly. This had to be the work of General Jormundar. The Orian general had agreed to Gareth’s plan to help the north too quickly—Gareth should’ve been suspicious. Instead, he’d let the man’s political maneuverings get the best of him. The very inkreeds he needed had either been burned into ash or hidden away somewhere he would never find them. 
 
    I hate this, Gareth said. Not being a leader or a ruler per se, but having to deal with underhanded dealings and backstabbing. For the first time in his life, he truly appreciated how his father had handled those who served him.  
 
    But Gareth could play this game, too, if he had to.  
 
    You forced my hand, General. Now it’s time to fall into line.  
 
    “Thank you,” Gareth said to the stream worker, whose lips bore an undisguised smirk. “I will return if I require your services.” 
 
    She bowed and turned back to the stream, awaiting the next message that would never come now that the stream network had been shattered by war and fear.  
 
    Gareth departed the stream and made his way to the inner ring of the multi-ringed castle his family had lived in ever since his forefather, Mortis Ironclad, had made peace with the Orians, directed the construction of Ferria, and been declared the King of Ironwood. Four centuries of strife, happiness, fear, death, and life had passed since then, and as Gareth ordered a horse to be prepared for him, he felt the weight of all that time pressing down upon his shoulders. How had his father done it? Ruled a kingdom split in half by two races as different as the sky from the ocean? The answer punched through his mind on the knuckles of his father’s heavy fist. 
 
    With allies.  
 
    That was how his father had done it. He rode the line between friendship and respect with each and every one of his generals. The problem was, Gareth’s own generals weren’t on his side. Yes, they’d been willing to ally themselves with the west for a time, but only because it was a joint effort to attack another enemy in the Phanecians. But now… 
 
    Their hearts will never agree to my plan to help the north, even if their words do. 
 
    Which meant Gareth needed another ally, one whose voice could not be contained, so loud the generals, including Jormundar, would have no choice but to listen.  
 
    As soon as his horse, a black destrier with white markings just behind its ears, was prepared, Gareth wasted no time in leaping atop its back, digging in his heels, and charging through the gate from the inner ring.  
 
    Behind him, he heard the stablemen cough, their lungs filled with dust. 
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    Gareth’s horse swept around the final bend, past legionnaires performing training exercises, who stopped to watch as their king rode as if hunted by a dragon’s shadow. He didn’t look at them, didn’t pause to see which, if any, of the generals were in the main courtyard. Instead, he galloped up to the castle’s main gate, flashing a sign to the hidden Orian channelers positioned somewhere atop the wall.  
 
    Open the oredamn gate, he thought.  
 
    Unlike a standard gate that required a wheel to be turned, pulled by strong men or cattle, chains clinking, gears groaning, this gate seemed to peel itself back, parting in the center like a curtain being drawn to either side. What had been strong iron a moment ago was now liquid ore, channeled by the Orian gatekeepers who had seen his hand signal and obeyed without question.  
 
    Without another thought, Gareth spurred his horse forward, not looking back to see if the gate had closed behind him. He was energized, life breathed back into him by the drastic measures he was about to take. Previously, his generals had advised him to withhold the information about the Horde from his people. You don’t want to incite panic, General Jormundar himself had said. Grudgingly, Gareth had agreed. After all, there was a time and place for such news, and before he made the situation public he wanted to have a plan to protect his people, to calm their fears.  
 
    But now the generals had left him no choice. He would tell his people the truth, and then he would convince them that helping the northerners would provide an ally they sorely needed if they were going to survive the dark day that was rolling toward them like a great wave.  
 
    As he made for the main part of the village, iron-sheathed trees flashed past. An alliance between nature and people, Gareth thought. It was something he’d once heard Gwendolyn Storm say. She’d told him it was how her father had described the creation of Ferria. At the time, he’d made light of it. Now it felt like providence, for everywhere he looked was the evidence. Houses channeled from iron grew amongst the trees, joining with them, sharing a wall or sprouting metallic branches from their roofs.  
 
    A true alliance, Gareth thought. That’s what we need with the north. If both parties were not in it with their hearts, it would fail. The Horde would sweep across them, devastating all. That can’t happen. I won’t let it.  
 
    Gareth’s thoughts faded as he heard a noise in the distance, loud enough to rise above the furious clop of his horse’s hooves. He cocked his head, listening, trying to make sense of the dull roar.  
 
    He slowed his steed, bringing it to a trot as they mounted a small rise, beyond which was the village. “Whoa,” he said, drawing back on the reins until his horse stopped completely. He gawked at the scene unfolding before him.  
 
    Villagers lined the streets, human and Orian and everything in between. They were stacked hundreds thick, standing shoulder to shoulder and front to back, all staring at something in the center of the main town square. Not something, Gareth realized. Someone. Every so often, they would roar in agreement or approval, a collective cheer so loud he’d heard it from a distance. 
 
    Gareth dismounted, frowning, trying to remember whether he’d forgotten about some obscure Orian holiday. He shook his head, nothing coming to mind. He strode forward, but none noticed his approach. As he reached the rear of the throng, the form that drew their attention came into focus.  
 
    General Jormundar. The tall, strong military commander stood atop a platform that had been the pedestal for an iron statue of Gareth’s own ancestor for as long as he could remember. Mortis Ironclad stood a full twelve feet tall, one hand raised in defiance to his enemies, holding not a sword but, of all things, an axe. It was said that before he’d come to Ironwood he was a mere woodsman, a woodcutter. The axe had become a symbol of sorts—of how they would chop down not trees, but their enemies.  
 
    General Jormundar had chosen his spot well, using that famous symbol as the backdrop as he riled up Gareth’s own people. “I have seen the Horde with my very own eyes,” Jormundar shouted. Of course, he didn’t mention it was an image projected into his mind. “They are a force the likes of which the Four Kingdoms has never faced. A scourge that would seek to wipe us from the very face of the earth. But will we let them?” A resounding No! thundered through the crowd. “Will our ancient alliance of humans and Orians be shattered by barbarians from across the ocean?” No! 
 
    Gareth gritted his teeth, for the general’s words were not far from the same he would’ve spoken. That he had planned to speak, if given the chance. But, once again, he’d been outfoxed by the experienced Orian man. He started to shove through the crowd, but the general’s next words stopped him short. “Will the iron people of the east be defeated in Ironwood, in the city of Ferria, which has long been a stronghold unbroken by lance or sword or even the dragonfire of our enemies?” No! No! No! 
 
    Dammit, Gareth thought. After this speech, no one would want their legionnaires to leave the safety of Ironwood. Gareth knew he could order his armies, or a portion thereof, to ride northward, but it would come at a grave price: the respect and trust of his own people.  
 
    If he was going to help the northerners, he would need to come up with another way, for he was not willing to ignore the opinions of the Ferrians.  
 
    He turned and marched back the way he’d come, no one having noticed he was ever there.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Nine 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Knight’s End 
 
    Ennis Loren 
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    Ennis awoke with a shudder, his entire body convulsing.  
 
    His eyes fluttered wildly, unable to focus on anything.  
 
    Pain coursed through him, sharp and fast, and he rolled over into the fetal position. The agony passed suddenly, leaving him feeling empty, hollowed out. His stomach heaved and his mouth exploded open as he vomited a thick stream of bitterness.  
 
    Where—who—what… 
 
    His mind struggled to clamp down on the world around him, which looked faded and old. Gray clouds plumed overhead, but they were too close, and they smelled like 
 
    Smoke, he realized, trying to sit up but crashing back down as his lungs filled with the noxious air. He coughed, hacking up black phlegm that he spat into the puddle of vomit.  
 
    Images rushed back to him. They seemed like distant memories, or perhaps the events from a stranger’s life. Sai Loren with his haughty expression, casting his own brother from the city. The sad eyes of Wheaton, even as he turned his back on his own kin. A man—that’s me Ennis thought—stumbling through the forest, his eyes wide with fear. Pale, loping forms suddenly all around him and a man, his legs bound with yew and iron.  
 
    And then the pain, so immense he had blacked out. 
 
    Oh Wrath, Ennis thought. Oh Wrath. I must warn them! I must tell them the enemy is here, at their very doorstep! 
 
    Instead of sitting up, Ennis crawled forward, searching for the path through the trees.  
 
    Wait. Wait. There were no trees, and his hands scraped not against dirt and leaf and twig, but across cobblestones. Dark water streamed between the gaps in the stones, tiny rivulets that changed course at each intersection, drawing squares along the street.  
 
    The street, Ennis thought. I’m not in the forest anymore. I’m in Knight’s End. But how… 
 
    His gaze caught something that draped from him, slithering like a snake across the stonework. Links, connected to each other. A chain. He groped with one hand at his neck, feeling the hard truth. A band of iron clasped around his throat like one of the choker necklaces favored by some Phanecian women. Except this one was connected to a chain, which drew a path through the… 
 
    Blood, Ennis thought, for the dark water wasn’t water at all, but rivers of blood coursing down the street.  
 
    He followed the path of the long chain, but it disappeared into the smoke.  
 
    Screams tore through the fog, but none of them lasted, cut off mid-shriek. People, Ennis thought, his chest filling with dread. My people. 
 
    Panicking, he tried to back away, the chain clanking after him, slowly being coated with blood. He gagged as the chain pulled tight and he heaved forward, barely catching his fall with his hands before he crashed facefirst onto the hard stones.  
 
    Footfalls surrounded by screams echoed through Ennis’s ears. He stared in the direction of the chain, watching as dark boots emerged from the smoke, followed by legs bound with yew and iron. Fear slithered through him, but he clamped his teeth down hard, grinding them together, fighting against the images that tried to break through his mental defenses.  
 
    Broken bodies. Rivers of blood. Gnashing teeth and flashing claws. Smoke, so much smoke.  
 
    “You are strong-willed,” a rumbling voice said, and Ennis managed to crane his head to look at the man standing before him. The leader of the Horde. Of all things, a mere man. His brow, eyes, and the corner of his lips were lined with deep wrinkles that spoke of a hard life. Something shone darkly on his chest, which was bare. Three black spots, illuminated by edges of bright white light. Not spots, Ennis realized. Drops. Blood.  
 
    He’s fatemarked. Wrath help us all. 
 
    “Stronger than most,” the man said. 
 
    And his power, Ennis realized, was simple.  
 
    Fear. 
 
    Pain. 
 
    “But it is no matter. You will break like the others. They always break.” 
 
    Ennis’s body began to shake as his mind weakened, finally crumpling as the horrifying images burst through.  
 
    And then came the pain, causing his muscles and bones to tighten until his body was rigid, his jaw locked, aching from the grind of his teeth. 
 
    “What is your name?” the man asked, as softly as if they’d met by chance and were exchanging pleasantries.  
 
    Ennis didn’t want to tell him, didn’t want to form the words, but he found his teeth scraping apart, the answer hissing out with his next ragged breath.  
 
    “Ennis…Loren.” 
 
    Darkness devoured him. 
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    “Urghhh,” Ennis groaned when he awoke next. It was partly due to the rawness in his throat, partly from the ache he felt all the way to his bones, and partly from the brightness of the light that pierced his eyelids.  
 
    He managed to lift a hand to shield them, his eyes cracking open. Between his fingers he saw a painfully blue sky marred not by cloud but only by slashes of black that flashed past from time to time. 
 
    Birds, Ennis thought. And next: How am I alive? Why am I alive? 
 
    After what he’d seen and experienced, waking up felt like the cruelest of torments. He tried to form words, but all he could utter was another groan.  
 
    His mouth felt strange, tasted strange. Coppery. Like blood. It felt like a part of him was missing, and for a moment he panicked as he checked his body for missing limbs, his eyes adjusting to the too-bright sunlight.  
 
    He exhaled deeply when he found his hands and feet. But the feeling persisted. His lips were dry and he tried to draw what moisture he had left in his mouth to lick them. He gasped, for his tongue didn’t reach far enough. Instead, it wriggled like a fish on a hook, bouncing oddly about in his mouth. He shoved his fingers, which tasted of ash, into his mouth, feeling around.  
 
    He choked, but it wasn’t from the bitterness that now coated his mouth and tongue. No, it was because of what he’d felt; or, more accurately, what he hadn’t felt.  
 
    Most of his tongue was gone, cut out, leaving only the wriggling stump he’d felt when he’d tried to moisten his lips.  
 
    Releasing a cry that was half-sorrow, half-revulsion, he curled into a ball, closed his eyes, and wept.  
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    Many hours later, Ennis stirred. At some point he’d fallen asleep again. Now, the bright light of the day was gone, replaced by a moonlit night speckled with a sea of stars. A shadow loomed over him and he flinched back.  
 
    The shadow, however, didn’t move, staring at him, rising much higher than the heights that even the tallest man could achieve stretching on his toes.  
 
    With a rush of realization, Ennis knew where he was. Corizen Corner. The largest area of commerce in all of Knight’s End. Usually, flags flapped crisply around the edges of this place, flying the sigils of each of the major noble families of the west. Someone, however, must have ripped them down, for now he could barely make out the pikes the flags were normally attached to. There was something odd about them…  
 
    Ennis shook his head and refocused on the looming shadow. He now knew it was cast by a famous statue, erected more than a century and a half ago. The statue of Mallorhea Loren, a queen of great renown, famous for the years of peace she’d helped to usher in.  
 
    The moonslight shifted, finding the statue’s face, and Ennis’s heart skipped a beat. For it was the face of an angel. The face of his cousin, Rhea. Though he knew they bore a resemblance and that Rhea had been named after the famous queen, he’d never really understood just how similar their features were until now. Perhaps the last few months had reshaped Rhea to look more like her ancestor, but still, Ennis couldn’t look away from the statue. His joints aching, he rose to his feet, clambered onto the stone pedestal, and gazed up at that moonslit face. He was dimly aware of the chains that clanked behind him, attached to the iron band that circled his throat. 
 
    An odd shape appeared on the statue’s shoulder, giving her the appearance of being deformed, hunched over. Then he spotted another similar shape. And another. And another still.  
 
    Birds, Ennis realized, squinting. Dozens of them alighted on the statue, their heads cocked to the side, staring at him. Above the statue were hundreds more, wheeling about, so silent in their flight it took Ennis a few moments to realize what type of fowl they were.  
 
    Crows. Hundreds upon hundreds of crows. 
 
    “They follow my Horde wherever it goes,” a voice said from behind, startling him. He almost fell from the platform as he turned, but managed to steady himself with a hand on the statue’s leg.  
 
    More than anything, Ennis wanted to deny this evil man. To raise a sword, to attack. To kill him. The fear, however, echoed in his chest cavity in time with the beat of his heart. He had no sword, and this man gripped the very chain that was tethered to his neck. Also, there was the fatemark the man bore, the power to wield fear and pain as a weapon.  
 
    Ennis knew he was lost. But still, there was no honor in surrender, not in his world. “Oh ut irsif,” he tried to say, but Go rut yourself sounded no better than a meaningless gurgle without a tongue to help him form the words.  
 
    Helmuth took a step closer. “The thing I’ve been wondering, is why you were leaving Knight’s End through the backdoor? But now I think I understand. I mentioned you to your brother, and he said—” 
 
    “Air ish eee?” Ennis gurgled.  
 
    “He’s close,” Helmuth said, but something about the hollow way he spoke gave Ennis little comfort. “He said you’d been banished. Well, he wasn’t exactly forthcoming with information, but I managed to persuade him. Anyway, I know how it feels to be discarded like an old scrap of clothing. I was banished once. Well, in a manner of speaking. My own father cast me out, can you believe that? It’s because of him that we are in this little predicament now.” 
 
    Pale forms moved all around, edging closer. Ennis could make out glistening fangs and the flash of claws. Barely restrained snarls issued from the backs of their throats.  
 
    So it comes to this, Ennis thought. He knew he was about to die, but he would do everything in his power to take at least one of the barbarians with him.  
 
    The man wrenched the chain back so suddenly and with such force that Ennis had no time to react, tumbling forward, unable to twist his body to lessen the impact as his body flopped heavily onto the blood-soaked stones.  
 
    He groaned, his eyes finally adjusting to the darkness, seeing the blunt-featured faces of the barbarians prowling nearby. Their eyes were hungry, so hungry, drinking him in. Seeming to taste him with their gazes. But it wasn’t the barbarians that caught his attention.  
 
    Oh Wrath, he thought as he realized what was odd about the pikes surrounding the square. Instead of flags, they were mounted with heads. Horrified, Ennis’s vision spun, but he blinked furiously, knotted his teeth together, and forced himself to scan the pikes, naming them one by one.  
 
    House Morrow. Lord Morrow’s dead eyes stared at him, the nobleman’s head slumped at a strange angle.  
 
    House Rhode. Lady Rhode was hardly recognizable, her face bruised and swollen. 
 
    House Dahlia. House Verroen. House Pratt. And on and on and on, the head of each major ruling house headless and staring with those blank expressions.  
 
    Ennis swallowed back more bile, skipping all the way to the last pike, which he’d once been proud of each time he passed through this very square, and— 
 
    Tears dripped from his eyes, a guttural sound wrenching from the back of Ennis’s throat, not unlike the snarls made by the enemies prowling closer and closer… 
 
    For there was not one pike, but two, each mounted with severed heads representing his own house. House Loren. 
 
    Sai Loren. 
 
    Wheaton Loren. 
 
    Ennis collapsed to the side, curled up into a ball, and wept.  
 
    The Horde moved closer, fangs bared. And their leader, the Lost Son of the North, did nothing but watch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty 
 
    Somewhere 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    Bane awoke drenched in sweat in that mist-filled place. His scalp was burning as if on fire, and for a moment he wondered whether the plague had returned worse than ever, sending him into a feverish state.  
 
    But no.  
 
    Though he hadn’t felt it in a while, he remembered the feeling.  
 
    My deathmark. Filling with blood.  
 
    Seven, he thought. Seven dead. His next thoughts were: Who? And how? 
 
    He checked his clothes and skin for blood, wondering whether he’d done it in some strange fugue state, driven by the Western Oracle’s ghost to finish the job he’d started months ago.  
 
    Nothing. He was clean. Which didn’t mean anything. 
 
    Still, something told him it wasn’t he who had killed, but another, darker, menace.  
 
    The Horde.  
 
    And they would kill again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-One 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Annise Gäric 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Night charged toward Darrin on swift, heavy feet.  
 
    Annise felt the passage of time more than ever before, because she knew each moment was precious, a gift she might never receive again.  
 
    She hadn’t given up. No, it simply was not in her, not after all she’d been through. She stalked the area behind the main gate, watching and waiting. She didn’t need to utter a single word of command, for Sir Metz’s soldiers were already in position, prepared. Fay was absent, choosing to pass the time in the forge, producing as much as she could in the time that was allotted. Zelda sat near the gates, her legs crossed. Annise hadn’t been hungry for supper, so now her aunt was polishing off her evening ration. Tarin stood nearby wearing a jumbled assortment of makeshift plate. It was the best Fay could do for now. At least his breastplate is large enough to cover all the vital areas, Annise thought. Still, she wished he had his old armor, the suit painted as white as a freshly fallen field of snow.  
 
    Tarin, of course, had tried to coerce Annise into going to sleep—You need your rest, and we don’t even know if the barbarians will attack on this night, he’d said.  
 
    But she knew. They would come on this very night. It was only a matter of when.  
 
    Plus, even if she wanted to sleep, she knew she wouldn’t be able to, her mind ablaze with worries for her soldiers. Her people.  
 
    Even now, the non-soldiers were asleep within the inner wall of the castle, although she’d spread the word that they should remain vigilant, sleeping in their clothes with a small supply of food and water packed and ready at a moment’s notice. Please let them sleep the night through, she thought now. Please let us hold the gate. 
 
    Her gaze caught the last remaining stream worker as he hurried across the large area just within the gates. Earlier, Annise had sent a final stream using their last Ferrian inkreed. She was too proud to beg, but she had implored Gareth Ironclad to at least respond so she knew his position. Now, she tried not to get her hopes up because she’d commanded the stream worker to update her every hour. Still, her heart fluttered each and every time she saw him.  
 
    However, before he’d reached her she knew what his answer would be, his eyes downcast and unwilling to meet her queenly gaze. “Thank you,” she said, trying not to take her frustration out on him. “You may return to your post.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Highness,” he said. “There have been no streams from anywhere.” 
 
    She nodded and turned away. Any hope of a miracle from their eastern rivals was fading quickly.  
 
    A shout on the wall drew her attention upward. A soldier was gesticulating wildly, waving and pointing toward the south. Soon other soldiers were doing the same, and then the southern flagbearer confirmed the enemy’s position.  
 
    Annise waited, watching for the next sign, her heart in her throat.  
 
    The flagbearer brought the flagpole down with a sharp chop.  
 
    Nearby, Tarin drew the Morningstar, unwrapping the chain from around the hilt.  
 
    The barbarians were coming.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Christoff 
 
      
 
    Christoff wasn’t one to make assumptions or jump to conclusions, so before he gave any order, he climbed the steps to the wall, locating the southern flagbearer who had raised the official signal that they were under attack.  
 
    The soldier’s flag was still pointed downward as he stood at attention, his eyes trained to the south. Christoff stood beside him, following his gaze until he located the pale white forms emerging in droves from the shadows of the mountains. They were moving fast, but not as fast as he knew they were capable of on such open terrain. If they breached the city walls… 
 
    Christoff blinked the thought away. Speculation was pointless. Vigilance and order were the keys to victory. More than half his force was gathered in this portion of the city to protect the main gates, with the remainder scattered to the north, east and west.  
 
    Slowly and methodically, he counted their number. Though he’d done the same as the barbarians had retreated two days earlier, it always paid to be certain of such things. He reached one hundred, filing that information away as he started on the second hundred. In the back of his mind was the count from before: Two hundred and twenty-six. 
 
    More forms emerged from the shadows of the mountains, a strangely silent tide.  
 
    “What orders, commander?” the flagbearer asked, growing uncomfortable in the silence. 
 
    Christoff ignored him, focused on the count.  
 
    The last of the barbarians appeared and Christoff frowned, waiting for more. The distance between the enemy and the mountain’s shadow grew larger, but still no additional pale forms came forth.  
 
    One hundred and eighty-six, Christoff thought, pursing his lips. He knew he should recount to be certain, but time was of the essence, a greater priority than exactness and procedure.  
 
    “Signal to the other flagbearers,” Christoff said, finally meeting his soldier’s eyes. “Tell them the enemy has flanked us.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    Just before the man raised his flag to issue the signal, shouts arose from the eastern side of the city.  
 
    Where the castle is, Christoff thought.  
 
    He took off at a run, thinking about all the civilians asleep in their beds, fully clothed, unaware of the enemy closing in. 
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    Tarin strode toward Sir Metz even as he ran up. “I saw the signal,” Tarin said. “How could they flank us?” After all, they were mindless barbarians, right?  
 
    “I don’t know,” Metz said. “But I need to go, rally the soldiers to the east. I’m taking a hundred archers too. Can you hold the gate?” 
 
    Annise, her armor glistering in the moonslight, said, “Go with honor. Protect our people. We will do what we can here.” 
 
    Sir Metz saluted and broke away, shouting orders as he sprinted. A mix of infantry and archers fell in behind him.  
 
    Tarin said, “Annise.” Time felt like sand spilling between his fingers, and there was so much he wanted to say to her.  
 
    “Later,” Annise said, understanding. She gripped his fingers tightly. 
 
    “What if—” 
 
    “Don’t even think it. Right now, we need you. We need you both. Do whatever you have to do to keep us safe.” 
 
    Tarin felt a swell of determination at her words. “I will. Be safe.” Before she turned away, he grabbed her and pulled her against him, drawing her lips to his. The kiss was too short, but full of all the words he didn’t have time to say. When they broke apart, Tarin spun and marched toward the gates, toppling the wall between him and his monster.  
 
    Hello again, the monster purred.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    First, Annise located Zelda, her heart still thrumming a chord from her last kiss with Tarin. No, she thought, not last. First of many more to come. 
 
    She kept that thought planted in the back of her mind as she said, “Come with me.” 
 
    Zelda was still sitting, despite all the activity buzzing about, but now she stood. Her broad jaw jutted out even further, and there was a look of confidence in her eyes. We are more alike than you think, Zelda had once told her, and now that thought gave her strength. For if she had even a small portion of Zelda’s courage and ability, she would be fine.  
 
    They hustled over to the nearest set of steps pressed against the wall. Annise, to her surprise, felt calm but energized. She’d faced many foes before. Hell, she’d faced this foe before, twice now. She did not fear them, only what would happen if she couldn’t stop them.  
 
    The long, narrow causeway at the top of the southern-facing wall was already filled with soldiers. Not just archers, but infantry too. The strategy had been discussed at length. Though holding the gates was the priority, Annise knew there was the potential for the wall to be breached. The crowd parted for them as the soldiers noticed their queen’s arrival, and she made her way to the edge, looking down at the sheer drop. She could scarcely imagine anyone climbing such a wall, but she also knew the barbarians they faced were not like other enemies. Who knew what they were capable of? 
 
    Beyond the wall was her enemy, a pale flood of muscular bodies working their way across the plains set against the backdrop of the Mournful Mountains.  
 
    They were almost within range… 
 
    “Archers!” she shouted. “At the ready!” 
 
    Hundreds of bows were lifted, followed by the scrape of arrows being drawn from satchels. 
 
    The barbarians seemed to pick up speed, as if realizing the imminent danger. Closer. Closer. Almost there… 
 
    “Nock!” Hundreds of arrows were fitted to hundreds of bowstrings. 
 
    “Draw!” Each archer’s lead arm locked at the elbow so it was as straight as their arrows, their back elbows positioned up, at the ready. 
 
    “Aim!” Those with longbows tilted their bows back, estimating the distance to the enemy furthest to the rear, while shorter range weapons were targeted to hit the frontrunners. Their positioning was perfect, shoulder blades together, hips and shoulders in line with their targets. Their anchor points rested just under their chins. 
 
    “Release!”  
 
    Strings twanged as the air was filled with hundreds of zips as the arrows shot forth. Some of them collided, fluttering awkwardly and falling to the ground like injured birds, but most flew straight and true, arcing across the night. Annise held her breath. 
 
    The darts fell amongst the enemy. The barbarians were fairly spread out, so many missed, embedding themselves in the soft ground, but others hit their marks, as evidenced by the way the enemy flinched and jolted. None, however, fell. Nor did they slow their gait, absorbing the impacts like boulders being hit by stones.  
 
    “Again!” Annise cried. “Nock—draw—aim—release!” More arrows, more hits. Still the barbarians came, and now they were close enough that Annise could hear their grunts as they ran. Once more, she launched a flock of arrows. This time, one of the barbarians crashed to the ground, an arrow protruding from its eye. Another barbarian was directly behind, a large female, but managed to hurdle the first, never faltering in her stride.  
 
    A few dozen broke away from the main pack, charging for the gates. There was no need for Annise to give an order—Tarin would handle the gate. She refocused on the remaining barbarians, which numbered more than a hundred. They charged directly for the wall and she gave the command for the archers to fire at will.  
 
    Her heart beat faster. She could now see the large, black irises of her enemies’ eyes.  
 
    “Prepare the oil!” she shouted, though it was unnecessary: the vats of scalding oil had already been positioned and, even now, soldiers gripped the handles, preparing to dump the contents over the side.  
 
    The first several barbarians threw themselves at the wall. Instead of crashing into the stone and falling back, their fingers and toes somehow found purchase between the cracks in the mortar. Like spiders, they swarmed up the wall, much faster than should’ve been possible. Then again, they’d lived in the mountains for centuries—climbing was probably no different than walking to them. 
 
    “The oil!” Annise shouted.  
 
    In a steaming gush, the vats were overturned. Annise leaned over the wall to watch as the first few barbarians were hit full in the face by the liquid fire. They released inhuman shrieks and fell back, many dropping more than twenty feet before their bodies crunched to the ground.  
 
    Annise felt a swell of satisfaction. “Bastards,” she muttered. “More oil!” 
 
    Now, however, the barbarians had spread out even more, climbing the wall in over a dozen places. The vats of oil were mounted on wheeled carts, but even as the soldiers’ repositioned their payloads the barbarians changed climbing routes, clambering up the wall at strange angles. The next three loads of oil missed completely.  
 
    They’re learning, Annise thought with dread. 
 
    The archers continued to fire down the length of the wall, point blank. A few of the barbarians had been hit, but only one had fallen, the others absorbing the arrows, which now poked from their thick skin like a porcupine’s quills. One even had an arrow jutting from her bony scalp, but still she climbed toward them, grunting and snuffling.  
 
    More arrows. More oil. Further down the wall, the first of the barbarians neared the top. No swords shrieked from scabbards for they were already drawn, gripped by determined northern hands. Several slashed down toward the barbarian, but it dodged agilely to the left and then leapt, taking a slice on its meaty shoulder and another across its ribs. Snarling, it flung a clawed hand to the side, slamming its fist into one soldier’s skull so hard his eyes rolled back and he tumbled from the wall. 
 
    Annise felt the urge to rush down the causeway, to help the very men and women who fought so bravely for her, but she knew war wasn’t about that. As Sir Metz liked to preach, war was about discipline and courage. So she bided her time, even as all along the wall barbarians threw themselves over the lip, slashing and pounding.  
 
    Inevitably, one of the enemy fought its way over the part of the wall where Annise and Zelda stood, waiting. It was the enormous female with the arrow protruding from her bony scalp.  
 
    With a growl, she launched herself at Annise.  
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    The sound of battle reached Christoff’s ears and he picked up his pace, leading his reinforcements directly through the castle gates, which swung open ahead of him due to a pair of vigilant soldiers who had noticed their approach. Once they were inside, the gates immediately began to close again, but Christoff waved them off and the thick oak doors juddered to a stop. For all he knew, the barbarians had already breached the castle—he didn’t want the sanctuary to become a prison for the innocents sleeping within.  
 
    Christoff continued on, first verifying the positioning of the guards at each of the main castle doors, but then realized the foolishness of such an act. If the barbarians had already managed to climb the walls, surely they wouldn’t enter the castle by conventional avenues.  
 
    The walls, he thought. Defending them was the only way to stop the enemy.  
 
    Turning sharply to the right, he ducked inside an enclosed spiral staircase that led to an east-facing guard tower. He’d studied the layout of the castle and city a dozen times. He’d walked the streets and climbed all the staircases. At the top, he knew there was a door that led onto the wall itself.  
 
    The steps fell away beneath him, his pulse pounding, sweat pooling in the small of his back beneath his polished armor.  
 
    He flew from the guard tower, gruesome images immediately assaulting his eyes. One soldier’s arm had been ripped free, the arterial spray like a crimson rainbow. Another was screaming as a barbarian sank its fangs into his neck. A third was fighting gallantly, unaware of the barbarian that had climbed the wall behind him. Christoff was about to shout a warning, but then another barbarian appeared, springing over the ramparts with an athletic ease that spoke of incredible strength and prowess in battle. Relative to its female counterparts, the male was small, though it still would’ve stood more than six feet tall if it wasn’t hunched over, its thick, powerful muscles nearly scraping the ground as it stalked forwards. While some of the barbarians’ skulls showed several knots of bone bulging beneath the skin, this particular foe had just one, a round hump crossing the line where forehead met scalp.  
 
    Christoff’s sword was out in an instant, though he couldn’t help but to back away slightly. All the pretty swordwork in the world would be useless against a creature like this.  
 
    The barbarian reared back on its haunches, preparing to strike, but then the air was filled with zipping sounds as the creature was struck in half a dozen places—shoulder, gut, chest, leg, throat, and finally, mouth. It reeled back, blood as dark as night trickling from each wound.  
 
    Still it came, and Christoff marveled at its strength, though its movements were more sluggish now, like it was moving through water. Christoff strode forward in three large steps, dodging its blow as it tried to slash its claws into his chest. He drew his sword across its thick neck in a lateral cut and it squealed, clutching at its throat. The blood was flowing faster now and it dropped to its knees, gurgling growls erupting from the back of its throat.  
 
    One more slash and it was done.  
 
    One down, Christoff thought, turning back to his loyal archers, who had, perhaps, saved his life. But they were already swiveling side to side, locating new enemies, which seemed to appear on all sides, soaring over the ramparts and landing on all fours.  
 
    The enemy charged the pocket of archers and Christoff. Arrows flew. One flew into a barbarian’s mouth as it opened it to reveal sharp fangs. The sharp head burst from the back of its neck and the female fell, slide-rolling all the way to Christoff, who brought his sword down on her chest as she spasmed.  
 
    That’s when the strangest thing happened.  
 
    One large female broke through, taking an arrow to the cheek, but wrenching it from her flesh in one swift motion while throwing her entire body at the nest of staunch defenders. They toppled over in a pile and she landed atop them, clawing and scratching with both hands and feet. Christoff raced to their rescue, raising his sword and preparing to stab her through the back. 
 
    But then she was gone.  
 
    She didn’t vanish into thin air—simply rolled away, loping across the wall with a dozen of her brothers and sisters behind her. They paused only briefly at the edge of the wall before leaping through the empty air between the ramparts and the first of the castle’s structures—the roof over the stables. They landed in quick succession—whump whump whump!—but didn’t stop, bounding across the stables and transitioning onto an inner wall before launching themselves airborne once more. This time they dug their claws into cracks in the mortar of a small, round tower, disappearing into a cut out window placed at one of the staircase landings to provide light.  
 
    It had all happened so quickly that Christoff barely had time to process it.  
 
    The innocents, he thought, icy fear rushing through him.  
 
    “Move!” he shouted, even as the archers tried to extricate themselves from each other to stand. “Make for the northwest corner!” He didn’t wait to ensure his command was heeded, already following the same path the barbarians had taken, jumping recklessly from the ramparts, feeling a thrill of exhilaration as the stable roof seemed to rise to meet him.  
 
    As he landed, he buckled his knees and rolled to deaden the impact. Even still, a twinge of pain lanced through him. Pain that he ignored as he used his momentum to regain his feet, sprinting for the opposite side of the roof. He knew the next jump the barbarians had made was impossible for him, so he swung himself over the edge and hang-dropped to the ground, his right ankle twisting on impact, shooting more pain through him.  
 
    He gritted his teeth and ran on, favoring his left leg. The first door he reached was open wide, the guards having abandoned their posts to face the demons inside. Brave men, he thought with the slightest bit of pride in his soldiers.  
 
    The thought was dashed away as screams burst from deep inside the castle.  
 
    As he charged forward, he could only hope the people were awake and aware enough to remember the plan he’d concocted for this very eventuality. The area they were housed in had multiple exits—four to be exact—and in the event of a direct attack on the castle, the idea was to flee for the path of least resistance while the guards positioned inside the castle created bottlenecks at the other exits.  
 
    More screams, each like knife-stabs to Christoff’s brain.  
 
    He tore down the corridor that led to the very tower the barbarians had entered through, nearly slipping on a pool of blood at its base. The blood was smeared, the gruesome trail rounding the next bend where Christoff found a soldier trying to drag his body forward. 
 
    Every instinct told Christoff to stop and help the soldier. Leave no soldier behind was his mantra under normal circumstances. “I’m sorry,” he breathed as he ran on, more screams assaulting his ears.  
 
    He reached the first of the four archways leading into the inner courtyard. There was no bottleneck, just three dead soldiers, their throats slashed open viciously.  
 
    Christoff jumped over the bodies, refusing to give in to the dread that filled him. Refusing to give in to his own past, which seemed to press in on every side.  
 
    Still, his lost brother’s name became his heartbeat, echoing through his chest. Jordo. Jordo. Jordo. 
 
    No, no, no! 
 
    He stumbled, almost losing his balance as his well-ordered world felt full of chaos, his tenuous grip on control slipping away.  
 
    No. No. 
 
    Christoff was a knight of the north. He had saved two hundred and thirteen lives since he failed his brother all those years ago. It wasn’t enough to atone—would never be enough—but that didn’t mean he would stop. Not ever.  
 
    He sucked in a deep breath and regained his balance, racing onward, finding a courtyard filled with death. Women. Children. The elderly and infirm.  
 
    So many.  
 
    My fault. My fault. 
 
    The world threatened to spin once more, but he focused on those who might still be living, the screams that always seemed to slip further away. He angled across the courtyard, dodging the bodies, noticing three more dead soldiers who had taken two of the barbarians with them to the grave, a heroic feat that would never be sung of by a single bard.  
 
    Christoff took their sacrifices into himself, armoring himself with it. He would die on this night, too. It was the only way to save them.  
 
    The exit at the opposite corner of the courtyard was littered with more bodies, some piled up beneath the archway. They were mostly soldiers, but there were another three barbarians too, which meant that, at most, there were seven enemies left.  
 
    Too many, he thought.  
 
    He climbed the bodies, pretending they were rocks, vaulting over on the opposite side, entering a corridor of the dead. Most were soldiers and barbarians, but there were civilians too. Christoff focused on counting the enemy. One, two, three, four… 
 
    Three left. Three. There is still hope.  
 
    He tried not to think about the more than a hundred foes Annise and Tarin faced at the gates. If they were to break through… 
 
    Christoff shoved the thought away, because around the next bend he saw a flash of pale skin, screams echoing to his ears.  
 
    There was a shout and a grunt, and the barbarian slowed slightly. Another soldier fell, the last of the castle guards, the barbarians bounding over him in pursuit of the screams.  
 
    The northwest exit appeared beyond the beast, and Christoff saw two other loping forms making for it, even as dozens of survivors tried to push and shove their way through to safety.  
 
    Christoff hoped his archers had been swift enough.  
 
    He wasn’t one for war cries, instead relying on his precise and practiced swordwork to win the day, but now he released a guttural scream that surprised even him. It was a tactical, rather than emotional, move, and he was satisfied to see each of the trio of barbarians slow their gait to look behind them.  
 
    It was just enough time for the remaining civilians to squeeze through the exit and into the rear courtyard beyond.  
 
    Seeming to realize they’d been fooled, the barbarians snarled and spun back around, charging away from Christoff. They were fast and he was exhausted, his joints aching from the impact of the two heavy landings he’d absorbed thus far, but he pushed his lungs to their burning limits as he sprinted after them, shooting from the exit and barely managing to duck as arrows flew overhead.  
 
    Two of the barbarians were less fortunate, jolting several times as they were hit, their eyes rolling back in their heads. The third skidded to a stop and dodged sideways. Hundreds of civilians fled north and west, a wall of archers separating them from the last living enemy, the huge female that had knocked them senseless before.  
 
    One of the civilians, however, had stopped and was frantically searching about her. “Katee!” she screamed. “Katee!” 
 
    The archers prepared to fire upon the barbarian once more, but instead of charging them, it suddenly darted toward the east, taking long bounds. And that’s when Christoff saw her.  
 
    A young girl, no older than eight name days, looking back as she ran, her eyes wild with fear. She vanished inside one of the small towers. 
 
    “No,” Christoff breathed, oblivious to the risk of being hit by one of the arrows the archers were shooting at the barbarian as he gave chase. The barbarian took one arrow to the back of its shoulder and another to its calf, but it never slowed, diving into the tower.  
 
    Any weariness or pain Christoff had felt before was washed away in a surge of adrenaline as he sprinted into the tower, jumping over the first four steps, pushing off, reaching the first landing on his second stride, moonslight pouring in through the window.  
 
    He cut left and took the next flight in three strides, hearing the snuffle of the barbarian just ahead as it struggled to navigate the narrow stairwell.  
 
    By the third stretch of steps, Christoff could see his quarry just ahead.  
 
    He flew up and up, his foe always slipping just out of sight. Christoff’s chest heaved, his lungs gathering air in huge gulps though it was never enough to satisfy them as they burned.  
 
    As he rounded the last flight of stairs, he saw the barbarian lope through the arched doorway leading into the tower’s apex. I’m too late, was all he could think, even as he vowed to end this hideous creature no matter what the cost.  
 
    He steeled himself as he entered the small space used by castle watchmen.  
 
    One heartbeat. No blood.  
 
    Two heartbeats. No broken child being ravaged by the beast.  
 
    Three heartbeats. The barbarian wheeled about to face him, his fangs glittering savagely.  
 
    The creature attacked, but Christoff was ready, spinning to the side like a dancer, his balance perfect, his steel arcing out, slashing across his foe’s arm at the elbow, slicing cleanly through skin and muscle and tendon and bone.  
 
    The clawed hand and pale forearm flopped to the stone even as the barbarian released a bellow of rage and pain. But Christoff wasn’t backing away, wasn’t regrouping… 
 
    No. He was attacking, launching a series of perfectly executed strikes that even a master swordsman would’ve found difficult to defend against. And the barbarian was weaponless, its advantages stifled in the small tower.  
 
    Christoff didn’t gloat at his victory, didn’t watch his enemy die.  
 
    No. That sort of savagery had never been in him, not even in midst of the darkest, most violent battles. For him, it was all about the living, not the dying.  
 
    He turned his back on the massive corpse and ran to the tower’s edge, looking down, holding his breath as he searched for the body of a young girl who had jumped to her death without so much as a scream.  
 
    However, all he saw were his archers, who were gathering and organizing the surviving civilians. One of them held back a woman, the very same who had alerted Christoff to the plight of the young girl who had led him to this point, presumably the woman’s daughter. She was screaming and pointing up at Christoff.  
 
    No, wait. She was pointing up, yes, but not right at Christoff, her finger aiming at a point further along the edge of the tower where—Christoff’s eyes followed her gesture—the young girl crouched on a small ledge that encircled the tower, an architectural feature that was meant to be aesthetically pleasing to the eye without any functional purpose. Once Christoff might’ve scoffed at such an inefficient use of stone and mortar, but now he silently thanked the designer, who was likely long dead.  
 
    “Child,” Christoff said softly, not wanted to frighten her. Her eyes darted up to him as he moved closer. Her hands were clamped over her ears, as if trying to silence some horrific sound only she could hear.  
 
    Her gaze flitted away, to the ground, and he saw her wobble slightly, one of her feet slipping from the edge, loose stones skittering. 
 
    Christoff was transported to another time, another place, another child.  
 
    His brother, Jordo, at the bottom of a well. Being lowered into the darkness. The feeling of helplessness as he found him already dead.  
 
    That feeling of utter failure. That feeling of despair.  
 
    Christoff never wanted to feel that way again.  
 
    “Give me your hand,” he said, reaching out, leaning out over the edge.  
 
    The girl’s eyes were still trained on the ground far below, one foot hanging awkwardly into open air.  
 
    “Look at me,” he said. “Not down there.” Still she stared downward. Christoff’s eyes were drawn to a spidery crack in the ledge, one that seemed to be webbing outward. An architectural feature, he thought again. Not meant to hold weight. He thrust aside the thought and said, “What you see down there isn’t real,” he said.  
 
    Finally, her eyes flicked back up to him, uncertainty flashing across her face. “Only I am real. Just me. My hand. I am strong, a knight. I have saved many children like you. Just like you.” 
 
    He reached further, stretching as far as possible without losing his positioning. If he fell, he knew all would be lost for this girl.  
 
    “Truly?” she said. “You are a knight?” 
 
    “Aye,” he said, forcing a smile onto his face. “One of the greatest knights in the realm.” Christoff was never boastful, but he sensed this was what the girl needed to hear now. 
 
    “Like in the stories?” 
 
    “Just like in the stories. I slew the monster. And now I’m going to save you.” 
 
    Her eyes were alight with wonder, but still the fear pinned her to the ledge. He glanced at the cracks, which were growing by the second. The girl reached for him, but at least two feet separated their fingers.  
 
    “You have to stand,” Christoff commanded.  
 
    Her bottom lip trembled. “I can’t. I’ll fall.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to fall to,” he said. “Like I said, everything down there isn’t real.” 
 
    “Like this is just a dream?” she asked. There was hope in her tone. Beautiful, innocent hope.  
 
    Christoff hated lying. Once, he might’ve thought himself incapable of it. But now…her life trumped all else. “Yes. Like a dream. Now stand and take my hand, my lady.” 
 
    He saw the moment that courage bloomed within her, her jaw firming up, her eyes flashing with her decision. She stood, the cracks widening more swiftly, her hand reaching for his, their fingertips grazing, Christoff feeling his own feet skitter off the ground as he leaned over too far, using his other hand to grip the edge, balancing himself, the ledge beginning to break away, a chunk falling into the abyss even as the girl rose onto her tiptoes and he grabbed her hand just as a massive portion of the stone cracked and plummeted to the distant ground.  
 
    His muscles strained, his joints popped. He felt as if his shoulder might be pulled from his socket. His feet were still off the ground and her added weight had pushed him over some tipping point. His palms were sweaty and he felt himself losing purchase on both the edge and her skin, their fingers beginning to slide apart.  
 
    Not again. No, please, not again. 
 
    But then Christoff saw her face. She was smiling, her eyes wide with wonder. She trusted him. Not in the naïve way in which a child might trust an adult who didn’t truly have their best intentions at heart, but in a manner of certainty. The sure and irrefutable knowledge that everything was going to be all right. 
 
    That he would save her.  
 
    Sir Christoff Metz, Commander of the Queen’s Army of the North, gritted his teeth, released a roar of agony, and pulled.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Two 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    The large female barbarian crashed into Annise, but she managed to avoid much of the impact by diving to the right, almost toppling Zelda in the process. Even still, the air was knocked from her lungs and she felt the sting of sharp claws raking across her arm.  
 
    But she wasn’t alone, surrounded by her soldiers, each of whom leapt at the opportunity to protect their queen. No less than three swords stabbed at the pale, muscular body, which was fighting to its feet. One of the soldiers was thrown back by a powerful punch, his scream fading as he disappeared over the inner edge of the wall. One of the other blades was caught by the female, blood exploding from her fingers. One of her fingers was sliced clean through, popping off and landing on Annise’s chest. But the others clamped down on the broad side of the sword. The barbarian yanked the weapon back and the soldier’s grip was so tight that he was pulled toward her. With a snarl she launched herself forward, sinking her fangs into his neck.  
 
    The sound he made was more horrifying than any Annise had ever heard, almost inhuman. 
 
    It took her a moment to realize when it had stopped, his airways filling with his own blood.  
 
    Zelda was standing in front of her now, blocking her view. I cannot let another die for me, she thought furiously, fighting back to her feet. In such close quarters her Evenstar was of little use, so she drew a short sword that had come in handy on more than one occasion.  
 
    The female took a sword to the abdomen, but like the arrow protruding from her skull, it seemed to have little effect. The barbarians whirled around, wrenching the blade from its owner’s grip. With a bloody flourish, she drew the blade from her own flesh, growling. She flung it away like it was of no use.  
 
    Zelda swiped at the large foe, but she bounded back, bashing into two more soldiers, one of whom lost her balance and tumbled over the precipice. The barbarians caught the other soldier in her fist, lifting him off his feet, holding him aloft. He dropped his sword, and light-colored liquid trickled down his armor from his midsection.  
 
    Annise was filled with rage. These barbarians had no right to come to their lands, to murder at will, to destroy everything they’d built over centuries.  
 
    She pushed past Zelda, finally finding some space as so many soldiers had already fallen, trying not to think about how badly they were losing, drawing her Evenstar by its hilt, the chain uncoiling like a silver snake arising from sleep… 
 
    Her muscles quivering with adrenaline, she whipped it around once, twice, and just as the female prepared to toss the helpless soldier off the wall, she struck. 
 
    Annise had been aiming for the creature’s head, but the female stood a full two feet taller, and the angle was off. Instead, the spiked ball smacked off her broad back, rebounding away and almost taking Annise in the leg if she hadn’t been prepared to step back out of harm’s way.  
 
    The barbarian shrieked with what sounded, to Annise, like anger rather than pain. With a casualness that contradicted the act of death, she flung the soldier from the wall and turned to face her new attacker, her thick lips curling into something resembling a smile.  
 
    A roar erupted, but it wasn’t from the barbarian. No, dozens of soldiers poured in around Annise and Zelda, forming a protective wall.  
 
    The barbarian licked her lips, tasting the blood that speckled her mouth.  
 
    And then she twisted away and clambered over the inner wall, descending into the city.  
 
    At that same moment, Annise heard a devastating sound. The crack of wood shattering as the city’s impenetrable wooden gates were penetrated.  
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    Tarin was still Tarin. Well, mostly.  
 
    The monster’s strength surged through him, and he felt the urge to destroy, to enact violence on anything and anyone that moved, but his brain was still working. He could still discern friend from foe. At least for now.  
 
    The thunder of battering rams of muscle and bone rumbled through the night. Dozens of spearmen and spearwomen stood at the fore of the defense, prepared to impale the enemy if the gates were broken.  
 
    Tarin heard shouts atop the wall and his gaze shifted just as several barbarians leapt onto the wall. He searched for Annise, but she and her aunt were lost amongst the armored soldiers. Though he could never fully erase the urge to run to her side, to protect her, he also knew she was as much a warrior as a queen, and that she needed him here, at the gates.  
 
    He planted his feet and waited, watching as cracks formed in the thick doors. Splinters split free and dust fell like a fine rain. The defense seemed to hold its collective breath as three more heavy blows resounded through the night.  
 
    It was the fourth in the series of hits that did the doors in. The locks burst from their moorings and the doors exploded inwards. The spearmen were ready for the foe at their front, already pushing forward, thrusting their deadly blades at the wall of enemies.  
 
    However, they were not ready for the foes that dropped into their midst from above.  
 
    Tarin, set back from the gate, had a good vantage point to see the situation unfolding—the soldiers atop the wall being overwhelmed, the barbarians shoving forward, flinging themselves recklessly inside the wall—but it all happened too swiftly for him to roar a warning.  
 
    And then they were there, dozens of muscled barbarians. The chaos that ensued broke the organized lines of spearmen, which allowed the barbarians that had shattered the gates to shove through. A few of the spearmen managed to land death blows, using the barbarians’ own momentum and strength against them as their weapons sunk into their enemies’ chests and throats, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    Not nearly enough.  
 
    Tarin knew he would have to make up the difference.  
 
    Together, he said.  
 
    As you wish, the monster said. But it will only weaken you. If you let me free… 
 
    “No,” Tarin growled, stalking forward, starting his Morningstar turning in a long, slow arc.  
 
    One of the barbarians broke through a line of defenders, the bodies of soldiers sprawling like a child’s toys knocked over by an errant hand. When it saw Tarin, it growled, and he couldn’t help but notice how similar to his own growl it was.  
 
    One of the soldiers that had been knocked down clambered to her feet and tried to swipe at the beast with her sword, but the barbarian didn’t even look at her, merely took the slash on its upper arm and then backhanded her with such force she flipped backwards, landing awkwardly on her face and knees.  
 
    The barbarian’s eyes remained on Tarin, and he remembered seeing this same foe when they’d fought two days earlier. It was a male, but a large one, three bony bumps running from his forehead to neck. Tarin remembered this enemy had been more cautious than some of the others, his eyes cold and calculating. It had been this one that had sounded the retreat, leading his allies to the safety of the mountains.  
 
    There was no retreat in his eyes now. “Def Clan nar helm,” the barbarian said, the words as rough as gravel. “We fight. We fight for Def Clan. Not for Klar-Ggra.” 
 
    ‘Klar-Ggra’ Tarin understood. It was the name the barbarians had given their leader, Helmuth Gäric. The Lost Son. Strangely, it was comforting knowing that these barbarians no longer fought for Annise’s uncle, but for their own clan. But still, it didn’t change the fact that they would slaughter the northerners like cattle if they could. 
 
    If we let them, Tarin thought, and then he attacked.  
 
    The male dodged his first strike, the Morningstar cutting narrowly past as he bounded away on both hands and feet.  
 
    They circled, the battle raging all around them as barbarians and humans perished. In the back of Tarin’s mind he knew this was taking too long, that they were losing and he needed to be more efficient in his killing. But he also knew this particular barbarian wasn’t easy prey.  
 
    I can kill this creature quickly. Let me. 
 
    The temptation was there, but Tarin didn’t want to experience that feeling of time passing out of his control, his recollection full of fog and stardust. Instead, he maintained just enough control to refocus, taking another swipe at his foe.  
 
    Again, the male dodged, the ball smashing into the ground, churning up dirt.  
 
    This time, the male attempted to move inside the range of Tarin’s weapon, darting forward, planting its two strong legs and bounding off them, claws flashing.  
 
    From his experience fighting these creatures thus far, Tarin expected such a tactic, stepping quickly to the side and slamming his gauntleted fist into the side of the barbarian’s jaw.  
 
    The male snarled and fell sideways, but managed to arrest its fall with a hand, twist its body to face him, and dodge his next attempt to bludgeon its head with the Morningstar.  
 
    Dammit, Tarin thought, unable to block out the rest of the battle. Soldiers were falling in droves, their numbers dwindling while the barbarian army seemed to grow as more and more infiltrated the city. He wanted to look for Annise, needed to know she was all right. 
 
    My turn, the monster growled, and this time Tarin gave into it. Not quite all the way, but enough that strength surged through him and he felt it take control. Instead of testing the barbarian’s defenses, he stalked directly for it, grabbing its arm when it tried to rake a claw across his chest. In a single motion he snapped its thick arm, hearing the bones break like a broken branch—Snap!  
 
    He followed it up with a brutal knee to its abdomen, doubling it over. Rather than shoving it away and trying to land a blow from the Morningstar, he simply wrapped the chain around its neck and stepped behind it, pulling tight.  
 
    He couldn’t see its face, but the barbarian began to spasm, gurgling sounds erupting from its throat. Desperately, it reached back and raked its claws across the sides of his face, but the pain was nothing now, and Tarin only tightened his grip and pulled harder.  
 
    When the barbarian stopped moving, he flung it aside.  
 
    Everything felt foggy now, like a cloak had been cast over the already dark night. Bodies moved around him and he grabbed one, a woman soldier. She cried out, struggling in his grip, but he held fast. He wanted to end her noise, wanted to stop her heart from beating, wanted to stem the flow of blood through her ve— 
 
    “NO!’ he roared, dropping her.  
 
    Somewhere deep inside him, the monster chuckled. All Tarin wanted to do was shove it back, throw up his wall, but he knew he could not, not with the city under siege, not with the battle going against them second by second.  
 
    So, slowly, carefully, he let the monster creep back in. And then they fought like they were the barbarians.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Annise rallied the soldiers that had survived the assault on the wall, leading them down the steps with a cry of war. Zelda was near at hand and together they leapt the final six steps and threw themselves into the fray.  
 
    The first barbarian they faced was a smallish male, only a smidge over six feet and already bleeding from one eye. Still, several soldiers were scattered around it, dead.  
 
    Annise brought her Evenstar into orbit while her aunt circled around the opposite side. It glanced from one woman to the other and then made a decision.  
 
    Wrong choice, Annise thought, whipping her spiked ball around at the exact second it sprung forward, aiming not for where it stood but where she expected it to go, the timing perfect.  
 
    Its head exploded from the impact, the weapon sinking into the softest part, just below the ear.  
 
    “Leave some for me,” Zelda said with a sinister smile, turning to face the next closest enemy.  
 
    A roar dragged Annise’s attention away from her aunt to where Tarin stood, his arms hanging from his sides, his chest rising and falling beneath his makeshift armor. Before him a soldier scrabbled backwards like a crab to get away while Tarin’s dark stare bore into her.  
 
    Not again, Annise thought. She knew all too well the fine line Tarin walked during battle. She couldn’t let him cross the line, not if it caused him to do something he wouldn’t be able to cope with. She couldn’t lose him again. “Zelda,” she said. “Tarin needs me.” 
 
    Her aunt nodded, her eyes never departing from that of her enemy, a sizeable female barbarian with blunt cheekbones and sunken black eyes. “Go. This one is mine.” 
 
    Annise ran, not looking back, her eyes tethered to where Tarin stood, still just breathing. If she didn’t know him she would think him a madman. “Tarin!” she shouted, darting around a battle between one barbarian and three soldiers. The soldiers were losing, but she couldn’t stop to help them—the entire battle might be lost if Tarin didn’t snap out of his mental struggle.  
 
    As she approached, she slowed her pace, stopping well out of his reach. She’d made the mistake of trying to touch him during one of these episodes, and she knew it would only make things worse. Instead, she spoke loudly, waving her hands to get his attention. “Tarin! It’s me. Annise.” 
 
    He flinched, but still he stared at the soldier woman who was back on her feet.  
 
    “Go,” Annise said to her. When she didn’t react, she added, more loudly, “Now!” The woman scrambled away. Tarin’s eyes met hers, but there was no recognition there, the darkness like the fathomless space between the stars.  
 
    Then he blinked and it was Tarin again. Perhaps not all Tarin, but enough of him that he said, “Annise?” 
 
    “Yes.” All she wanted was to grab his hand and pull him away from this horrid place, to promise him he would never have to fight again.  
 
    But alas, she could not. Even if she wasn’t a queen, she wouldn’t abandon the brave souls fighting all around them.  
 
    “I—I almost hurt her,” Tarin said. “That woman.” 
 
    Annise could feel the despair in his voice. She’d heard it before, and she knew it was a heavy chain pulling him down into endless darkness. “You didn’t,” she said firmly. “You saved her. You saved her life. You can save others too. So many.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said, but Annise knew the reply wasn’t meant for her, but for the whispers in his head. “She looked at me with such fear. Like I was a monster.” 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    “You don’t know what I am.” 
 
    Time was running out. Annise was forced to step closer to Tarin as a barbarian charged past. “Tarin!” she said, desperate now. “I’m sorry. You must fight. I need you to fight.” 
 
    “I—I know,” he said. His hand reached for her, and she longed to take it, but it fell away almost as quickly as it had appeared.  
 
    And then Tarin was gone, whirling around and grabbing a barbarian by the back of the throat, snapping its neck with such strength and savagery that Annise flinched. Stop it, she thought. He’s a hero. He’s your hero. 
 
    She forced herself to stop watching him and turned away to find Zelda.  
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    Their size and strength made no difference. Not to him. They were fodder to his cannons. They were twigs to his hands. They were empty husks under each blow from the Morningstar.  
 
    The number of pale bodies littering the area inside the city gates was growing, and Tarin was responsible for more than his fair share of them. The monster’s scream was endless, a banshee wail with no beginning or end. The only way to cut it off was to kill. 
 
    Them.  
 
    All.  
 
    The largest barbarian he had seen yet appeared before him, an arrow protruding from her skull, which was humped with a massive bone. Blood poured from a serious wound in her abdomen, while numerous cuts and slashes decorated her arms and legs. Nothing, however, seemed to slow her, even as she tore into a soldier’s neck, ripping out his throat.  
 
    Tarin started for her, lengthening his strides. She saw him coming, her head cocking to the side in an innocent-looking contradiction to the blood and gore running down her chin. Tarin’s own teeth were locked together, shivering slightly from the adrenaline pouring through him. He tightened his grip on the Morningstar, letting the spiked ball dangle behind him as he rested the hilt on his shoulder.  
 
    The female lowered her head and began to run. There were several soldiers between her and him, but she batted them away like hanging branches, snarling with each step. Tarin whipped the chain over his head, the spiked ball gaining momentum as it reached its apex, hovering for a bare moment before falling like a hammer blow.  
 
    With impossible deftness for a creature of her size, the barbarian cut left, the ball slashing past in a silver blur, crashing into the ground and throwing Tarin off balance. She lowered her head and smashed directly into him, her boned scalp like an iron ball. She drove with her legs, picking up his heavy body and then slamming him down on his back.  
 
    The monster hissed, but even it was taken by surprise by the ferocity of their enemy’s attack.  
 
    Tarin tried to roll away, but the female held him fast with her knees, biting at his face with four deadly fangs separated by rows of sharp teeth.  
 
    He barely managed to buck his head to avoid them, and then swung it around to land a blow from his own forehead on her nose, dark blood exploding outwards and splattering across his face. She roared, but didn’t release her hold. The blow had left him stunned.  
 
    Once more, she gnashed her teeth at him, and it was all he could do to shove his hands into her chest to hold her away. Still, with each passing second those fangs drew closer, saliva dripping from them in a sinuous crystalline rain.  
 
    Tarin’s monster was silent, its wail broken by this formidable foe. He could feel his own heartbeat in his chest, could feel the warmth of the barbarous body pressed against his. And he knew… 
 
    He knew.  
 
    He’d failed her.  
 
    With a snarl of glee, the barbarian snapped at his face for the last time.  
 
    It was arrested in mid-chomp, a gasp bursting from its lips, its eyes widening as a blade exploded from its neck, unleashing a waterfall of dark blood that blinded Tarin’s eyes and slicked his face.  
 
    The weight fell away from him and he scrabbled at his eyes with his hands until a piece of cloth was shoved into his hands, which he used to clean off enough gore so he could see again.  
 
    And then she was there, her proud, strong face hovering over him. His savior. His love. His soul.  
 
    Annise.  
 
    “Monstrous bitch,” she spat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Three 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    Gareth stormed into the royal streams, his sword already drawn. He had been the Shield for so long that it was hard for him to play this role. But lives were at stake and he was tired of being someone else’s pawn, his own life dictated by the actions of those who believed themselves to be superior. 
 
    The haughty Orian stream worker was still there, standing as she heard him enter. “Your Highness, is something wrong?” she said, all empty concern and feigned respect. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, flicking his sword with practiced ease. The tip settled in the hollow of her throat and he saw the skin ripple as she swallowed. “You lied to me.” The stream burbled happily behind her, unaware of the thin line between life and death on its bank.  
 
    The smugness was gone from her expression now, and Gareth saw the fear set in. Regardless of what kingdom you belonged to, one did not lie to royalty and escape unscathed. In truth, Gareth expected another lie, a grand performance full of tears and excuses—They threatened my family, I swear it on the moons and the stars and the Great Forest of Orion!—but instead he got a sneer. “You think we should help the northerners? You think they deserve our assistance? They are warmongers and murderers. They killed your own mother, have you forgotten? Not in battle, but in the dark of night, in her sleep. And now you would open the gates to the kingdom to our enemies, welcoming them with open arms?” 
 
    There was such anger and hate in her tone that it was almost contagious, an airborne plague that Gareth seemed to breathe in. For he had not forgotten what had happened to his mother, and he remembered the nights lying in bed, his jaw clenched in anger, his fists knotted in his bedsheets. He remembered his father’s speech at her funeral, too, not filled with sorrow and remembrance, but with vengeance and wrath. It was a declaration of retribution, which, he had said, was the only way to honor his late wife.  
 
    At the time, Gareth had believed every word—and he might still believe them if not for the change Roan had wrought in him. Ennis had played a role, too, when he, a westerner, had saved Gareth from captivity. And then there was Rhea, first his captor, and then the savior of the Four Kingdoms when she killed Darkspell on the banks of the Spear before he could release a potion that would’ve killed thousands… 
 
    Any anger the stream worker’s words had begun to conjure faded away, replaced by determination. “Yes. I would. For the enemy we now face is greater than our history, greater than the enmity and violence we have harbored in our hearts, and it does not fall on the shoulders of any one nation, but on all of us. Only then shall we hope to bear it. Now, unless you want to die on this day, in this place, show me where the inkreeds for Darrin are kept.” 
 
    “I already told you, Your Highness—” 
 
    “If I am forced to repeat myself, my blade shall do the talking.” Gareth himself didn’t know if his threat was empty, but the steel in his eyes must’ve been convincing enough, because the fight finally went out of the woman.  
 
    Her sunset-pink eyes bore into him. “Fine. But you will live to regret whatever comes after.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Such is the life of a king.” 
 
    Silver hair flashing from side to side, she led him to an alcove where small bundles of inkreeds were wrapped in ribbon, each one marked. Though she’d been lying, Gareth could immediately tell her lie might become truth shortly. For one, there were several noteworthy bundles missing: Knight’s End, Castle Hill, and Calypso. There was one marked ‘Phanea,’ but this was also the bundle she picked up and handed to him. It only contained three inkreeds.  
 
    Gareth looked at her. “I relabeled them,” she said. “These are for Darrin.” 
 
    “And the ones for Phanea?” 
 
    She shrugged. “We have none.” When Gareth began to raise his steel, she went on. “I swear it. The network has been interrupted. No more deliveries of reeds are coming into the east. We are lucky to have these.” 
 
    Gareth believed her. These were dark times, times in which generals turned the people they were sworn to protect against their own king. He took the bundle of reeds from her, striding over to a small metal table stacked with clean glass inkwells, dry quills, and blank sheets of parchment held down by a paperweight statue in the form of an ore panther.  
 
    The Orian woman didn’t follow, closing the chest and sitting in front of it like she was exhausted from all the truth telling.  
 
    Gareth ignored her, cracking open one of the reeds in the center, holding the break over one of the glass vials so the dark ink could drain inside. Assuming the Orian had told it true, this inkreed was harvested from the royal stream in the northern city of Darrin. An eastern courier with special border-crossing privileges had carried it through Raider’s Pass and delivered it to Ferria before setting out again to collect more inkreeds from neighboring kingdoms. There was one thing all the rulers agreed on: they needed the ability to communicate with each other. Even in times of war they allowed each other’s representatives to cross the borders to collect and courier inkreeds from key locations. Of course, everyone also knew the inkreed couriers were spies, but that knowledge made it easy to feed them false information.  
 
    Now, Gareth slid a bit of parchment from beneath the paperweight and dipped the tip of one of the quills in the freshly harvested ink, mixing it several times before pressing it to the paper.  
 
    Dear Queen Gäric, he began. I find myself compassionate to your plight and hereby offer you and your people safe passage to the east… 
 
    When he was finished, Gareth signed the message and used the remaining ink to stamp it with the royal seal.  
 
    “Shall I send it for you, Your Highness?” the Orian woman asked. When Gareth turned, she was still sitting with her back to the chest, watching him.  
 
    “You have done enough,” Gareth said, not trying to hide the venom in his tone. “I shall send it myself.” 
 
    He made his way down the gentle embankment to the water, which flowed slowly south, where it would eventually empty into Dragon Bay somewhere near the Barren Marshes. Not bothering to remove his boots or roll up his trousers, he stepped into the water, which was cool but not unpleasant. He waded a couple of steps as he had seen the stream workers do before, until the waterline reached his knees. 
 
    Carefully holding the parchment by the corners so as not to smudge the fresh ink, he read the message one more time. Satisfied, he lowered it to the water, submerging the entire page, which quickly lost its stiffness.  
 
    It also lost its ink, the words temporarily affixing themselves to the surface of the stream before fading away. If the woman had not lied again, the same words would now be appearing in the royal stream in Darrin.  
 
    He could only hope his response was not too late.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Gareth turned away and climbed back onto the embankment, still holding the soaked, blank sheet of parchment, which could be dried and reused for another message.  
 
    He stopped suddenly, realizing something.  
 
    The Orian stream worker was gone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Four 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    In Darrin, the bloody battle was over. Corpses littered the broad area in front of the gates. Rivulets of blood trickled down the inner walls from the ramparts high above. Groans of agony filled the night air, along with the mutterings of the lost and broken.  
 
    After Annise had killed the enormous female barbarian, the remaining enemies had released guttural barks, some strange form of communication, and fled, most clambering up the walls and disappearing without the city, gone as quickly as they had arrived.  
 
    Tarin lay next to the dead barbarian, his eyes fixed on Annise. She sat in front of him, meeting his stare. Annise was relieved to find his eyes alive with humanity, not distant like she expected. But she was also surprised to see a deep and unrelenting sorrow there too.  
 
    “Tarin,” she said, and she wanted so desperately to touch him, but knew the battle was still too fresh.  
 
    Thus, it surprised her even more when he reached out and grabbed her hand, bringing it to his cheek, nuzzling against her palm as he closed his eyes. His skin was so smooth, like glass. “I couldn’t do it,” he said, his words rough as they scraped from his throat. “I couldn’t…I couldn’t…” 
 
    “What, Tarin? What couldn’t you do?” Seeing the lostness in his eyes when he opened them broke her heart. “You fought like the greatest warrior the north has ever seen. Without you, the battle would’ve turned against us.” 
 
    “It did anyway.” His breath was hot against her palm and his head felt heavy, like she was holding him up, both body and soul. 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “It didn’t. We are alive, as are many others. We were not defeated.” 
 
    “So many dead…”  
 
    “Not all,” Annise said.  
 
    “They will return.” Was that fear in his tone? The only thing Annise had ever known Tarin to fear was himself and the monster inside him.  
 
    “We are leaving,” Annise said. “As soon as possible. We won’t get more than a day before the barbarians attack again.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “We have overstayed our welcome. As soon as we have tended to the injured, we make for the Mournful Mountains.” 
 
    “But the easterners…” 
 
    “Will not respond. That much is clear to me now. But I would rather my people be taken into captivity in a foreign land than die on northern soil.” 
 
    Tarin lowered his head, and Annise remembered his unfinished statement from earlier: I couldn’t…I couldn’t… 
 
    Couldn’t what, Tarin? 
 
    “C’mon,” she said, rising to her feet, her fingers separating from his cheek. “I need your muscle.” 
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    Annise had the urge to cry when she saw Sir Metz leading a large flock of civilians toward her. They looked exhausted and scared, and some of them had injuries—scratches on their cheeks, bruises on their throats, one woman even had what appeared to be four punctures, bite marks, on her shoulder—but they were alive.  
 
    And yet, they were too few. Far too few. Focus on the survivors, Annise reminded herself. For if her mind lingered too long on the dead, she would surely fall into madness and despair and would be of no use to anyone. You can mourn the dead later, when the rest are safe. 
 
    She strode up to Sir Metz and said, “Report,” with as much mettle in her tone as she could muster. 
 
    Her eyes flicked down when she noticed a young dark-haired girl clinging to his leg, her eyes as wide as full moons. But that wasn’t even the strangest thing. She’d never known the eccentric knight to be comfortable with human touch, especially in public, and yet now he looked completely at ease with the child’s affections. At peace even.  
 
    Upon seeing his queen, however, he straightened up and saluted. “Your Highness, we might’ve been defeated if not for the great sacrifices of the castle guards and the reinforcements I led onto the ramparts.” 
 
    Sacrifices. 
 
    “How many souls were lost?” Annise asked, forcing cold indifference into her tone. Not because she didn’t care, but because she couldn’t care. Not yet. Now she needed to treat the numbers as naught but information to be used in the days to come.  
 
    “Seventy-six soldiers,” he said, wincing as he paused. “Two hundred and thirteen civilians. At last count anyway, but the number is rising. Many of the injuries have proven to be mortal.” 
 
    “And the enemy?” 
 
    “All dead. There were…sixteen of them.” 
 
    Sixteen. Sixteen of the barbarians killed almost three hundred of her people. The numbers on the frontlines had been slightly better, but not good enough. Not nearly. Zelda and Sir Jonius—who had both survived, thank the frozen gods—were currently gathering updated numbers. A particularly sensible, loyal scout had managed to tally the remaining barbarians as they fled. There were still more than four-score of the enemy alive.  
 
    “Why did they run?” Annise said aloud now. It didn’t make sense. Every time she thought she was beginning to understand her enemy’s tactics, they surprised her. Like retreating twice in a row now.  
 
    “Your Highness?” Sir Metz said, frowning. The literal man would need a much more direct question if she was going to illicit a useful response.  
 
    “The barbarians. They were winning the battle. They had breached the gates, climbed the walls. Our people were dying.” 
 
    Sir Metz licked his lips, seeming to puzzle over the question in light of the facts. “What happened before they retreated?” 
 
    Annise shook her head. Nothing had happened—that was the thing. At least no major change. They’d just started barking at each other and then took off.  
 
    Tarin, who’d been helping to carry the injured requiring assistance into large tents, had stopped to listen. “Annise killed one of them,” he said.  
 
    It was true, but didn’t provide any answers, at least not in her mind. “Aye, but it was only one. We’d already killed others. Tarin had killed many. And like I said, we were losing.” 
 
    Tarin stepped closer, and Annise was glad to see the sorrow stripped from his eyes, which were alight with calculation. “This one was different. A female. Not just large—monstrous. The biggest one left. It must’ve killed three dozen men before—” 
 
    “A woman brought it down,” Zelda said, reappearing with Sir Jonius by her side. “Sometimes it takes a woman.” 
 
    Annise didn’t care whether it was a man or a woman or a one-legged chicken that killed the barbarian, only that it was dead. Instead, she was thinking about the little she knew about the barbarian Horde that had long plagued the Northern Fangs of Crimea. Disparate creatures, separated into small tribes. Until her uncle had united them, they fought with each other as much as they fought the Crimeans. Their infighting was one of the main reasons the Horde had never been considered a true threat to anyone. But now… 
 
    “Helmuth isn’t with them,” Annise said. It wasn’t a solution to the puzzle, but she thought it might be the start of one.  
 
    “Lucky for him,” Zelda muttered.  
 
    “No,” Annise said. “I only mean that he was the one who united the Horde. Without him, shouldn’t they fall back into their old ways?” 
 
    Sir Jonius frowned. “They sense the destruction of their prey. Wouldn’t that be enough to hold them together?” 
 
    Annise remembered the stories she’d heard as a young girl, the same stories her uncle would’ve heard growing up. “No,” she said. “Even when they fought the Crimeans, there are countless tales of the barbarians killing each other in battle, getting in each other’s ways. They were like birds fighting over scraps of food.” 
 
    “I didn’t see such behavior,” Sir Metz said.  
 
    “Neither did I,” Tarin agreed.  
 
    “Anyone?” Annise asked, scanning those gathered around them.  
 
    Heads shook. Neither had she. Instead, the barbarians had stayed well away from each other, targeting pockets of humans, almost like they’d been herding them. Annise said, “This was not a mixed group of barbarians. This was one tribe.” 
 
    Sir Metz was the first to understand. “Klar-Ggra selected one tribe to pursue us, so he could ensure they wouldn’t kill each other.” 
 
    Zelda caught on next. “And one tribe would have to organize themselves. They would have a leader.” 
 
    “Aye,” Annise said. “The large female.” 
 
    “The one you killed,” Tarin said.  
 
    That was why they fled. That was why they had retreated the first time, too, until they could select a new leader. It was crucial information if they were going to survive. More importantly, it gave them a timeline for escape.  
 
    “As soon as they select a new leader, they will attack again. Come dawn, we must be quit of this place.” 
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    In the royal streams of the northern city of Darrin, Gareth Ironclad’s words of hope bobbed on the dark waters, waiting to be read.  
 
    No one came to read them.  
 
    No one ever would. 
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    Except for the healers and anyone else helping to tend to the injured, Annise ordered the rest of the survivors to sleep. They would need rest and energy if they were to complete the final trek to the mountains. Any unable to walk would be loaded onto stretchers and carried by the strongest.  
 
    Annise knew she needed rest, too. And she didn’t want to sleep alone. “Tarin,” she said, once Sir Metz and the others had departed to carry out her orders. “With me.” 
 
    He nodded and fell in beside her, his fingers grazing hers as they walked. A figure appeared before them and she felt him stiffen, as if preparing for a fight. “Be at peace,” Annise said, for there was no immediate danger now. In fact, it was a plump middle-aged woman who blocked the way forward.  
 
    “Your Highness, I’m sorry to disturb you,” the woman said. “I lost my husband tonight.” Though there was sadness in her tone, there was something else too, something Annise couldn’t quite place.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Annise said, and despite the bone-weariness she felt, the whole of her heart was in her words. For she knew the great and overwhelming gut-punch of loss as well as anyone.  
 
    The woman’s gray eyes seemed to shine, despite the darkness. “He was a good man. He always helped provide for us. He was a good father, too, always tender with our daughter. I was lucky to have him, Your Highness.” 
 
    Annise was moved by the woman’s words. “I don’t know you personally, but I believe he was lucky to have you, too.” 
 
    “Thank you for saying that, but, respectfully, I’m not looking for compliments or comfort, though I probably need both. I just wanted to tell you that Sir Metz saved my daughter’s life. In doing that, he saved mine too. I have nothing to give him, but I owe him everything.” 
 
    Annise remembered the young girl clinging to the knight’s leg, and it finally made sense. She also knew what to tell this woman, for she knew the honorable knight had demons, too, and that his struggle against them would never cease. Except maybe on this night. Perhaps for a few hours, because of what he’d been able to do for this woman and her daughter, he would find a measure of peace. “Trust me, your daughter has given him the greatest gift he could ever ask for.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand, Your Highness. What gift?” 
 
    “She survived.” 
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    A spring snow squall had blanketed the city of Darrin while they’d slept. It wasn’t unusual, but still, Annise felt a deep sense of foreboding as her boots sank into several inches of snow. Tarin was beside her, looking all the more like an ice bear with a dusting of snow on his thick greatcoat over his makeshift armor. A helm of ice crusted his dark hair.  
 
    “The weather cannot hold,” Tarin said, though it was clear his heart was not in it—the sky was a white swamp of clouds. Snow continued to fall, but the bulk of the storm had abated. The temperature had dropped too, but not enough for the cold-hardened northerners to require knit gloves and hats. For them, it was still a downright balmy day.  
 
    “The weather is out of our control,” Annise said. “Our actions are not.” 
 
    “For some perhaps,” Tarin said, and there was a tone of frustration in his voice, a carryover from the brutal battle of the night before.  
 
    “You didn’t give in to the monster,” Annise said, offering the barest edge of her own frustration. Why couldn’t she make this man see what she saw in him? “You were in control.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Tarin said, a flurry of flakes falling from his head as he shook it. 
 
    She stopped suddenly, whirling on him. “Then help me,” she said, grabbing the fur of his unbuttoned greatcoat. “Every time you struggle, you close yourself off to me.” 
 
    “I…I know.” His voice carried the weight of a problem suffered alone. “It’s just…” 
 
    “Is this because I saved your life? Tarin, you don’t always have to be the one to save the world, and it won’t be the last time I come to your aid, I can promise—” 
 
    “It wasn’t that,” Tarin said. “Being saved by you is an honor.” 
 
    “What then? Tell me.” Annise pressed closer to him. His body gave off a surprising amount of heat, like he was a small fire. The memory of sleeping close to him in the middle of the Frozen Tundra swept through her mind, though it felt so long ago… 
 
    “I must become the monster,” Tarin said, and Annise jerked back, so taken aback by the statement.  
 
    “What? What do you mean—become?” 
 
    He looked down at her with the darkest, most sincere eyes she’d ever stared into. There was no malice, or anger, or even fear. No, just a chasm of infinite sorrow. She wanted to fall into those eyes, to carry a lantern with her, lighting up all the dark recesses of his burdened soul.  
 
    She wanted to make him happy.  
 
    “I shall try to explain,” Tarin said. “I have learned how to steel myself against the desires of the monster. I create a wall in my mind. The monster is behind it most of the time. But in the throes of battle, I might remove a brick or two. The monster’s essence slips through those gaps, and it gives me strength above my own. It heals me as well, though the process is slower than if I were to tear down the wall entirely.” 
 
    She could sense this conversation wasn’t about healing. “And what about your strength? If you removed the wall during battle, what would happen?” 
 
    That sadness. Tarin looked away, staring through the curtain of falling snow, which had picked up again. When he spoke, his voice seemed to come from someone else, emotionless and distant. “I never used to have a wall. Those days were dark, for I was not in control. It’s taken me a long time to build my defenses. All the while, the monster has grown restless. If I were to destroy the wall now…I fear I would never be able to build it again.” 
 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Five 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Sir Christoff Metz 
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    Even on their most passionate nights, Christoff had never given himself so fully to Mona as he had during the predawn hours. As they’d moved as one, her fingers knotting through his hair as his hands tasted every inch of her skin—which was not repulsive like everyone else’s skin—she’d looked at him with something akin to wonder, and he knew his eyes mirrored the same emotion.  
 
    They were bound by the knowledge that life was a gift, the truth that either one or both of them could’ve easily perished in the battle, but that something had allowed them one more night, and they would be fools to waste it. For Christoff it was something else too. A revelation. A feeling. Though he knew it was absurd, unfounded in scientific study, he knew he had a soul—that all who walked the earth had souls—and that his was connected to this woman’s in a way that was as unexplainable as anything he’d ever experienced in his life.  
 
    It wasn’t just because of the incredible woman who’d chosen him as easily as he’d chosen her, and it wasn’t just because of the young girl who’d saved his life with her determination high atop the tower. It was everything. His brother’s tragic death. His parents’ forgiveness. The path of honor that had led him here, to this moment, to this time and place. A practical man, Christoff was not one to subscribe to fate, but even for him it was impossible to ignore the hand of a greater power than his own that had paved the very path laid before him.  
 
    Afterwards, as they’d lain next to each other, just breathing, a pair of heartbeats that felt like two parts of the same, they’d said nothing, for there were no words that could express what their bodies already had.  
 
    Sir Metz knew it was illogical. There were always words to describe the natural world. Even sex could be described in a mundane, clinical way. But the feelings inside him… 
 
    They were an enigma. For once in his life, he didn’t feel the need to explain them, or separate them into their component parts, each of which must surely have a chemical origin. No, even as the dark had turned to dawn had turned to a bright white morning sheeted in snow, he’d simply lain with Mona Sheary, existing without definition.  
 
    And he’d felt free.  
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    Eventually, they had to rise, though Christoff’s eyes never left Mona’s as they dressed and girded themselves in the armor of soldiers. Such eye contact with anyone else but her would’ve made him feel ill and he’d be forced to look away within seconds. With her, however, his cheeks merely grew warm, though not enflamed.  
 
    She came to him, her arms roping around his back, her cheek resting on his breastplate. Still they didn’t speak. Words were useless in this moment.  
 
    And when they departed their quarters, his fingers remained entwined with hers, breaking his own rule about public displays of affection.  
 
    Familiar faces were already gathered, eating a meager but warm meal as snow fell all around them. His queen, Annise, was there. My friend, he thought, which surprised him. When had their relationship crossed that line from one based on duty and honor alone to one so personal?  
 
    A long time ago, he realized, even if he hadn’t been willing to admit it. The others were friends too. Mona’s cousin, Tarin, who no longer looked at him with undisguised suspicion. Sir Jonius, with his stern but kind face and sad eyes. Lady Zelda, who was one of the few people besides Mona who truly seemed to understand the core of him. And Fay, the blacksmith, who’d worked tirelessly to outfit his soldiers because she understood what it meant in terms of both equipment and moral.  
 
    My friends, all of them.  
 
    In that moment, Sir Metz knew he would die for any of them and all of them. It’s not that he planned to, but he wouldn’t hesitate.  
 
    “Here,” Mona said, handing him a bowl of warm oatmeal spiced with cinnamon. He took it, kissing her lightly on the cheek in thanks, still saying nothing.  
 
    It didn’t even bother him that she’d used his status to skip to the front of the line.  
 
    No, all that mattered on this snowy spring morn was friendship and love. 


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Six 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Darrin 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
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    As Christoff and Mona sat to eat, Tarin watched Annise from the corner of his eye. Frozen gods, she’s beautiful, he thought.  
 
    Though they’d been far too exhausted to make love in the spare hours before morning, they had shared love. A love that Tarin finally knew could not be shattered by anything—not the wars of men or the Horde or even the monster inside him. For Annise’s response to him had been spoken with such truth and certainty he couldn’t not believe her.  
 
    Tear the wall down and be free. The monster shall not rule you, but you the monster. 
 
    He hadn’t yet, for the time was not right, but he could sense the beast’s excitement lurking close, its voice hissed in the darkness, a palpable, tireless energy behind the wall. A challenge. 
 
    It was no longer a question of if, but when.  
 
    I am as patient as a spider, the monster purred. 
 
    I will not make you wait much longer, Tarin said, and he knew it was a promise he would not break.  
 
    Lives were at stake, the most important lives in the world, and he would not save his own soul if it meant they would lose their lives.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Annise could sense Tarin watching her. She turned to meet his gaze and she could see something different in it. Gone was the sorrow. There was a steel to it, like it was not his body but his expression that wore heavy armor.  
 
    He nodded to her, and she nodded back. It felt like a shared promise, though of what, Annise was not yet certain.  
 
    The conversation seemed to spiral around them with the wind and snow—Zelda and Jonius were arguing again—but she was consumed by Tarin’s fiery gaze, and she could feel the monster somewhere within it.  
 
    She had hoped the snowfall would diminish during breakfast, ensuring visibility during their march across the wastelands that separated Darrin from the largest mountain range in the Four Kingdoms, but instead the storm had picked up. Perhaps it was a second storm on the heels of the first, or maybe the other storm had chosen to reverse course and hit them again. Whatever the case, there was nothing for it. They would be cloaked in both armor and snow as they marched. Annise could only hope both would hide them from their enemies.  
 
    Her gaze slid away from Tarin and she refocused on the conversation, which she knew would require her decision soon. The argument was in full swing, and she took a moment to listen.  
 
    Jonius said, “We don’t even know if there’s a way through the mountains. For all we know, the tunnels have been caved in.” Annise knew he was referring to the tunnels once dug by the easterners over many years. The same tunnels their enemy had used to attack Darrin on more than one occasion.  
 
    “Or they might stand wide open,” Zelda retorted. “We won’t know until we look.” 
 
    “Then send scouts.” 
 
    “You think the barbarians will wait patiently for us to scout the range? No. They will attack before this day is done. We cannot hold the castle again, regardless of our mettle.” 
 
    Jonius stabbed a knife into the snow, burying it to the hilt. “The easterners have not agreed to provide refuge. We will be pinched on both ends—barbarians to the north and Ironclads to the south. The caverns will become our very tombs.” 
 
    Zelda said, “You would have us travel back to Raider’s Pass? For all we know the pass is guarded by the entire Horde.” 
 
    “It isn’t,” Annise said. “From everything you’ve told me about Helmuth, he won’t linger in the north. A swift attack on either Knight’s End or Ferria makes the most sense, aye? You said it yourself.” Zelda conceded the point with a nod, but Annise wasn’t finished. She turned to Jonius and said, “But we cannot go back. Even if it is safer. We must take a chance. We march for the mountains in one hour.” 
 
    Annise didn’t wait for further argument, standing and striding through the snow. She didn’t allow herself the luxury of doubt. A queen’s decision was not to be doubted, not even by her. 
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    Duty. Honor. Sacrifice. These were the precepts he’d lived by his entire life, ever since he’d failed his brother as a child.  
 
    But now, silently, he added another to the list. Love. Once he’d thought that four-letter word was a weakness, but in the presence of his friends and the woman who was more—so much more—than a friend, he now knew love was a strength, one he would use to his advantage.  
 
    To his surprise, the queen offered no concise but rousing speech as she’d done in the past, but instead nodded toward him to speak to the masses assembled before them. There were soldiers, though far fewer than before, and civilians—also fewer—but none wore their fear where the world could see it.  
 
    “You are northerners,” he said. “Survivors. Live for those you’ve lost. Honor them by fighting for every step. Every one of you are heroes. Like me. Just like me.” With that, he raised his hand and then sharply lowered it, the command to move out.  
 
    He turned his head and met Annise’s gaze. The hint of a smile flitted across her lips, and then she too turned and departed.  
 
    They left via the main gates, for otherwise too few would be able to march out at a time to achieve the speedy exodus they’d planned. Christoff watched as the lines of his soldiers formed to perfection, just as he’d instructed. Each line that passed through the gates separated into two distinct halves, angling to the sides and transitioning from a single horizontal line into two vertical ones.  
 
    Armor, Christoff thought, which was how Fay had described it when he’d mentioned his plan to her at breakfast. The truth of her description was now manifested as the civilians funneled between the walls of soldiers, who resumed their march forward, creating a wall of steel and plate and shield and spears around the most stalwart people on the planet.  
 
    My people, Christoff thought, feeling a sense of satisfaction. 
 
    He waited until all had passed through the gates before he followed. He offered a final glance behind him at the deserted city cloaked in white. And then he stepped free of its bounds.  
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    “It’s eerie, isn’t it?” Sir Jonathan said as he walked beside Tarin.  
 
    Tarin knew exactly what his old friend meant. They’d fought so many battles together here. It felt like a familiar place, full of memories. Some good, some bad, most ugly. “Aye. That’s a good word for it.” 
 
    At first their procession had made good progress, covering a quarter of the distance to the mountains quickly and without incident, save for one aging man who’d sprained an ankle. The storm, however, was no ally of theirs and had redoubled its efforts to thwart them. Now they couldn’t even see the mountains through the white haze, and if not for Sir Metz’s uncanny sense of direction they could very well end up traveling in circles until the Horde found them.  
 
    It wasn’t only the lack of visibility that slowed their pace, but the ever-increasing thickness of the carpet of snow. For someone of Tarin’s size it wasn’t a major problem yet—even the highest drifts only reached his knees, but those smaller were beginning to struggle. Children had to be carried on shoulders, and short, thickset men and women, like Zelda, were forced to walk behind those who could plow a path.  
 
    Still, they were making progress. Each step brought them closer to the mountains. Rather than cutting directly across, as the Horde had the night before, they angled toward the southeast. The hope was to avoid the barbarians altogether, though it meant the distance was greater.  
 
    The wall in Tarin’s mind was missing several bricks now. Just in case.  
 
    The monster, true to its promise, was being patient, not even allowing a shred of its power to seep through the gaps. Not yet, it hissed.  
 
    Tarin gritted his teeth and marched onward, trading old stories with his friend. 
 
    “Remember the time Barney Bones couldn’t hold it?” Sir Jonathan said.  
 
    Tarin snorted. He would never forget, though he couldn’t remember the man’s true surname—his nickname, which was derived from the way his bones seemed to protrude from every part of his rail-thin body, had been far too appropriate. “Aye. It was the coldest night in a generation, and he was about to piss his britches.” 
 
    Sir Jonathan chuckled. “When he stumbled back into the barracks he was shivering from head to toe and muttering something about a golden rainbow.” 
 
    “What did he mean?” Fay asked. She’d been listening silently to their stories for a while now.  
 
    “In the morning, we found his piss frozen to the wall,” Sir Jonathan explained. “It was shaped like an arch.” 
 
    Fay shook her head. Tarin said, “’Tis true to the word. This weather feels like summer after that night.” 
 
    “Then we should count ourselves lucky,” Annise said, joining them. She’d been walking the line of refugees and soldiers, offering words of encouragement. Sometimes Tarin could only marvel at her endless energy. 
 
    “Lucky. That’s the word for it,” Zelda added. She was eating snow from her barehand. “We should be gambling, for we cannot lose!” 
 
    Sir Jonius was the only one who didn’t join in the conversation, his eyes shadowed by the steel helm now crusted with ice and snow. He was squinting toward the southwest, watching.  
 
    A good man, Tarin thought. Even if he was misguided at times, there was no doubt as to the purity of his intentions. His words from earlier came back to him. The caverns will become our very tombs. 
 
    A chill ran through Tarin, and not from the cold. Their progress seemed to be slowing even further, the human flow bottlenecking as those at the fore barged their way through the snow, stamping out a path.  
 
    Despite the lighthearted stories and japes that had masked the frailty of their position, he sensed an underlying current that seemed to buzz through the crowd. And he sensed something darker.  
 
    Yes, his monster hissed, unexpectedly surging partly through the hole he’d created.  
 
    Snarls erupted all around and amongst them as pale forms erupted from the snow, where they’d been hidden beneath the drifts. Tarin didn’t have time to ponder how the barbarians had managed to hold their breaths for so long, because one was close enough to grab Annise by the portion of her long dark hair sprouting from the base of her helm. The barbarian slung her down, tensing to spring on top of her, even as she screamed, “RUN!”  
 
    But Tarin had not been idle. The instant the monster had slipped its bounds he’d been moving toward his queen, his love. He clamped his gauntleted hand around its thick neck and squeezed, holding tight. The strong beast tried to twist around to claw at him, but it was not just facing Tarin Sheary, the Armored Knight, but a man filled with the strength of a monster conjured by a great sorceress.  
 
    He squeezed and squeezed and squeezed, growling like a beast. And squeezed.  
 
    The creature gagged, still fighting fruitlessly, but then its body sagged and Tarin held it for a moment longer to be certain before dropping it into the snow.  
 
    His monster shrieked with glee.  
 
    Annise was wide-eyed and staring at him, and he tried to see what was in those dark, crystalline eyes. Horror? Fear? But no, they were eyes furious with determination, looking upon him as her ally not enemy.  
 
    Tarin helped her up and then they fought.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Annise had heard the hiss of the monster in her own mind just before the barbarian’s eyes had rolled back, its vicious life extinguished. And she’d felt… 
 
    There was no other word for it. 
 
    Joy.  
 
    And she understood. Finally, she understood the demon Tarin faced. But he didn’t face it alone, nor should he have to. She also knew now wasn’t the time for an existential discussion with her paramour, for the very existence of an entire nation hung in the balance, clinging to the scales of time, which were quickly tipping against them.  
 
    Tarin used his massive strength to fling her to her feet, and she spun, locating Zelda, who was battling one of the barbarians, her short sword flashing while the creature swiped its claws at her throat. Her aunt was a strong woman, as tough as they come even for the north, but was outweighed by this female four or five to one. The next time it raked at her its claws found her arm. They scratched across her armor harmlessly, but the impact was enough to knock her blade from her hand and then it was upon her, pouncing like a cat.  
 
    Zelda jammed her arms straight out, locking her elbows, holding the female at bay as it gnashed its teeth.  
 
    Until its head slumped to its chest, its neck severed halfway through from behind.  
 
    “You’re welcome, Auntie,” Annise said shoving the beast aside.  
 
    “I’ll pay it forward,” Zelda promised, flashing a grin. She rolled over and got to her feet, retrieving her weapon.  
 
    The two women stood back to back, searching through the snowfall but seeing nothing, the battle having moved away from them. They only knew it continued from the shriek of steel on claw, the angry snarls of their foes, and the screams of the refugees as they fled.  
 
    “C’mon,” Annise said, following the trail of packed snow and the sounds of struggle. Others might’ve run in the opposite direction, or played dead until it was over. But this was not someone else. This was Queen Annise Gäric and Lady Zelda Gäric, and they ran toward danger like it was the only thing that could save them.  
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    Christoff longed to race back along the edge of the line, to defend every last soul against this soulless Horde. But he didn’t, for honor forbade him.  
 
    He’d been charged by the queen herself with leading her people to safety, and he didn’t take that vow lightly. So instead of turning back to fight, he did the only other thing he could do to help them: 
 
    He led, plunging through the thick burrows of snow with several other soldiers, including Private Sheary. They swam through it, punched through it, lowered their shoulders and barged through it, constantly stamping their feet to compress the powder into a more passable road. It was exhausting, but Christoff refused to give in to nature, not when the lives of an entire kingdom depended on it.  
 
    Behind him, he heard the battle rage. “Hold the perimeter!” he shouted to the wind, hoping the sound would carry to those he commanded. It was merely a reminder to maintain their formation to protect the innocents; he knew they would fight, for he’d learned to trust the honor of these soldiers, both the career men who had fought for years and the newly recruited and trained women who were as courageous a group as he’d ever met.  
 
    In this case, he trusted them to do their duty, while he upheld his vow.  
 
    So he swam and punched and barged and stamped, furrowing a trail through the snow, all the while searching ahead for any sign of their destination.  
 
    But all he saw was snow, a wet, white curtain that made every step feel more difficult than the last.  
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    More forms exploded from the snow, remaining hidden until they felt the footfalls of the refugees. One grabbed a boy of no more than ten by the ankles and he screamed as he was dragged beneath the layer of powder.  
 
    Tarin lunged for him, clutching the boy’s hands to arrest his momentum, and then shoving off and diving past him to get at his attacker. The boy’s scream reached a crescendo and Tarin found the barbarian with its teeth sunk into his leg, shaking its head like a dog ravaging a meaty bone.  
 
    Tarin’s anger was exceeded only by the desire for violence of the monster inside him, and together they melded into a ball of white-hot fury that descended on their foe like a falling star. He snapped its neck with a single jerk.  
 
    The monster wanted to kill kill kill 
 
    Tarin roared, mentally shoving back with all his might, for he needed his mind right now, he needed to think, because there was something important that could not be accomplished by bloodlust alone… 
 
    The boy, he remembered, even as the monster shrieked behind the final brick of the wall he’d reassembled in his mind.  
 
    The child was sobbing, fat tears rolling down his cheeks, which were now as pale as starlight. He clutched at his leg, fresh blood painting his fingers scarlet. 
 
    Tarin didn’t know what to do. All around him barbarians were killing his people. Annise was in danger. His friends. His last remaining family, Mona. They couldn’t win this battle, which left only one other option: 
 
    Escape.  
 
    With that word echoing in his brain, Tarin grabbed the crying boy, slung him over his shoulder, and ran.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Annise tried not to look upon the dead as they raced to catch up to the battle. Of the corpses, only three were barbarians. Three out of dozens.  
 
    Hatred for these merciless creatures burned through her mind as she ran, the icy snow lashing at her face, blinding her.  
 
    When they finally reached the end of the train, they fell upon a pair of barbarians from behind, not caring that it was a dishonorable way to attack an enemy, for this wasn’t a battle anymore—it was a massacre, and they were fighting for survival not victory.  
 
    With the two barbarians dead, they raced onward, fighting and killing as they went, joining groups of soldiers to help sway the advantage. Annise looked for Tarin, but he was nowhere to be found, lost amongst the carnage and the wailing wind. 
 
    A barbarian emerged on the edge of her peripheral vision, a blur of white skin that closed far too fast for her to react. Its claws slashed across her cheek and she felt a sharp sting and then heat as she fell back. Zelda yelled something and tackled the barbarian, knocking it from astride Annise, stabbing with her sword. Annise joined her cry and used her fists to pummel the creature, tasting blood in her mouth.  
 
    At some point, they realized the creature was no longer snarling or trying to defend itself, and Annise wondered how long it had been dead.  
 
    Her energy flagging, it was all she could do to drag herself to her feet and stumble forward. More dead. Some were barbarians. Not enough.  
 
    They soldiered on, helping those they could. Annise knew this was the end of them all, but she would fight to the last. They all would, because they were warriors of the north and that was the only way they knew.  
 
    She tripped, her legs threatening to give out even as another barbarian blocked the way forward, tossing its latest victim aside. She was so tired. Giving in would be so easy.  
 
    Don’t you do it, she heard in her mind, and it wasn’t the hiss of the monster. Her breath caught. 
 
    Tarin? Is that you? 
 
    His voice was as clear in her mind as if he was standing next to her, his lips brushing her ear. You are the queen of the north, defender of the realm, defeater of sellswords, conqueror of ice bears. Come back to me, my love. Come back.  
 
    Her jaw locked and she sucked in a breath. And just before she charged at her foe, she heard a new sound. 
 
    And it was hope.  
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    Christoff was too exhausted to be surprised when the Armored Knight appeared at his side carrying a young boy who was bleeding from his lower leg.  
 
    Plus, he could really use the help, and as formidable a warrior as Tarin Sheary was, he was even more effective at clearing a path through the snow, his large body like a battering ram.  
 
    They charged ahead, soldiers and knights, forging a path to the mountains. Christoff stopped looking back, his breaths coming in short bursts, his eyes trained straight ahead, waiting, waiting… 
 
    There! 
 
    He might’ve thought it a trick of the light reflecting off the formations of individual snowflakes, but something told him it wasn’t a mirage. There was something dead ahead, blocking the way forward.  
 
    And he knew there was nothing between Darrin and the east but the majestic range known as the Mournful Mountains because of how the wind seemed to moan as it passed over the snow-capped peaks, sounding as one might expect lost, yearning souls to sound as they searched for something in death they could never find in life.  
 
    Three steps later he got another glimpse, and now there was no mistaking the massive barrier of stone and forest that cast a shadow across them, blanketed like everything else in a layer of white. Several of his comrades saw it now, too, and they shouted, their cries filled with hope. 
 
    Christoff, however, allowed himself no sense of relief, for they remained far from safety. Reaching the mountains was only the first challenge. The next was finding the way through, if it still existed.  
 
    One major reason Annise had charged Christoff with leading the column was because of his uncanny sense of direction. Still, Christoff knew even the best navigator could be foiled in heavy fog or snow, and he wasn’t certain of how far east along the mountain range they’d arrived. Only a closer inspection would reveal the truth, and there was little time for study of the rock formations.  
 
    He realized Tarin Sheary was speaking to him. “…take him. I will give you time to find the way through.” And then the unconscious boy was dumped in his arms, almost toppling him under the weight. Christoff could only watch as Tarin turned and ran back toward the battle.  
 
    Mona’s hand appeared on his shoulder. “We will help him give you time, too. All of us.” 
 
    Suddenly the weight of the boy in his arms felt like a feather next to the entire weight of the kingdom that now rested on his shoulders. His mind tried to spiral back to that childhood memory, the one that had consumed him his entire life.  
 
    He shook his head in defiance, fighting off the panic that threatened to undo him. “I will find the tunnel,” he said, pecking her quickly on the lips, the image of a forlorn well vanishing from his mind before it could fully form. 
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    Tarin found Annise, Zelda, and Sir Jonius with a half-dozen other soldiers battling a trio of barbarians. He’d already passed Fay and Sir Jonathan, each of whom were trying to keep the civilians moving in the right direction.  
 
    Still, seeing Annise alive and well was like a ray of sunlight through the storm. 
 
    And now wasn’t the time for him to be stubborn, not when her life might depend on it. So he removed several bricks in his mental wall at once, steeling himself for that familiar surge of energy, which would almost certainly be tinged with a measure of rage from the monster he’d caged.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Hello? he thought.  
 
    Nothing. No hiss, no whispered response, no pent-up shriek of fury.  
 
    Just…nothing.  
 
    Frozen hell, what have I done? 
 
    Tarin didn’t have time to contemplate the question, for two more soldiers fell and a particularly large barbarian closed in on Annise, who stumbled over a small drift and fell backwards.  
 
    Tarin charged for her, borne on strength that was all his own, but even as he ran he knew he would be too late. And then Sir Jonius was there, leaping to defend his queen, the girl he’d long thought of as the daughter he and his ill wife were never able to have on their own.  
 
    The grizzled knight slashed at the barbarian but it ducked and grabbed his fist, prying the blade from his fingers as it dug its claws into his palm. He screamed as two of the claws went through his hand, emerging from the other side. 
 
    Tarin ran, cutting the distance in half as Sir Jonius tried to kick at the barbarian to keep it at bay. The creature merely caught his foot, twisting it sharply to the side. The knight roared in pain and lost his balance. The beast pounced on him, wrenching his helmet from his head, bringing its claws to bear.  
 
    Tarin was so close now and he had the Morningstar in full spiral, whipping it around, realizing too late that he should’ve thrown it if there was any hope of 
 
    saving him.  
 
    He swung the spiked ball one final time just as the barbarian plunged its claws into the knight’s temple, its head exploding a moment later. A moment later.  
 
    One moment.  
 
    Such was, at times, the difference between life and death.  
 
    Annise screamed and it was the worst sound Tarin had ever heard, a cry borne of sadness and exhaustion and anger and loss, too much loss, and he wanted to steal it from her throat and hold her, just hold her.  
 
    He could not, because they were not safe. Pale forms loped on all sides, snarling with renewed knowledge that the hunt was almost over.  
 
    “Get up,” Tarin said, steel in his tone.  
 
    Annise looked at him with blank eyes, so he said it again. “Get up.” 
 
    She did, and he shepherded her forward, shouting for any surviving soldiers to protect their queen. They closed ranks around her, falling one by one as they pushed forward toward the mountains.  
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    Christoff 
 
      
 
    Through the thick snowfall, the foothills of the mountains all looked the same, but Christoff, his arms aching from holding the boy, had gone to that place only he could go to, his focus complete, unaffected by the sounds of battle and death continuing to rage somewhere behind him.  
 
    He saw the subtle changes in the terrain, which were unbroken with trees and shrubbery like the area of the mountains further to the west. Which, he knew, meant he was close. But where? 
 
    A dark cleft to the left. There! No. No. It was merely an overhang, not the rich and impenetrable darkness that spoke of a true tunnel. 
 
    He continued, staggering now, fighting against the laws of his own body, which had been trained and seasoned to endure long beyond the limits of most men and women. 
 
    And then he saw it. It was partially hidden by a natural pillar of ice-crusted stone, but there was no mistaking the darkness beyond. He was about to shout to the others so they could pass the news back along the column, but another sound stopped him short.  
 
    A faint rumble. 
 
    He frowned, cocking his head to the side, trying to discern the origin.  
 
    The sound seemed to travel through him and not from his ears but from his feet, where the ground had begun to shake. Christoff remembered the strange earthquakes common in Crimea. Was that what this was? 
 
    He angled his head to look upon the flanks of the mountain, now visible as the sideways snowfall was blocked by its sheer size. The mountain was moving. 
 
    “Here!” he shouted. “Hurry!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Seven 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, the Mournful Mountains 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    The world seemed to swim around her, but it had no substance, like Annise could pass through it without feeling cold or pain or even the beat of her own heart.  
 
    She felt numb.  
 
    Somehow she knew Tarin’s hand was on her back, guiding her forward, but she couldn’t feel her own legs. The only way she knew she was breathing were the ghost-like vapors that wafted from her lips.  
 
    All around her were armored warriors and friends and the most loyal defenders a queen could possibly deserve, and yet they were strangers to her.  
 
    If this is life, then it has no meaning. No purpose. Why struggle against that which you cannot defeat? 
 
    Annise hated herself as much as she hated the barbarians.  
 
    Something finally broke through the numbness. A great shaking beneath her, like the earth itself had come alive with indignation, preparing to open a chasm to swallow them all whole.  
 
    In a way, Annise hoped it would.  
 
    She fell, a shattered woman.  
 
    Tarin caught her, lifting her into his arms, her vision spinning until all she saw were the snowflakes spiraling toward her, such beautiful things in a world of ugliness.  
 
    He ran, her entire body bouncing and shaking from the impact, snowflakes landing on her face, glistening on the edges of her vision.  
 
    Sounds, muted and distant but still familiar. Battle. We are losing, she knew.  
 
    And then, darkness.  
 
    It took her a moment to realize she was in a cave, or a tunnel. What? How is it possible? 
 
    It didn’t matter, for they weren’t safe. The barbarians would pursue them even here, and they could not outrun them nor kill them all. They were too few.  
 
    The rumbling intensified, and she was dimly aware of bodies all around her, frantic as they fled into the tunnel, trying to escape the barbarians and the sound.  
 
    Annise managed to crane her head to look back, seeing Zelda and Fay and Sir Jonathan and last, her faithful knight, Sir Christoff Metz, backlit by the white light beyond but still as dashing in his polished armor as any man she’d ever met, plunge into the tunnel.  
 
    Dozens of larger, hulking forms filled in the space behind them—the rest of the barbarians. They paused momentarily on the threshold, as if confused, sniffing the air, the mountain shaking all around them. 
 
    Harder and harder the mountain shook and Tarin carried her farther away, dust and small rocks lancing into her face, but her eyes never left those lost, confused creatures standing on the threshold of safety. 
 
    And then they were gone, replaced by white and then  
 
    darkness. 
 
    Slowly, slowly, the rumbling faded, the mountain returning to stillness. Sleep. 
 
    It was only then that Annise realized what had happened, how the avalanche had reached them at the penultimate moment, sealing their enemies out and them in. 
 
    It felt like a final gift from the mountain that had long defended their cities.  
 
    Jonius had called these tunnels a tomb, but now, Annise knew, they were their salvation.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Eight 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Knight’s End 
 
    Ennis Loren 
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    Ennis was alive. How and why, he didn’t know. He also wasn’t sure how he felt about it. On one hand, being alive was generally considered better than being dead. And on the other was the memory of the pain he had endured, clawed and bitten and beaten, surrounded by that underlying agony that came from the mist roiling from the Lost Son’s chest.  
 
    But memories fade and time heals.  
 
    Not this, he thought. Never this. 
 
    His wriggling stump of a tongue throbbed, swollen and useless. Tattered, bloodstained articles of clothing were animated by the wind, haunting white spectrals fluttering across the empty streets of Knight’s End. Well, not empty. Empty of life, yes. So empty. 
 
    But not empty. Ennis kept his chin held high as he limped along, lest his gaze stray to the hundreds of corpses.  
 
    Surrounded by so much death, the question of why he was alive came back to him. He remembered the last thing Klar-Ggra had said before leading his ravenous Horde away. You shall be our herald of death. 
 
    In Ennis’s mind, he had refused. He would do nothing for these demons. Nothing. He would rather die. But what if warning those still in Phanes could save them? What if being the herald of death could bring life?  
 
    He shook the thought away, because first he had another purpose. A vow to keep. To Rhea. To her brother, Leo.  
 
    Keep him safe. Please. Swear it. 
 
    I will. 
 
    So he ignored the corpses, stumbling his way to the castle, its gates not open but shattered, splintered and cracked in the outer courtyard. Bodies were strewn about like a child’s dolls after a tantrum, missing arms and legs, half-chewed.  
 
    Witnessing the extent of the violence was like having a bucket of cold water dumped on one’s head. My people. Oh Wrath.  
 
    At the same time, Ennis knew a massacre such as this was no different than the silent murders of fatemarked babies that had been sanctioned by the western throne for decades. All in the name of a god they didn’t truly understand.  
 
    Ennis was ashamed.  
 
    We brought this on ourselves. He wasn’t being self-righteous, for he knew he was to blame too. We all are. Because we did nothing. Which, in his mind, was the same thing as slitting the babies’ throats by his own hand.  
 
    He hated himself. Self-loathing churned in his gut, forcing him to stop, doubling over to vomit the little that was left in his stomach. Crows wheeled about overhead, cawing, which likely meant the Horde had not yet gone far. He could find a weapon, follow them, try to kill as many of them as he could as they slept. Or perhaps he could kill Klar-Ggra himself. Yes. He would do it. He had to do it.  
 
    He spat out a wad of bitterness and walked on, glad to have a new purpose. An honorable objective worthy of a soldier of the west. He didn’t care about being a hero, only about stopping the menace that had done this to the proud city he’d once loved.  
 
    But first… 
 
    Confirmation.  
 
    He took a deep breath and entered the palace, sobered by what he knew he would find. He’d seen two dead brothers on this very day, but he was not so desensitized to death that he didn’t dread seeing a dead cousin, and a boy at that. Still, his vow chained him to this path, and he would not avoid it. The boy deserved a witness, if only to clean his body and bury him in the Loren crypt.  
 
    I will do this thing. Rhea, I’m sorry I failed you. But I will do this thing. 
 
    Ennis knew the search could take hours. In the pandemonium, who knows where the boy might’ve run off to in his haste to escape. No, he thought, Sai wouldn’t have allowed it. He would’ve confined Leo to his quarters, protected by the finest palace guardsmen.  
 
    Ennis stopped briefly in front of the wide marble staircase, remembering the day that Rhea, who’d been missing for hours, stood on this very spot and declared her claim on the throne. He could scarcely believe all that transpired since then. So much evil. So much good. So many changes wrought on the players in this great game of life, not the least of which were in himself.  
 
    On the wall in front of him was a painting. The Eye of Wrath, watching all, a silent witness. He ignored its gaze, reminding himself it was only an artist’s rendition, though he sensed it following him as he started forward once more.  
 
    He mounted the staircase, stepping carefully around the bodies, steadying himself on the finely carved balustrade. The staircase curled both to the left and the right, creating two narrower staircases that reached the next floor. Ennis took the left fork, which led to the children’s quarters. More corpses, an entire pile of them gathered in front of the very room that was his destination.  
 
    The door was blown open, hanging from a single hinge, creaking as it shifted back and forth on a stiff wind that tore from the open balcony door and through the spacious room meant for only a single boy.  
 
    The mound of bodies was too large to step over, so Ennis steeled himself and closed his eyes, clambering over them on hands and knees. He didn’t want to see the faces, for there was a good chance he knew all or most of them from his time posing as a castle guardsman.  
 
    Inside, he stood, surveying the room, which was in a state of disarray. There were claw marks on much of the furniture, gouged deep into the wood. The bed’s mattress was dumped unceremoniously on the floor, feathers sprouting at odd angles where the fabric had been torn. If Leo had been hiding under the bed, he would’ve been revealed through the slats, several of which were broken.  
 
    A mirror lay nearby, shattered, and Ennis was reminded of when Rhea’s mirror had been broken for a different purpose, though no less dark.  
 
    But still, his eyes found no body. He frowned, puzzling over the room, his gaze settling on the balcony door, which swung open and closed, rattling against the exterior wall every so often.  
 
    He strode across the room, mirrored glass crunching underfoot, pummeled by the wind tunnel the pair of open doors had created. He stepped outside, preparing himself for the worst.  
 
    A table and two chairs was overturned, but other than that there was no sign of a struggle, not even a single drop of blood marring the marble floor. Swallowing, he moved to the railing, easing over to look down.  
 
    He cringed, for the palace gardens were swamped with bodies. He forced himself to review each one, but saw none small enough to be a child. When he tore his eyes away, he was certain none of them were Leo. 
 
    Darker thoughts assailed his mind.  
 
    Because if the boy wasn’t here, it meant they had taken him, either dead or alive—he didn’t know which was worse.  
 
    But why? To use against their enemies? Why leave so many other corpses but take the body of a small child?  
 
    He reentered the room, continuing to think. Even if Leo hadn’t put up a struggle, there would’ve been blood, their claws tearing his skin as they took him. And it was clear they had been searching for him, as evidenced by the ripped mattress and open balcony door.  
 
    But what if they hadn’t found him?  
 
    Was it possible he had escaped? And if so, where would he have gone? The palace had been swarming with barbarians, so he would’ve needed to hide.  
 
    That’s when a memory came to him, so old and dusty it felt like an ancient relic, long-forgotten but of great value to the finder.  
 
    He had been playing hide and seek with Rhea, who was only eight and filled with boundless energy. She’d found him several times and he’d found her. But each time he looked for her, it took longer to locate her hiding spot. Clever girl, he’d thought at the time, as she seemed to be learning from her failures. Until, finally, he couldn’t find her, though the boundaries of their game had been confined to only a handful of rooms.  
 
    Eventually, he’d given up, sighing as he sat on her bed. “Rhea, if you can hear me, you win. I cannot find you.” 
 
    Giggles arose, far closer than he expected and yet muffled. As he turned toward the sound, Rhea, still laughing, spilled from a large wooden wardrobe he’d searched thoroughly, pushing aside the two-deep rows of purity dresses hanging from the rod.  
 
    “How…” he said as he stood. Rhea was grinning from ear to ear, utterly pleased with herself.  
 
    Ennis patted her on the head and swam through the dresses, searching for an answer. Finding none. Though she was small, there was nowhere for even her to hide.  
 
    “You must be able to turn yourself invisible,” Ennis said, turning back to her, which drew another peal of laughter.  
 
    “Nay,” she said.  
 
    “Then you turned yourself into a dress.” 
 
    “Nay nay.” 
 
    “You can walk through walls?” 
 
    More giggles. “Nay nay nay! There’s a false back to the closet, silly. Father had it installed in all our rooms. For our safety, he said. But I hide there for fun.” 
 
    Ennis had laughed at the time, shaking his head. “Aren’t you afraid of the dark?” he’d asked.  
 
    “Of course not,” Rhea had replied, as if it was a foolish question. “None of us are. We’re Lorens.” 
 
    Now, in a world that seemed twice darker than the one in his memory, Ennis strode toward the large wooden wardrobe. It, too, bore claw marks. One of its swinging doors was gone, and the other lay nearby. The clothing was on the ground, along with various other knickknacks—toy soldiers, several rocks, a pair of riding gloves… 
 
    The chest was empty, searched thoroughly. Even more thoroughly than he had searched Rhea’s closet during a game of hide and seek all those years ago.  
 
    But not thoroughly enough, he thought, a flower of hope blooming in his chest.  
 
    He eased forward, probing with his fingers around the edges of the back panel. He wanted to warn the boy that it was just him, but he knew his tongue-less garble might only scare him more.  
 
    There! His finger found a small notch, barely wide enough to get his fingernail into. He dug it in, pulling back. The wooden panel stuck at first, but then scraped against the side and clattered free.  
 
    “Zio?” he said, unable to form the required L-sound.  
 
    Ennis had expected—had hoped—to find a boy in hiding, trembling and shivering with fear.  
 
    Instead, he uncovered a brave lion, who lunged at him with dagger in hand.  
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    Although, battered and bruised, Ennis hadn’t expected to be attacked, he was still a seasoned soldier who’d spent much of his life on the training grounds or in combat. His reflexes had kicked in and he’d bobbed left and down, avoiding being stabbed, grabbing the boy’s wrist to prevent another slash. Still, Leo had struggled, trying to land a blow with his other hand, which was knotted in a determined fist.  
 
    He couldn’t avoid the punch, which glanced off his jaw as they both tumbled backward into the pile of discarded clothes. There, he’d managed to subdue the prince’s arms and legs as they kicked and punched. “Offa me!” the boy had cried. “Get offa me!” 
 
    Now, they sat side by side on his bed. Ennis was looking at him, but Leo was looking at his hands, which were clasped together in his lap, his knuckles white. After a few moments of silence, the boy cocked his head to the side and met his gaze.  
 
    “Knight’s End is destroyed?” 
 
    Such innocence in that question. Ennis tried to say, “Some of the buildings have been burned, but it’s not completed destroyed. But many of the people are dead,” but it came out like oatmeal, all mushy and wet. They all are. Except us. Except you, precious boy, thank Wrath. 
 
    Somehow, the boy seemed able to translate most of the words. “I don’t understand. What are those things? Why did they attack us?” 
 
    Ennis pointed to the balcony. Mouthed You saw them? 
 
    “Of course. There were no warning bells, but Cousin Wheaton made me come in here. He said not to open the doors for anyone. I didn’t. I watched for a while, but it didn’t seem real. None of it seemed real.” 
 
    The boy’s voice had a hollow quality to it, as though he hadn’t really been there, but was only recounting what someone else had told him. His mind is trying to protect itself, Ennis thought. Good. Maybe there is still hope for him. Ennis waited for him to continue. 
 
    “I heard loud sounds outside. Like animals. Snarling. The guards were yelling and cursing. I heard fighting, but I wasn’t scared. I knew I could fight, but I wouldn’t disobey Cousin Wheaton. I like him.” 
 
    A swell of sadness crashed through Ennis. At the same time, he mapped out all the alternative routes through the city to avoid the main square. “I ike him shoe,” he said, hoping Leo would understand. I liked him, he corrected in his mind. Oh Wrath. 
 
    “Is he dead too?” 
 
    Ennis could not lie to this strong-willed courageous boy. But he also could not speak a single word, and not only because of his tongue. He nodded. 
 
    “And Sai?”  
 
    Another nod.  
 
    Leo looked back at his hands. “But Rhea is alive? You said before she’s still in Phanes. Right?” 
 
    Ennis closed his eyes. Opened them. Nodded twice, to both questions. As far as he knew, she was safe. But none of them were safe so long as the barbarians roamed the Four Kingdoms. Still, his plan to hunt them, to try to assassinate their leader had vanished the moment he’d discovered Leo alive. Now, protecting this boy was his only mission.  
 
    “We need to warn them,” the boy said. His teeth were locked together, his jaw jutting out in determination.  
 
    You shall be our herald of death. Ennis shook his head. Pointed to the floor. We’re staying here, he tried to convey. 
 
    “No!” Leo said, raising his voice suddenly. He rose to his feet. “We have to warn them. It’s our duty.” 
 
    And what good will it do? Ennis wondered. They already knew what was coming. They already knew about the Horde. But do they know the leader is fatemarked? No one had said anything about that. And if the information might help them in the war… 
 
    Ennis sighed, his need to keep his promise to Rhea warring with his loyalty to this land. And what kind of example would he be to Leo if they hid themselves away as the world was destroyed by the greatest evil it had ever known? 
 
    He nodded. The boy’s entire body relaxed, as though he’d been ready to fight if he needed to. He fell into Ennis’s tired, bruised arms. “Thank you, cousin,” he said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Nine 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    He found General Jormundar standing near the throne, close enough to touch it. There was a haughty air about him and everything about the situation felt like a challenge.  
 
    One Gareth was prepared for.  
 
    “General,” he said. “You’ve been busy.” He stepped past him, his shoulder barely brushing the general’s armor as he sat in the throne, swelling his chest to fill it, resting his arms on the sides.  
 
    The general took a step back. Good, Gareth thought.  
 
    “Have I?” Several strands of his long greenish hair had been plaited in a long rope that hung from left temple to his waist, resting just over the hilt of his longsword. For the Orians, it was a symbol of impending war. A call to battle.  
 
    “Aye. Last we spoke, your loyalty to the Ironclads was secure, but now…” 
 
    “Nothing has changed. But I am also loyal to the dead Ironclads, and your father, your brothers, would not allow this farce of a decision to move forward.” Gone was the conviction to support Gareth’s decision from before. Instead, his voice was laced with scathing whip lashes meant to control. 
 
    “Farce?” Gareth said, not rising to the general’s temper. There was more than one way to control a stray pet. The only farce is your deluded belief that you control my legionnaires.” 
 
    The general smiled, and it sent a brief chill through Gareth, though he didn’t show it. “There he is,” he said. “You have a bit of your father in you, after all. The arrogance. Humans and Orians may have formed an alliance all those years ago, but the purest bloodlines will never be dirtied. And a human shall never truly rule Ironwood.” 
 
    Gareth tasted bitterness at the general’s words. He wasn’t ignorant to the pockets of hatred that continued to exist between the co-mingled species, but he never expected to find it within the military. No matter, he thought. The good thing about a single fire, you could throw sand on it and snuff it out.  
 
    “General Jormundar, on behalf of three generations of Ironclads, I would like to thank you for your service to Ferria. Alas, I must also inform you that you are hereby relieved of your duty. Please leave now lest I be forced to make you leave.” 
 
    The general’s face flushed, and the color clashed with his hair. He didn’t move.  
 
    “General…” 
 
    The general stepped forward instead of back, his face livid, his hands clenched at his sides, one closing on his sword hilt, his braid touching the back of his hand. “No. It is you who shall leave, you who are relieved of duty.”  
 
    Heavy footsteps sounded from without the iron throne room, and a dozen tall, broad-shouldered Orian legionnaires filed inside, several with bows already in hand while the rest gripped beautiful gleaming swords.  
 
    The beautiful ugliness of Ironwood, Gareth thought. For some reason, his thoughts went to Roan, who, despite himself, had fallen in love with this forest. He hadn’t been here long enough to see it for what it was: another prison. But it doesn’t have to be, he reminded himself. I won’t allow it. 
 
    “I didn’t want it to be this way,” Jormundar said. “All you had to do was be reasonable. No northerner should ever be permitted to set foot in the east unless their head is on a pike.” The cold viciousness in the general’s tone made Gareth sad first, angry second.  
 
    He said nothing, wishing for a different world, the one Roan had painted for him, where peace was not only a possibility, but a reality. Maybe it is, he thought, but not today. 
 
    “Nothing to say, King Ironclad?” the general said, a note of mocking in his mellifluous tone.  
 
    Gareth stood. He had been a fool to trust this man before, but he wasn’t a fool now. His naivete had been a gift to the general before, but the man’s overconfidence would now be the Orian’s undoing.  
 
    “You are hereby all under arrest, under my authority,” Gareth said. Jormundar gawked at him, though his expression of control hadn’t changed. His pure Orian legionnaires, however, glanced at each other, uncertainty in their eyes.  
 
    “You misunderstand me,” the general said. “This isn’t treason—this is a coup. Step down from the throne or we shall drag you out.” 
 
    Gareth knew it was petty, but he couldn’t help but to anticipate the look on the general’s face when he realized the error he’d made: 
 
    Underestimating me. 
 
    “Arrest them,” he said, keeping his voice low, a barely smoldering fire.  
 
    “You have some nerve—” the general started to say but stopped at the sound of steel being drawn from scabbards. Half a hundred soldiers, men and women, Orian and human, marched inside, surrounding the rebels. Silent arrows were nocked to silent strings, but Gareth didn’t see any of it, because he was watching the general, a mouse who’d thought he had the cheese but who had, in reality, stumbled headlong into the trap.  
 
    The color of his face went from flushed pink to sunrise orange to bright red in a few moments, before draining of all color, as pale as a snowcapped mountain. His teeth locked together as he tried to muster whatever bravado he had left. Despite his attempt, however, there was no mistaking the slight tremor in his voice. “This isn’t over. I underestimated you, that is all. But if you allow the northerners to shelter south of the Mournful Mountains, there will be mutiny. Mark my words.” 
 
    “Thank you for your concern and advice, general,” Gareth said. “But you misunderstand me. I’m not just granting Annise Gäric and her people entry to the east, I’m bringing them here, to Ironwood.” As the general’s jaw dropped and his mouth fell open, Gareth nodded to his soldiers, who moved to arrest the Orians, who did not struggle.  
 
    And though Gareth felt a small measure of satisfaction, he couldn’t help but remember the way the people of Ferria had reacted to the general’s words in the town, how they’d rallied together in their shared belief that the northerners were enemies to be crushed.  
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    Three days later 
 
      
 
    Each side of the rocky, twisting road was lined with a colonnade of fir trees and pines, blue spruce and evergreens, painting a distinct path through the lower foothills of the southern flank of the Mournful Mountains, stretching all the way to the border city of Crow’s Nest.  
 
    Gareth rode at the head of a column of legionnaires, royal flagbearers on either side so there would be no mistake as to their identity. The easterners who lived this far north were a stalwart people who’d survived this long not by asking questions but by answering them. Not once in over three hundred years had a northern soldier reached the flatlands beyond the foothills, and that truth was primarily due to the strength of Crow’s Nest.  
 
    Just ahead, Gareth saw an old crook-backed man with a cane herding a small flock of sheep across the path and onto a relatively flat hill tufted with lush, green grass.  
 
    Gareth frowned. The man seemed completely at ease, unperturbed by the coming invasion. Did something go wrong with the stream I sent? he wondered. No, couldn’t be. He’d sent it himself, although the newly appointed royal stream worker had offered. He’d seen his words vanish into the crystalline waters, so unless the inkreeds for Crow’s Nest had been mismarked… 
 
    The last of the sheep passed in front of them, but the man stopped on the side, watching. He was chewing on a long blade of brittle grass, and he nodded to Gareth as he approached. “Your Highness. We have not had the honor of hosting an Ironclad in almost three years.” 
 
    “It has been too long,” Gareth agreed. “But I wish I were here under better circumstances.” 
 
    The man looked about fifty, though his eyes seemed younger, a pearlescent mixture of blue and gray that made Gareth certain he had Orian somewhere in his ancestry. “There are no better circumstances in Crow’s Nest,” the man said. 
 
    Though Gareth knew it was true, the idea disturbed him, cutting to the heart of everything that was wrong with the Four Kingdoms. “Are you aware of whether Crow’s Nest received the royal stream I sent three days ago?” 
 
    The twinkle in the man’s eyes faded, but somehow it only served to enhance their color even more. “We did, Your Highness. An announcement was made.” 
 
    “So you know about the Horde?” 
 
    “Aye.” There was no change in his tone, which surprised Gareth. Even though he was fairly certain the Horde wouldn’t reach Crow’s Nest for several days, he’d wanted to warn them just in case. But this man seemed as unconcerned by the idea of a cannibalistic army of barbarians as he was about the presence of over three thousand legionnaires on his mountainside. Maybe I should have mentioned the northern refugees, too, Gareth thought.  
 
    “But you’re still herding your sheep like it’s any other day.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Gareth had been here on several occasions, but never stayed more than a night or two under the shadow of the mountain. In many ways, these hill dwellers were an enigma to him.  
 
    The man scratched at the patchy layer of rough gray hair growing on his chin and jaw. “My people have lived on the brink of extinction for many years. That is what life is on the border of a war that never ends. We do not fear death the way others do, for it is our constant bedfellow. So aye, we will plant our fields and plan to harvest them. We will herd our flocks to pasture. And if we die, we die. But we don’t plan to.” 
 
    Though this man was clearly beyond his prime, thinner than most, weathered by wind and time and experience, Gareth felt a certainty that he’d want him at his side in a fight. “Then the east is more secure than I thought. Thank you for educating me.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Your Highness. Now I must attend to my flock, lest your legionnaires starve from lack of meat.” He turned away and strode up the hill. 
 
    Gareth noticed he was no longer hunched over, swinging his cane at his side rather than planting it to assist his climb. The man’s words rang in his ears: 
 
    And if we die, we die. But we don’t plan to. 
 
    Good, Gareth thought. With that attitude, maybe, just maybe, there was still hope.  
 
    But first: it was time to convince the people of Crow’s Nest to open their doors to welcome their enemies into their homes.  
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    A fire blazed happily in the large stone hearth dug into the wall. Mead flowed like water, served in large clay jugs by thickset men and women with steady hands. Meat and potatoes were served in a hearty stew that left Gareth’s stomach feeling warm and full.  
 
    They were in a large, high-ceilinged banquet hall. On the walls were mounted the massive heads of strange mountain-dwelling beasts known as horned kippur. Their antlers were long and curved, ending in anywhere from six to twelve prongs depending on maturity. They were notoriously hard to find and even harder to kill as they sprung agilely from rock to rock across the mountainside. Their hides were also known to be the best type of leather, supple but strong.  
 
    Long tables filled the room from end to end; the one Gareth ate at sat slightly higher than the rest, so he could see everything. He was surrounded by the patriarchs and matriarchs of the families that had lived in this city the longest. There were Cordners and Vastbruns, Friars and Mortons, Stonehalls and Masons, and many more. The lower tables were filled with Gareth’s generals and their captains. The rest of the legionnaires ate outside, under a cloudy sky that smelled of rain though not a single drop had fallen. This time of year, the mountaintops remained capped with snow, but it was too warm for it to fall this low in the foothills.  
 
    Gareth listened to the conversation, much of which was for his benefit. A huge woman that stood a head taller than her red-haired husband, said, “Let ’em barbari’ns come. We’ll roast ’em on a spittle.” Gareth could almost believe her as he watched her sink her teeth into a huge mutton bone after dipping it in the stew.  
 
    Her husband chuckled, wiping the back of his hand across his chin in a fruitless attempt to remove drops of mead from his thick orange beard. “Woman, you would roast your own cousin on a spittle if she looked at you funny.” 
 
    She glared at him, and Gareth couldn’t help but laugh. Though he’d thought he would have less and lesser in common with these people because they lived in the rocky mountains and he in an iron forest, he’d witnessed similar scenes in the banquet hall back in Ferria many times. Easterners, regardless of where they lived, liked to bicker. They were loud and proud. They fought like ore cats and loved like there was no tomorrow.  
 
    Which, these days, might actually be true.  
 
    Still, there was an air of celebration, which again, felt strange. Do these people have no fear? he wondered. At the same time, he couldn’t decide whether they were exceptionally brave or utterly foolhardy. He also wasn’t certain it mattered one way or another. What mattered more than anything was that they were openminded.  
 
    Gareth had given a speech a few hours earlier, all about the strength of the people of Crow’s Nest, how grateful the rest of the kingdom was for their sacrifice and commitment. Next he focused on the enemy they now faced, one without compassion or remorse. One who killed for the sake of killing and no other reason. One woman had cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “Like the northerners!” which Gareth hoped wouldn’t be a prelude of things to come.  
 
    He would’ve loved to delay further, but he also knew mead and meat and the feeling of frivolity was his best bet for sharing the news and the decision he’d made.  
 
    So he stood at the large table. The eyes immediately around him noticed, and their lips closed, conversation ceasing. It took a while longer for the rest of the room to notice, a hushed silence moving across the space like a wave, stealing voices and laughter.  
 
    Gareth said, “People of Crow’s Nest, I thank you for your hospitality. For your food, your drink, your loyalty to the great kingdom I’ve grown up in.” 
 
    “Long live the king!” someone shouted. And another: “Ironclad throne! Ironclad throne!” The chant was soon taken up by the entire room, fists slamming against the wooden tables, rattling silverware and sloshing the contents of overfilled mugs over their sides.  
 
    This was also so normal a scene he might’ve never left Ferria. In some ways, it only made what he had to say harder. He feared disappointing the very people who had kept their lands safe for so long. And yet he had to.  
 
    He waited patiently for the hubbub to die down, and then said, “The Horde is coming.” 
 
    “Rut the Horde!” someone shouted. It was the large woman from earlier, a fierce expression limning her face. “And their dogs too!” her husband added. 
 
    Gareth smiled, nodding. “Your courage is the best of us all. We know this border is safe from the barbarians if they choose to come this way. But they are not the only ones we must be watchful for.” 
 
    Though no one spoke, heads nodded around the room. They all knew of whom he spoke. The northerners. Not one of them had avoided losing loved ones at the hands of their neighbors over the mountains. They’d given as much as they’d taken, but still… 
 
    “Yes,” Gareth said. “The northerners are being pursued by the Horde.” 
 
    “Good,” someone said, but Gareth couldn’t tell who.  
 
    He shook his head. “It is not good. For the first time in the history of the Four Kingdoms, every kingdom, every empire, every land, every people, share the same enemy. The Horde threatens us all.” 
 
    “Here, here!” the large woman said, raising her mug. Others joined her and they clinked them together, taking long swills before slamming them down. Gareth wondered whether they’d be drinking to the next words he spoke. Not likely.  
 
    He raised a hand in the air until the silence resumed. “Which means all the other kingdoms, empires, lands, and people are our allies.” 
 
    The energy in the room shifted in an instant. Eyes narrowed, brows furrowed into frowns. “Whatcha mean?” the tall woman said. She seemed to have trouble with every silence, forced to fill them with the sound of her own voice.  
 
    “What I mean is that now is the time to put aside our differences for a time, to consider how we can best face an enemy that would destroy us all. Queen Annise Gäric herself reached out to me, requesting my aide.” 
 
    “And what did you say?” the woman asked.  
 
    “I said yes,” Gareth said.  
 
    Stunned silence ensued, even from the outspoken woman, who, along with everyone else, stared at him. No one drank. No one moved.  
 
    Gareth said, “Queen Gäric hasn’t responded to my stream. I don’t know if any of her people survived the attack, but if they did, they will eventually come over these very mountains seeking refuge. Would you deny them?” 
 
    More silence, and then: “What do you command, Your Highness?” 
 
    In this case, Gareth was surprised to find it was the boisterous woman, who had pushed back her chair to stand. He remembered her surname. Hardy. It suited her perfectly. “Lady Hardy, I would—” 
 
    “Beggin’ yer pardon, but I’m no lady, Your Highness. Just a woman tryin’ to understand why we might let northern wolves into the chicken hovel.”  
 
    Gareth could tell it wasn’t a challenge, not like General Jormundar’s had been. Her words were filled with naked innocence. This woman was trying to understand, and Gareth could sense the same from the rest of these simple people who’d done so much for all of them over the years.  
 
    Which meant he wouldn’t truss his speech up with elegant words or try to propagandize his message to spin it into something they would be certain to agree with. No, all he had to offer was the simple truth.  
 
    “Because they asked us to.” 
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    Two days later 
 
      
 
    “Darrin is silent. Empty, as far as I could see.” 
 
    The scout clasped a spyglass in one hand, her long fingers wrapped around the iron barrel. When she’d departed Crow’s Nest by royal command, her hair had been a soft violet hue, but was now dark with snowmelt—almost black. She had strong features in the way of her people. If Gareth had to guess, he’d say she was at least half Orian, if not three quarters. That was the reason he’d chosen her for the job—the Orians were known to have exceptional vision, even at great distances. Slowly, over time, they could control their pupils, widening them to improve their vision. The woman’s eyes were nearly fully black now. It was disconcerting, but he forced himself to meet her stare.  
 
    Now, he couldn’t help but wonder if she would betray him like General Jormundar had.  
 
    Stop, he thought. He was tired of all the animosity between races and cultures. Tired of the hate. The east was built on trust and friendship between two vastly different races, the humans and Orians. They’d survived because of their differences, not in spite of them. If he started questioning the loyalty of every Orian in his service, what example would that be for the rest of his people?  
 
    He blinked, realizing the Orian scout was still standing at attention before him, waiting for a response, or to be dismissed. The forest people were keenly perceptive and he wondered how much of his thoughts she had guessed. “And the surrounding area?” he asked. 
 
    “A massive storm system had passed through,” she said. 
 
    “Rain?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Snow.” 
 
    Gareth frowned. The north was a peculiar place. It was awfully late in the season for snow. Why would anyone want to live in such a harsh environ?  
 
    He almost laughed, because he was certain there were plenty of westerners—Rhea Loren included—who would question the sanity of one who wanted to live in a forest made of iron.  
 
    “Your Highness?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m just…tired. Did you see anything else?” 
 
    The woman’s dark eyes refused to meet his now, and Gareth sensed she’d been holding something back the entire conversation, trying to find the right words. “Yes. I couldn’t be certain, for the snow was piled high, but…” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “There were dark spots in the snow. They almost looked ashy. At first I thought they might be black rocks protruding from the drifts, but now I’m almost certain they weren’t.” 
 
    “What were they?” 
 
    “Pools of blood,” she said, her eyes finally meeting his. 
 
    “How do you know? Even with the spyglass…” 
 
    “Fingers and a foot,” she said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They were hard to spot, but amongst the dark spots I saw fingers poking from the snow. Three of them, like little branches. Nearby was a foot. Well, a boot, more accurately. It wasn’t attached to anything.” 
 
    “You could see that level of detail from atop the mountain?” It was a foolish question, Gareth knew—Orians didn’t guess at things, plus their vision was uncanny—but he had to ask. He wanted to hear doubt in her next answer. 
 
    He didn’t. “Yes.” 
 
    Though the response suggested finality, he could sense there was more to be said. He waited patiently, though he felt the hairs on his neck straighten themselves like old hunched over men having discovered the fountain of youth. 
 
    “I also saw…something moving.” 
 
    “Something?” After the level of detail she’d provided on the fingers and boot protruding from the snow, her vagueness was even more disconcerting. 
 
    “They were large. They moved quickly, sometimes on all fours but occasionally reverting to two legs. They were hairless, their skin as pale as the snow around them. That’s why it was hard to make out details. At first I thought they might be some kind of bear or other animal, but the more I watched, the more I knew they were not.” 
 
    The Horde. There was no doubt in Gareth’s mind. Pools of blood. Bodies buried beneath the snow. Had the castle of Darrin been attacked? Had Annise and her people fled for the mountains, seeking the old paths through the stone behemoths, tunnels the easterners had once used to attack the north? Had any of them survived? His next question hung on his lips for a moment, and then fell. “How many?” 
 
    Hundreds. Thousands. A number as great as the salt in the sea, the sand in the desert, the dust in the wastelands of Phanes… 
 
    “Three,” she said.  
 
    “Three? Thousand?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just three. Total. One, two, three.” 
 
    Gareth said, “Scouts?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. They made no attempt to hide themselves from watchful eyes. They moved fast, like they were fleeing, not stopping.” 
 
    Where the hell are the rest of them? Gareth wondered. It would’ve almost been better if the entire Horde were spread out around the city of Darrin. At least then he would know with a certainty where they were and what had happened to the northerners.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “Get some sustenance and rest.” 
 
    She nodded and bowed before leaving Gareth to his thoughts.  
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    Three days later 
 
      
 
    The legionnaires were growing restless. Gareth sat on a gray rock jutting from the hillside, watching them eat and smoke and pass the time playing games. None had openly questioned his orders to remain encamped in the foothills of the Mournful Mountains, but he could sense their frustration. Why should they stay here in the off chance that a few of the northerners were still alive? What was the point?  
 
    He could also sense the growing impatience from the people of Crow’s Nest. On the eve of the first night, when he’d told them about the plight of the northerners and how he wanted to help them, he’d heard grumbles, but not one defied him the way Jormundar had back in Ferria. He’d taken it as a victory, but now he could feel the cold animosity like a fog settling over the whole of the mountain city.  
 
    The smart thing to do was to thank them for their hospitality and move on, leaving them to defend the northeast corner the way they always had. It had been days since he sent that stream to Darrin. Even the slowest, most bedraggled group would take only a handful of days to cross over or through to the east. 
 
    But what if Annise is still alive? What if we can still save some of her people? Gareth knew it could change the relationship between their proud nations for decades to come. And if he left now and Annise and her people stumbled down the flanks of the mountain… 
 
    They would be treated as enemies—killed, or at best imprisoned.  
 
    He gritted his teeth in frustration. For all he knew the Horde was crossing the Spear as he sat idly doing nothing. For all he knew one of his other border cities was being ravaged by the merciless barbarians… 
 
    That was the thought that made up his mind. Yes, he wanted to make peace with his neighbors to the north. Yes, he wanted to help them. But his ultimate responsibility was to his people and the east. He would lead his legionnaires west, sending scouts ahead. Locating the enemy’s main force would be the first priority. From there, war.  
 
    The decision made, he stood and started down the hill. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty 
 
    In the bowels of the Mournful Mountains 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    The snow was spread out before Annise’s feet like a soft blanket, stretching in every direction as far as the eye could see. Pristine. Untouched.  
 
    She turned slowly, trying to remember how she’d gotten here, and why.  
 
    Cries echoed from somewhere, but each time she whirled to locate the source, they seemed to twist, coming from behind her. “Stop,” she said. “Please stop.” 
 
    They did.  
 
    Her lips drew in the icy air, releasing each breath in a hot puff that vanished mere inches from her mouth. 
 
    Annise felt like she was vanishing too, though when she looked at her hands they were as solid as stone.  
 
    “Anniiiiiisssssse,” a voice said, and again she spun, but there was no one there, just a stark, empty snowfield. Except— 
 
    “By the frozen gods…” she murmured, every hair on her body standing up.  
 
    Where a moment earlier had been a sheet of unmarred snow, there was a crimson trail, like someone had painted a wide line of red over the ground.  
 
    She didn’t want to look, didn’t want to see the way the paint—aye, it’s paint, it’s only paint—moved, shifted, flowed.  
 
    It was a river. And, Annise knew in her heart, it wasn’t paint.  
 
    Her feet moved forward, though she swore she had given them no command. Not through the snow, but into the bloody stream. She wore no boots, she realized, and soon her feet and ankles were red, the thick, warm liquid sloshing around her as she walked.  
 
    Again, that voice. “Anniiiiiiisssssse,” and now she recognized it as Tarin’s monster.  
 
    Not Tarin’s monster, the voice said, which was not spoken at all, but hissed in her head. Your monster. 
 
    Annise tried to stop, to scream, “What?” but her feet continued to move of their own accord, following this trail of death. The trail she could now see was littered with bodies, which she trod on underfoot, unable to step over or around them. 
 
    The blood of my people, she realized. My path to safety was paved with their broken bodies, their bones.  
 
    I failed them. 
 
    The monster hissed, Not just themmm. 
 
    Something appeared in the distance—an end to the river of blood and corpses. A stone slab.  
 
    An altar? Annise thought.  
 
    Guess again, the monster said, and she could sense the excitement in its tone.  
 
    She didn’t want to. Didn’t want to see what was up ahead. Wanted to collapse in the snow and close her eyes and never face the people she had failed, the world she had been too weak for, the enemy she’d fled from like a rabbit from a wolf… 
 
    But then she was there, and she managed to stop before she reached what she now knew was a stone casket.  
 
    Death seemed to rise from it like a dark smoke and now it was night, the light sucked from the sky by a dark void. There were no stars nor moons, and yet a swathe of light with no origin spotlighted the casket.  
 
    Not just them, the monster had said. She had failed others. People closer to her. Loved ones. Jonius had been the latest. A shiver ran through her as she realized how many bodies the casket could contain. Her mother. Her brother. Somehow, she knew it wouldn’t be either of them.  
 
    No.  
 
    No. 
 
    It couldn’t be him. It couldn’t be. For if Tarin was in the casket, she would surely die.  
 
    Her feet didn’t force her forward this time, and she sensed it was her choice whether to look.  
 
    I owe him that much. I owe him everything. 
 
    She took one step, but the stone edge continued to block her view.  
 
    Another. She saw a swathe of cloth, pure white. Northern funeral clothes, not unlike the purity garb the westerners wore daily.  
 
    Look, the monster said. Behold the fruit of your reign as Warrior Queen of the North! 
 
    The words were mocking, intended to injure and anger and bloody.  
 
    But she also knew she had to look, even if it destroyed her.  
 
    Her final step was a long stride, bringing her all the way to the casket, her hands gripping the stone edge as she leaned over to stare at— 
 
    Herself.  
 
    She almost laughed because the casket contained a mirror, reflecting her face and body back at her, except— 
 
    Wait.  
 
    Oh frozen gods. Oh frozen hell. Oh no oh no oh gods oh hell I’m 
 
    Dead.  
 
    For it wasn’t a mirrored reflection but a real body. A corpse, its eyes closed and set with small iron shields, cracked but not broken—never broken, never ever broken, except when they were, except when they were shattered by their enemies, bones crunched underfoot, rivers of their blood flowing, flowing—her smooth porcelain skin so pale—where Tarin had touched so many times, his warm fingers trailing fire, but she could never be touched by him again—her chest still, so still, because air would never fill her lungs. 
 
    I am dead. 
 
    Yesss, the monster hissed. Yes, you are. 
 
    She screamed. 
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    Annise awoke with a start, the end of the cry she’d screamed in her dream slipping from her lips in a breathless gush of sound.  
 
    Tarin was by her side in an instant because he’d never left her, not for one moment, not since they’d entered this infernal tomb of darkness. 
 
    They were five hundred and sixty-seven souls, she knew, for Christoff Metz had counted and informed her.  
 
    More had died than had lived.  
 
    And, despite what she’d seen in her dream, she’d survived. Not because she was strong, but because she was weak and Tarin had saved her. Her soldiers, too. And her family and friends, Zelda and Fay and Christoff and…Sir Jonius. I couldn’t save him. 
 
    Him she had failed. The rest she had failed. Perhaps it would’ve been best if she truly was in that cask— 
 
    “Annise,” Tarin said, pressing her head to his chest. “It was only a dream. A nightmare. You are safe.” 
 
    Tears bit at her eyes and she hated them almost as much as herself. For they were both filled with so much weakness, weren’t they? A queen couldn’t cry, couldn’t feel sorry for herself. No matter what happened, she needed to be strong. She thought of her cousin, Rhea, who had defeated Uncle Griswold’s entire armada, who had never wavered before the might of her enemies. Why couldn’t she have been more like her? 
 
    “Annise. Stop. I know what you’re thinking.” Tarin’s voice was soothing, but even that she didn’t deserve.  
 
    Of course he knew what she was thinking. His closeness to her was a double-edged sword at times. Not even her thoughts were her own.  
 
    She heard murmurs nearby, and she wondered how many of her people had heard her cry out in her sleep. She wondered what they all thought of her now.  
 
    Orange firelight played along the edges of Tarin’s strong jawline as he watched her. After the first day traveling in the darkness of the tunnels, the torches they’d brought had dried out enough to paint with oil and light using flint. Now, their light danced across the tunnel’s rough ceiling and walls. “Stop,” he said, stroking her hair with hands that could be as gentle as they were strong. 
 
    “When they needed me most, I faltered,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” Tarin said. “You did.” 
 
    She couldn’t help it, she flinched, surprised by his words, which held no comfort. Good. Good.  
 
    “But I did not,” Tarin said. “Just as you did not when I faltered.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be the type of woman who requires her man to save her.” Tarin chuckled and she leaned back to glare at him. “Something amusing?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “You think I want to be the type of man who’s always saved by his queen lover?” He shook his head. “Neither of us are those people, but that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t save each other when we have the chance. You’ve saved me countless times and I won’t apologize for reciprocating. Now tell me about your dream.” 
 
    She did, and when she had finished, she waited for Tarin to chide her for being affected by something that, when analyzed now, seemed so ridiculous.  
 
    “I don’t know what it means,” he said, “but I have a guess.” His tone was serious, his eyes shadowed.  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “I think it means you are willing to die for everyone we lost, to walk the same bloody path they were forced to follow.” 
 
    “I—” I am. She refused to say it aloud, for fear that it would sound as if she were painting herself a martyr, though it was she who’d survived and not them.  
 
    “Don’t say anything,” Tarin said. “Just know you are not the woman who froze up out there. You are the Warrior Queen of the North, Slayer of Ice Bears, Defender of the Realm.” He lowered his voice as he continued. “Sir Jonius was always proud of you, even at the last. And you are the love of my life, the keeper of my heart and soul. Never forget that, my queen. Never.” 
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    In the tunnels, there was no night and day, only the times between sleeping and waking. The smoke from the torches had nowhere to go, clinging to their clothes and skin and hair, making them cough and struggle to breathe. Eventually they’d been forced to extinguish the torches until only one remained, a beacon of light at the fore of the column.  
 
    Scared children whimpered. Husbandless mothers or wifeless fathers soothed them. Soldiers still wearing bloodstained armor clanked as they walked. Time melted into stone melted into flesh and blood.  
 
    For a time, Zelda volunteered to carry the torch. Annise joined her at the front, a gap between them and the rest of the column, giving the smoke a chance to dissipate in their wake, leaving behind only an acrid stench.  
 
    “The tunnel has no end,” Zelda muttered. 
 
    She’d said the very same several times over the last few days, and Annise was beginning to agree. For all they knew it was curving slightly, sending them in the wrong direction, weeks away from spilling out into Raider’s Pass. Or they could be moving further east, where they would eventually tumble into the whitecapped ocean.  
 
    “It’s only because your legs are so short,” Annise said, trying to overcompensate for her own fears with a jape. “Perhaps Tarin should carry you.” 
 
    “Like a babe in a mother’s arms? Not if the entire Horde were chasing me. Do I look like a woman to be carried?” 
 
    “Yes,” Annise said and her aunt snorted.  
 
    They walked on, several moments of comfortable silence beating in time with their hearts. Then Zelda said, “You are my niece.” 
 
    Though the statement wasn’t more than a simple fact that didn’t need to be voiced, Annise knew what she was trying to say in her Zelda-like way. You are like me. You are strong. You are a warrior.  
 
    “Don’t you start, too, Auntie. I’ve already had the lecture from Tarin.” 
 
    “Good, you should listen to the big lug. And you should listen to me.” 
 
    “Auntie…” 
 
    “I will open your ears myself if I have to.” Annise clamped her mouth shut. “I was a girl of eight. Father said I had a gloomy disposition.” 
 
    “Gloomy? You? Never.” 
 
    “Amusing. Your wit has no end. Shall I continue?” Annise nodded. “There was a man—Bear Blackboots.” 
 
    “The one who raised my brother? Bane?” 
 
    “The one and the same. Back then he was a huntsman in the castle. There was something peculiar about him, so naturally I enjoyed his company. He made me feel like a human being. Treated me like an adult. He had a beautiful white wolfhound. When she hid in the snow you couldn’t see her, so long as her eyes were closed. But when she opened them, they were pools of crystalline blue, as piercing as a cloudless sky. Her name was Serenaia—Naia for short.” The sound of her aunt’s voice was calming, helping to hide if not erase the last weeks for a few, blessed moments. “Something happened one day. I witnessed it. My brother, your father, being his arrogant, foolish self. Naia attacked him. She was only protecting Bear and me.” 
 
    Despite the calming timbre of her aunt’s voice, Annise felt a twinge of dread. Stories that involved her father rarely ended well for anyone but him. “What happened?” 
 
    “My father was forced to have the dog put down.” Annise’s heart beat firmly in her chest. “Bear did it himself.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because I was weak. I told the truth, but no one listened. And then I just let it happen. I should’ve done more.” 
 
    “You were eight. A little girl.” 
 
    Zelda shook her head. Tell me, what kind of girl were you at eight? What would you have done?” 
 
    Annise tried to remember being that age. By then she was already wrestling the boys in the yard—and winning. In her heart, she’d always heard the names they often called her, but she’d never let it show. But when it came to her father… “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “Bollocks. You would’ve thrown yourself in front of that dog before you’d let anyone kill her.” 
 
    “Auntie, you don’t know that.” 
 
    “Frozen hell if I don’t. I know I was an eccentric—and that’s putting it nicely—aunt to you growing up, but I was always watching you. Wishing I had been more like you and less like me. But then again, I didn’t have a woman like Sabria as my mother.” 
 
    Annise frowned. “My mother rarely spoke to me. Now I know why she ignored me, but I didn’t learn anything from her.” 
 
    “And yet she is in you just the same. Did you know I never really stood up to my brothers until I met your mother? It took a different kind of strength to save the north from your father’s oppression. Your mother’s strength. You have that strength in you. And mine. That makes you undefeatable.” 
 
    Annise felt like crying, but she was done with tears. Still, her aunt’s story didn’t change anything. All it showed was that even women of the north showed weakness sometimes. Just like she had at the penultimate point of the battle with the Horde, which could have been disastrous if not for the actions of her loyal supporters.  
 
    Their footsteps scraped and echoed, accompanied by the harsh intake of breath between her lips as the miles of darkness took their toll on Annise’s lungs.  
 
    “Why did you tell me this story now?” Her eyes found her aunt but she only shrugged.  
 
    “Because I’m a mad old woman, that’s why. Who knows why I do anything I do!” 
 
    Annise didn’t laugh, for she knew it was a lie. Zelda had been underestimated her entire life, and yet she’d always survived, always emerged victorious. If anyone should be her role model, it was her self-proclaimed mad, eccentric aunt. 
 
    She opened her mouth to tell her just that when the ground yawned open before them, rocks tumbling into an abyss.  
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    Annise lunged forward, crying out, scrabbling at anything she could get her hands on as her stomach shot into her throat.  
 
    One of her hands found the opposite edge of the chasm and she dug her fingers in as she swung her opposite hand around to find purchase beside it. Darkness collapsed upon her as the torchlight skittered away like the rocks that had shattered beneath their weight.  
 
    Auntie! she thought, but couldn’t give voice to the idea, her very breath stolen by the effort it took to cling to the rough stones.  
 
    Heavy footfalls rang out in the darkness and then a light poured over her. “Annise,” Tarin said, his voice as rough-textured as she’d ever heard it. “Hang on. I’m going to get you.” 
 
    Though she didn’t want him to risk crossing the gap, she still could say nothing, her teeth grinding together in determination. Her toes were balanced precariously on a finger-thin lip of rock but they kept slipping even as she tried to dig them in.  
 
    Carefully, she managed to twist her head around to look down. At first she saw only inky gray and her heart shriveled like a grape left in the sun—she didn’t even scream—but then— 
 
    A pair of white eyes looked up at her. Like her, Zelda’s jaw was set tightly, broad and firm and unrelenting. “Gäric determination,” Archer had always called the expression, though, with his softer features, he had never been able to stake any claim to it. Zelda clung to the rock ten or so feet below Annise, having somehow found the barest shoulder of rock to balance her toes on. Her fingernails were dug into the narrowest of crevices.  
 
    Annise knew in an instant that time was of the essence, her aunt’s arms and legs already quivering from the effort. A weaker person would already be gone… 
 
    Her aunt’s story came back to her in a rush, surrounded by other memories too, so many horrible, wonderful memories assailing her like a swarm of bees, all boiling down to a single point, a single image.  
 
    Her mother—Sabria Loren Gäric. The most courageous woman in the world, because she stood up to the Dread King of the North, though it had eventually cost her her life.  
 
    She is in you. 
 
    An enormous shadow flew past her, the wind of the passing buffeting her, but she ignored Tarin even as he skidded to a stop and flung himself over the precipice to reach for her hand. She ignored him because she was already out of reach, climbing down into the abyss, feeling with her toes for the ill-conceived edges of rock she was forced to rely on to keep her from plummeting into darkness.  
 
    “Annise!” Tarin said, but she ignored that voice, because if she wasn’t the kind of woman who would try to save her aunt, then she might as well let go now. If she was that woman who’d quaked at the fear of death, of failure, and required others to save her, then there was no sense in going on living.  
 
    But now, like a spark flaring in the dark, she knew who she really was.  
 
    A woman of the north.  
 
    A queen of the north.  
 
    And I fear nothing.  
 
    She reached her aunt, growling between clenched teeth: “Grab my ankle.” 
 
    Zelda shook her head. Her determined expression made it clear there was still plenty of fight in her, but she was a woman of the north, too, and she wouldn’t risk her niece’s life to save her own.  
 
    “Auntie! Take my hell-frozen ankle or I will drag us both down into the depths of this mountain—don’t think I won’t.” 
 
    Despite the danger they were both in, she saw the sparkle in her aunt’s dark eyes. Her knuckles were already white, but Annise saw them pale even further, announcing her intentions. Annise steeled herself, tightening her grip, preparing for the added weight.  
 
    Zelda released her hold on the rocks and reached out. For a moment Annise thought she’d misjudged the distance, her fingers clawing at empty air, but then she felt the tightness of their grip on her ankles and the weight as her aunt swung free.  
 
    Annise was almost dragged from the rock just as she’d promised to do to Zelda. Her fingers ached as she held on, her knees beginning to tremble. But then a portion of the weight was relieved and she released the breath that had been trapped in her lungs under the strain. Presumably her aunt’s toes had found something to stand on. “Now what?” Zelda said.  
 
    “We climb.” 
 
    “By the frozen gods,” Zelda muttered, but she didn’t argue as Annise reached for a hold so small she could barely see it. 
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    Annise never thought she would be so glad to see the solid walls and ceiling of the tunnels, but she was. They looked different now—less like a tomb than a corridor limned with possibility. So many of her people were dead—that hadn’t changed and she didn’t want to be in denial about the great losses they had suffered—but against all odds, some of them had survived. Not thousands, but hundreds, a bedraggled group of refugees that didn’t seem to understand the meaning of the words fail or defeat. 
 
    Annise was proud of them. 
 
    The entire column of refugees had crossed the chasm by rigging a rope bridge constructed of leather satchels slung together. They hadn’t lost a single soul in the process. As they passed, they’d each looked upon her with awe, but Annise didn’t bask in it.  
 
    Yes, she had shown her own mettle when she’d saved Zelda’s life, but that didn’t matter to her. All that mattered was that her aunt was alive. My last living relative except for my villainous uncle, she thought, which was a sobering idea. Things could’ve gone very differently in the chasm. The Gäric line could’ve been ended. Once, she might’ve thought the world would be a better place without the Gärics. Now, however, she knew it would be far worse.  
 
    This is my duty. My fate. She might not be fatemarked, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have a role to play in what was to come. Her aunt did too, she suspected.  
 
    Annise stood up, and Tarin said, “Not yet. You need to rest.” He tried to press on her shoulders to ease her back to the ground, but she swatted them away and pushed him in the chest.  
 
    “We leave now,” she said, barging past him.  
 
    Behind her, she heard Zelda say, “You heard the queen. Move out!” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Annise continued to lead, though Tarin kept trying to stride ahead of her in case there were any more pitfalls. She shoulder-barged him into the wall a few times and he gave up, contenting himself with walking abreast.  
 
    He tried to speak to her thrice, inquiring about whether she was in good health, but she just grunted and he gave up. She knew they’d laugh about it later, but for now she was of a single concentration: escaping the tunnels.  
 
    Hours passed in silence. Annise knew they were beyond their usual stopping time. Her mouth was dry, her stomach clenching from hunger, her legs sore, but she refused to quit, and she knew without a doubt in her mind that the northerners behind her wouldn’t falter either, not until their legs crumbled beneath them. 
 
    And then she saw it, up ahead. An arc of light. It wasn’t particularly bright, but next to the gloom of the tunnel it might’ve been a glowing beacon. Annise started to run. Behind her, she heard her people give chase.  
 
    Toward the light they went.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-One 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Crow’s Nest 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    The sun had begun its descent, and, at least to Gareth, seemed to fall far faster than usual. 
 
    You had no choice. You could not remain in Crow’s Nest forever, hoping for miracles. 
 
    Still, Gareth hated to leave, for he longed for a ray of hope in a world that seemed covered in ash.  
 
    Desiring to gaze upon the mountain while on its flanks one last time, he steered his horse aside and gestured for his legionnaires to pass. Rising above them, the switch-backed trail seemed reminiscent of the path of his life, crooked and unpredictable. For some reason, he remembered the shepherd he had met when they’d first arrived. The man’s casual air of fearlessness. That, in some ways, was a true ray of hope.  
 
    Greedily, he let his gaze linger on the snowcapped mountains cloaked in thick gray clouds. He worked his way down their flanks, until the snow gave way to formidable black cliffs, and then, nestled beneath them, the hardy stone city of Crow’s Nest.  
 
    He was about to turn away when something caught his eye. A flag was being raised up a pole. Not the crossed swords sigil of the east, which was already flapping in the breeze, but an arrow aimed toward the north. Gareth’s heart quickened as he had never actually seen this flag raised, though he’d learned its meaning as a young boy.  
 
    An invasion from the north. 
 
    He dug his heels into his horse’s flanks and charged back up the mountain, shouting orders.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    She emerged from the tunnel blinking, her vision assaulted by the light, which was so powerful it left her seeing spots.  
 
    Others crowded behind her, and she could hear the excitement in their murmurs.  
 
    But as her vision cleared, her arms shot out to her sides, blocking the way forward.  
 
    What have I done? she thought, watching as the line of soldiers charged up the hill toward the mouth of the tunnel, weapons already drawn, slashing the air at their sides.  
 
    Her options were few: retreat back into the tunnel, where they would surely be pursued and caught; fight, right here and now, despite knowing they were exhausted and sorely outnumbered; or surrender and face the mercy of the east, a people who they’d fought against, and killed, for decades, long before she was born.  
 
    Annise stepped forward, into the light, just as several of the soldiers skidded to a stop. At least three of them were of Orian descent, and these ones raised bows, training them on Annise’s heart.  
 
    Behind her, Tarin said, “Annise. Back away slowly. Get behind me.” 
 
    She knew he was only being his typical, chivalrous self, but she didn’t try to hide the venom in her tone as she said, “No.” 
 
    “You are our prisoners,” one of the Orians said. “Lay down your arms or you will die.” 
 
    Annise took a step forward, and again her answer was, “No.” 
 
    Expert fingers clenched bowstrings as the archers adjusted their aim.  
 
    “Last warning,” the spokesman said. “You are on eastern sovereign land. Any act outside of surrender will be considered an act of war.” 
 
    Annise lifted her chin and said, “I am Queen Annise Gäric, ruler of the north and defender of my stubborn people. We have been through fire, ice and darkness to reach your sovereign lands. We bear weapons, but we shall not use them while in the east unless provoked. You have my word, as you have my word that we will not hand them over. If it is bloodshed you want, you shall have it.” 
 
    She heard Tarin growl behind her, and she knew he’d released the monster.  
 
    She took another step forward, and she could see the doubt in the soldiers’ eyes. She frowned. Why would they doubt themselves? she wondered. They have the numbers, weapons and strength. Unless… 
 
    More soldiers poured into the area below them. More arrows pointed in their direction. There were hundreds already and hundreds more coming. Somewhere far below, she saw a trail, the telltale shimmer of plate reflecting along it.  
 
    Thousands, she thought. We’ve stumbled into an entire army.  
 
    “So this is what it comes to,” she whispered to herself. Her pleas had fallen upon deaf Ironclad ears. To her surprise, she felt no fear, the certainty of fate urging her forward. She drew her Evenstar, stepping carefully down the rocky trail that led to the area now filled with eastern legionnaires.  
 
    She stopped before them, dozens of arrows trained upon her. Hands gripping steel. Hard eyes burning into her, years of hate in those stares. But still, she sensed something giving them pause. Doubt. But why? 
 
    “Well,” she said. “Who shall be first? At least give me the honor of a fair fight.” The steadiness in her own tone gave her energy. I am my mother. I am Zelda. And, perhaps, she was a little bit of her father, too. The stubborn, fearless part.  
 
    A commotion arose from the crowd, though she could not determine the cause. But then the ranks of soldiers began to part down the middle, each man and woman stepping aside to create a narrow path wide enough for only a single rider to pass.  
 
    One such rider galloped through, his clean-shaven face young and fair, the hair atop his helmless scalp of a reddish hue, tangled and messy, almost as if he’d just woken up. He brought his steed to a stop before her. His eyes remained on her the entire time as he swung his leg over his horse’s back and dismounted, landing with the practiced ease of one who’d grown up learning the art of equestrian as a child of the north might practice throwing snowballs at her siblings.  
 
    He stepped forward, closing the gap between them. Annise’s hand tensed on her hilt, but he never moved to draw his own weapon. “I received your stream,” he said, and though she now knew exactly who he was, she detected none of the haughty regal air she expected.  
 
    “Your Highness,” she said. “Why didn’t you respond? A simple yes or no would’ve sufficed.”  
 
    He frowned. “I did, Your Highness. I sent a stream to Darrin six days hence.” 
 
    This, more than anything, surprised her. “We left the castle six days ago.” 
 
    “The Horde pursued you,” he said. There was no question in his voice.  
 
    “Yes. How do you know that?” 
 
    “My scout saw evidence of a struggle. I assumed the worst.” 
 
    “We…survived. Some of us. Now you would take us prisoner?” Over my dead body, she added in her head.  
 
    “Prisoner? No. I have heeded your call. And had you read my stream, you would know my simple answer was three letters, not two. Yes. The answer is yes. Queen Annise Gäric, by royal decree, welcome to the east. May you find our hospitality somewhat greater than that of the Horde.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART III 
 
      
 
    Shanti   [image: ]   Roan   [image: ]   Gwen 
 
    Raven   [image: ]   Lisbeth   [image: ]   Shae 
 
    Rhea   [image: ]   Bane   [image: ]   Whisper 
 
    Falcon   [image: ]   Helmuth 
 
      
 
    “The scales of justice are not borne on one man’s shoulders alone. 
 
    No, by necessity they must be supported by all who walk the earth, 
 
    or there shall never be justice for any of us.” 
 
    Jai Jiroux, deceased 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Shanti Parthena Laude 
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    In the south, it was said the descent into madness could start with something as insignificant as stepping on a slug.  
 
    Shanti knew nothing about slugs, but she knew about death and loss and struggle. Yes, and the madness of a world sick with an incurable disease. She knew about people worthy of life. Her father—deceased. Her sister—deceased. Her mother—deceased. Jai Jiroux.  
 
    Jai Jiroux. 
 
    When Shanti had met him, she had immediately sensed something in him, something special. To learn of his fatemark…it had changed her, grown a seed of hope into a tree, strong and thick-limbed and 
 
    And 
 
    Now 
 
    Cut down like a mere sapling, kindling to the fires of madness burning its way across the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    Falcon Hoza was speaking to her, but she heard nothing except the rush of blood through the veins in her temples.  
 
    Why keep fighting when one kept losing? She knew to voice such a thought, even to her closest friend, Sonika Vaid, would label her as weak. And she wasn’t weak—not by a long shot. 
 
    She was simply tired, weary to the core of her heart, the marrow of her bones. And, she was beginning to believe, the world was exhausted too.  
 
    She knew she could’ve left with the Black Tears, when they departed for Calypso, off to find Sonika’s long lost brother, Gat. Sonika had practically begged her, but Shanti had merely turned over in bed and pretended to sleep. It was, perhaps, the worst thing she had ever done. 
 
    Not for long, she thought, a plan forming in her mind.  
 
    Falcon was speaking to her again, and this time she unstopped her ears and listened to the end of what he was saying. “…ruler to ruler, perhaps I can recall them, reason with them to return to Phanes, to join forces to fight this great evil.” 
 
    They were words of hope whispered into a world with none. Shanti nodded along, stripped of any conviction. Yes, Falcon Hoza was a good man, but that didn’t change the fact that he needed to die.  
 
    They all needed to die. 
 
    That was the only gift Shanti had left to give; after all, death was a mercy in this horrible world.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    The stream network was of no use without the proper inkreeds, so Roan was forced to track down an old Phanecian birdkeeper who’d been training pigeons as a hobby. He bore a gleam in his watery eyes that seemed one part excitement and ten parts mischief.  
 
    “Will they fly?” Roan asked him as he handed over the messages he’d scrawled.  
 
    “Yes. But to where is the question.” 
 
    Roan drew the scrolls back sharply. “I thought you said—” 
 
    “A quip, nothing more,” the man said, easing his hand forward toward Roan. “They are intelligent birds. They will reach the destinations you’ve requested.” 
 
    Roan sighed. It wasn’t like he had a choice. He had to warn Gareth and Raven. Even Sai Loren deserved to be warned. Four more rulers were going to die, whether it was by Bane’s hand or not. He handed the messages over and watched as the narrow-eyed man tethered them to his pigeons’ feet. One for the west. One for the east. One for Calypso. He’d even prepared one for the north, though he knew not where to send it. Darrin was the logical place for Queen Gäric and her people to flee toward if the Horde was upon them.  
 
    Four rulers. Four. 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne and the two halfmarked waited patiently by his sides, watching as the man coaxed each bird from the cage, cradling them in his rough hands, whispering into their ears. Releasing them with a flutter of wings and spray of feathers. They flew, first out of the canyons and then beyond sight. Roan could only hope the messages would be received by the intended audiences and that they responded in kind. If even some of them traveled back to Phanes, it could change everything.  
 
    Lisbeth said, “They will make it.” 
 
    Roan glanced at her. Once he looked upon her wispy form, he found it hard to look away. It wasn’t just her beauty that captivated him, but the aura that seemed to surround her. He felt nothing romantic toward her, but still…she was a sight to behold, even if her glassy eyes never met his, instead trained on his chest. They always seemed to look directly at where his lifemark was painted, invisible. “You can see into the souls of birds?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, but it would kill them. I was just trying to be hopeful.” 
 
    Roan breathed out a laugh. Sometimes he had to remind himself that she was as fresh to this world as Rhea’s nameless newborn babe. “Have you managed to draw anything else to you?” he asked.  
 
    At this, Lisbeth frowned. He could see the frustration in her expression. This was a woman who wielded incredible power, and he could tell that her own inability confounded her like a great runner who’d broken an ankle and was confined to bedrest. “The skill eludes me.” 
 
    “You did it once—you will do it again.” Somehow, when Roan was drowning at the bottom of the Well of Truth, a single moment before his lungs filled with water and he breathed in liquid death, she had pulled him from the depths. Not with her hands, but with her powerful mind.  
 
    The only problem: she didn’t know how she did it, and she’d been unable to repeat the feat, which they’d begun referring to as drawing. He had two of the best minds in the Four Kingdoms helping him research anything that might reference the abilities of the soulmarked. If nothing else, it kept Lady Windy from meddling in other things, as she was apt to do if she grew too bored. Yela, of course, was assisting her, which mostly meant the young Calypsian girl was doing all the work while Windy sipped thick, noxious tea.  
 
    “Thank you,” Lisbeth said, drawing Roan back to the present.  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For your confidence in me.” 
 
    Roan was flabbergasted. “You saved us all in the Bloody Canyons. Why wouldn’t I be confident in you?” 
 
    Her sightless eyes seemed to drift to some faraway place. “Because I have failed so many times. My own soul is painted with blood.” 
 
    Roan was troubled by her words, for though he had no soul-seeing fatemark, he could sense the purity of her soul. “Whatever your past, you’ve long atoned for it.” 
 
    She gave no indication that she’d heard his words, turning away, seeming to float as she departed, her feet hidden beneath her blue, silky dress. 
 
    Shae Arris, one of the halfmarked, said, “We still have the fatemarked. You. Sir Dietrich. Lisbeth. Erric and I can strengthen you when you face the Horde. The Phanecians will support you as well.” 
 
    “Bane?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. We will support Bane too, if you trust him.” 
 
    “I do.” He was surprised by how quickly he affirmed it. But it was true, Bane was fighting for the same thing as they all were, even if it didn’t look like it sometimes. “You should tell him that.” The truth was, Roan hadn’t seen Bane in a couple days. Though it wasn’t unusual for the shadowy boy to appear and disappear at a moment’s notice, Roan was worried what he might do when left to his own devices. He didn’t kill Falcon Hoza when he had the chance, he reminded himself. That had to count for something.  
 
    “We will,” Shae promised. “We could use the heromarked’s help too.” 
 
    “I know.” Roan had answered too quickly. Gwen was on his mind often. He hated that they couldn’t talk the way they used to. Whether their words were soft or hard, they’d always been able to speak openly to each other. But now…she was as distant as a star to him.  
 
    Come back to me, Gwendolyn, he thought. But, like Lisbeth Lorne, he could not draw her to him with only his mind. No, it would take much more than that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Gwendolyn Storm felt naked under the open sky of the desert peninsula of Calyp. What she wouldn’t give to climb a tree, preferably one sheathed in iron. However, inside the cavernous pyramid, she felt better, the rocky ceiling providing shade and a sense of comfort. 
 
    As she watched the red dragon sleep, her massive, scaled chest rising and falling with each mighty breath, Gwen wondered whether she would ever see Ironwood again.  
 
    “You don’t have to stay here, you know,” Raven said, reading her mind. “This isn’t a time for false loyalty. Nor for running. You can go home.” 
 
    “I have no home,” Gwen said, surprised by her own words. Ironwood was her home, wasn’t it? Though that was where she longed to be, she sensed it would feel empty without Roan, as it had the last time she was there. And yet she couldn’t go back to Phanes either. She couldn’t disappoint Roan again.  
 
    So she was in Calypso, feeling as out of place as a barracuda in a puddle.  
 
    “Well, you can borrow mine for now. Just don’t get too comfortable. Eventually I’ll make you earn your keep.” 
 
    Gwen’s eyes met Raven’s and held. It was odd looking upon a Calypsian, a dragonrider, and a Sandes to boot, and not feeling even a shred of animosity. Her fires of revenge had finally been doused. Roan would be proud of her. Then why can’t I go back to him when he needs me the most? 
 
    Because I’m an ore-forsaken fool, she thought.  
 
    “Thank you,” she finally said, breaking off her stare.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with your aunt?” Gwen asked, wanting to change the subject. 
 
    Now it was Raven’s turn to look uncomfortable. “Whisper thinks I should execute her.” 
 
    For once, Gwen found herself agreeing with the girl. Viper Sandes was dangerous, and not just because of her name. “She committed treason. In most places the punishment for such a crime is death.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “I’m not the empress and she’s not my aunt.” 
 
    “But if you were and she was?” 
 
    Gwen didn’t hesitate this time. “She would die.” 
 
    Raven nodded, and she seemed resigned to the answer, as if she had expected it all along. “I know. What she did was unforgivable. She almost ruined everything.” 
 
    At that moment, Goggin appeared in the doorway, filling the entire frame with his bulk. He was dripping sweat and breathing heavily. It was a long hike from the palace to the pyramid that once housed the dragonia—now reduced to a single dragon. “We have visitors,” he finally managed to get out.  
 
    “Whom?” 
 
    “She calls herself Sonika Vaid. There are other women with her too. Warrior types. They claim to have come from Phanea. They said you would be expecting them.” 
 
    Raven glanced at Gwen, and she nodded. “Go. You invited them, after all.” 
 
    “Will you be all right?” 
 
    Gwen’s first instinct was always to shun such compassion, but she kept her tone even. “I’m fine. I am not made of glass.” 
 
    Raven stood. “Then you won’t break if I do this.” She shoved her hard and then darted away, leaving Gwen sprawled on the rocky floor. Sideways, she saw a single large eye staring at her. 
 
    The urge to bolt upright surged through her, to draw her bow, to fight this creature of destruction… 
 
    You could try, Siri said, speaking directly into her head, but I will win. 
 
    “I might surprise you.” 
 
    Because of your fatemark? Every dragon is born with a fatemark. 
 
    Gwen remembered she didn’t need to speak aloud for the dragon to hear her. Truly? 
 
    A deep-throated chuckle. It’s called dragonfire. 
 
    At the reminder, another flower of anger bloomed in her chest. She knew dragonfire. Dragonfire had consumed Ironwood all those years ago.  
 
    I wasn’t there, Siri reminded her. When I came to Ironwood, I delivered Raven to your king. 
 
    And killed his brother. 
 
    I was in chains. I was frightened. Dragons are not meant to be imprisoned. Why do you think we have wings? 
 
    Siri rolled over and stretched, her leathery wings curling around her sides. Gwen said, Why haven’t you tried to kill me? It was a question that had been nagging at her for days.  
 
    Why haven’t you tried to kill me? I can feel the vengeance in your heart every time you look upon me.  
 
    Not every time, Gwen thought.  
 
    Most every time.  
 
    Aren’t you angry with me? I killed a dragon. Don’t you want vengeance too? Again, the dragon laughed. What’s so amusing? 
 
    You think I care that you killed Cronus? I hated that bastard anyway! 
 
    Despite herself, Gwen laughed. A rival? 
 
    Hardly, the dragon scoffed. He was all bulk and no brains. I defeated him in the testing time and time again. You did this world a service by killing him. The dragonmaster too. Shanolin.  
 
    Glad to be of service then. 
 
    Siri rolled over again, her radiant red scales shimmering in the torchlight. It was strange, Gwen had never thought of dragons as beautiful creatures, but now she couldn’t deny their allure. Siri was as breathtaking as she was fierce.  
 
    What do you think Raven will do about her aunt? she asked.  
 
    Raven is like you. Her heart is as big as the sun, but she hides it behind armor as thick as dragon’s scales. She will do whatever she must to keep her people safe. 
 
    Good, Gwen said. That is good.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Raven Sandes 
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    “Any of the Black Tears catch your fancy?” Raven teased. She knew Goggin was pining after her, but she loved watching the charming brute squirm. “Any possible wives in their lot?” 
 
    “Who?” Goggin said, playing cool. He extracted a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his broad forehead, which was sheened with sweat. 
 
    They were traveling back to the city on guanikback, the long reptilian creatures bouncing with each step. The sun was like a boiling cauldron, making the very air seem to bubble and shimmer with heat. Raven breathed in the hot air, loving every bit of her freedom. After being forced to fight in the pits of Zune, she would never again take anything for granted.  
 
    The first thing she’d done upon reaching Calypso was to send a royal decree to Zune to shut down the pits, something she should’ve done the moment she’d become empress. There would be chaos and backlash, she knew, but eventually the people would find something else to gamble away their coin on.  
 
    “You know, those gorgeous rebel warriors with the black tears tattooed on their cheeks?” Raven said, still trying to get Goggin to rise to the bait.  
 
    The commander of the guanero didn’t flinch, which Raven couldn’t help but appreciate. “I barely noticed them. I am a changed man. I am no longer looking for another ex-wife.” 
 
    Raven laughed. “Then what are you looking for?” 
 
    His eyes met hers, and his was the most serious expression she’d ever seen cross his face. “A partner in life,” he said. 
 
    Raven forced her head forward again. “Oh? That’s good, Goggin. That’s good.” It wasn’t that she didn’t find him entertaining. Or unattractive, in a brutish, pick-you-up-and-carry-you-to-bed-over-his-shoulder kind of way. In another world, she could even see herself enjoying a life of laughs and fantastic lovemaking with him.  
 
    But in this world, she had no luxury of romance or happiness. Certainly not now, when a great Horde was sweeping across the land like the plague that had swept across Calyp on multiple occasions. And she didn’t want to hurt him by giving him hope that there would ever be something more between them. 
 
    “Goggin?” 
 
    “Yes, my empress.” 
 
    “Thank you for being you.” She met his gaze once more, and she could see the familiar amused sparkle had returned to his eyes. 
 
    “You’re welcome. Did I ever tell you about my third wife?” 
 
    She laughed and settled in for the story, which would carry her all the way into Calypso.  
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    After Goggin delivered her to their guests, he stepped back, puffing out his chest. To his credit, his eyes remained trained on the wall, and not on the half-dozen women clad in tight-fitting leathers sheathed with all manner of weaponry. They were indeed a sight, and Raven was certain they’d turned heads from the moment they entered the city.  
 
    At least three-dozen soldiers separated them from the empress. 
 
    “They refused to relinquish their weapons,” Goggin said.  
 
    “So I see. Let them approach.” 
 
    “Your Highness…” 
 
    “It’s fine. They will not harm me.” 
 
    The soldiers reluctantly parted, creating a path. Their hands remained vigilantly on their hilts, however, prepared to defend their empress at a moment’s notice.  
 
    “Welcome to Calypso,” Raven said as the Black Tears approached.  
 
    Sonika Vaid stepped in front of the others. “Where is my brother?” 
 
    Raven almost laughed at the woman’s audacity, but then she remembered that this woman had struggled for years to free the Phanecian slaves, which made her an ally. So what if she didn’t have the best manners?  
 
    Raven snapped her fingers and the nearest soldier approached. “Find Gat Vaid. Bring him here.” When Raven had met Sonika Vaid in Phanes, she couldn’t withhold what she knew. Family was too important to be kept secret. It didn’t surprise Raven in the least that Sonika had made the trek with such haste. “Enjoy your reunion.” 
 
    With that, she departed. It wasn’t her family to get involved with.  
 
    No, she had her own family to deal with. 
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    Viper Sandes was curled in a ball in the corner of the cell. Not moving. Seemingly asleep. 
 
    Raven stepped quietly to where her sister, Whisper, sat with her back to the wall, her blond hair ragged and uncombed, spilling down her shoulders. She was not asleep, watching their aunt like a hungry hawk, her light brown skin shadowed. The glare that darkened her face was a new expression for the young girl, one she’d only mastered in the last several weeks, starting with the time they’d spent in the fighting pits of Zune.  
 
    “How long has she been sleeping?” Raven whispered.  
 
    “Not long enough,” Whisper said, not breaking her stare. “Have you made your decision?” 
 
    Raven shook her head and Whisper sighed, exasperated. “She usurped your throne, abducted us, and tried to kill us in Zune. What other option is there?” 
 
    Raven couldn’t help but to think of Roan, of the fervor in his voice as he’d urged her to reconsider her attack on Ferria, to stop the cycle of violence. But this was different, wasn’t it? 
 
    She opened her lips to speak her mind, but it wasn’t her words she heard, but her aunt’s. “Your naïve sister is right, empress,” Viper said. She still hadn’t moved, her body coiled like that of a snake, facing away. “There is only one option, but it’s not killing me. Well, it could be, if you are worthy.” 
 
    “Speak plainly, aunt, for I will not abide your desperate riddles!” Raven snapped.  
 
    Slowly, languidly, Viper stretched, rolled over, and pushed to her feet. Every step was a saunter, her strong arms hanging loosely at her sides. She doesn’t act like a prisoner with her fate hanging in the balance, Raven thought. Why? The question was disconcerting, but she hid her fear behind a stony stare not unlike that of her sister.  
 
    “You are the Second Daughter,” Viper said.  
 
    “Your point being?” 
 
    “You have no right of precedence to the empire.” 
 
    Raven frowned. Her aunt wasn’t making sense. “None of us have right of precedence. Fire had to fight for the dragon throne. She won. Then she died. Whisper did not challenge me, so now I am empress. I don’t need precedence.” 
 
    “Tsk tsk,” Viper said. “Your mother was a bigger fool than I thought.” 
 
    At that, Whisper flung herself to her feet and flew at the bars, a dagger already out. Viper, however, coolly stepped back, just out of reach, watching with amusement as Whisper slashed at the air, growling like a caged beast. 
 
    From Raven’s vantage point, it was difficult to tell which woman was imprisoned.  
 
    “Why was my mother a fool?” Raven asked, unable to restrain her curiosity. In the shadowy cell, Viper’s dark skin looked almost black, her hair like the patches of hoar-moss that occasionally grew in the desert. 
 
    “Because she didn’t teach you our traditional laws. If she had, you would know that only the First Daughter has precedence for the throne. Yes, she may be challenged by her siblings, but none else. The Second and Third Daughters hold no such right.” 
 
    Raven had never heard of any such law and wasn’t certain what to make of it. “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning you may also be challenged for the throne.” 
 
    “By whom? Anyone off the street?” she scoffed. 
 
    Whisper had pulled back through the bars, but she continued to grip her knife, prepared to attack if Viper stepped closer.  
 
    “Not anyone. Any Sandes.” 
 
    Raven froze. “You? You had your chance to sit the dragon throne and you lost to my mother. Must I remind you, aunt? Then you tried to steal it and you lost again, and now you would deign to cling to ancient laws?  
 
    “The law is the law,” Viper said, her confident expression unchanged. “Not even an empress can change it. Not easily, anyway.” 
 
    “So you say. Alas, I cannot take you at your word.”  
 
    “Contact Citadel. They will confirm what I’m saying. Until then, it would be best not to do anything rash, like kill me.” She looked pointedly at Whisper. “I hereby declare a formal challenge for the Calypsian Empire. If you kill me, you might as well kill yourself too.” 
 
    Whisper held up her blade. “The only problem: No one knows of your challenge, auntie. Who’s to say you ever issued it?” 
 
    The deadly promise in Whisper’s tone sent a chill through Raven, and she was certain her sister would kill their aunt in cold blood if she had the chance. Oh, sister, I am sorry I couldn’t protect you from the harsh reality of this world. 
 
    “I have an associate,” Viper said. “An associate who will make public my claim in two days hence. So if I’m dead…” 
 
    Her aunt didn’t need to finish the threat. She knew how seriously her people took the law. If Raven or Whisper were involved in the unlawful death of one who’d made a lawful claim on the throne, their lives would be forfeit too. Then again, any of Viper’s soldiers from the fighting pits who were loyal to her had also been imprisoned. Unless one or more of them had pretended to turn against her… 
 
    “Fine,” Raven said. “I shall contact Citadel and get an answer. If I must, I will fight you. And I will kill you.” 
 
    For the first time in days, Whisper offered her a smile, full of a harsh beauty that, Raven had to admit, was becoming on her.  
 
    Viper, however, only laughed, the sound echoing after them down the corridor.  
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    Whisper said, “Now what?” 
 
    “We wait,” Raven answered. They sat in a small, deserted library, flipping through rarely read tomes full of dust. The citizens of Calypso weren’t exactly scholars, save for the ones who traveled to Citadel to study. Like Raven’s other aunt, Windy. Giving voice to her thoughts, she said, “I wish Windy were here. She would know the answer.”  
 
    Raven had already sent an urgent stream to Citadel, and hoped one of Windy’s students would be able to find the answer swiftly. Sending a stream to her aunt in Phanes was impossible—they no longer had any inkreeds from the canyon city, and she hadn’t thought to harvest any before they left on dragonback. Perhaps I am a fool, like Viper says, she thought.  
 
    “We must do something,” Whisper said.  
 
    “I agree,” Gwen said. “But you might not like my answer.” The Orian had joined them shortly after they arrived, and Raven had told her everything, much to Whisper’s chagrin. For some reason, her sister couldn’t bring herself to trust the woman, even though she’d done everything in her power to help them escape from Zune and reclaim the empire. Now, Whisper raised her eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    “Tell me,” Raven said.  
 
    “She could be bluffing about having an associate,” Gwen said, her dark pupils tightening into catlike slits. The gold band around them was so narrow it could barely be seen.  
 
    “Or not,” Raven said.  
 
    “Either way, leave it to me to find out who it is.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    Gwen didn’t respond, only looked at Whisper, who nodded.  
 
    “No,” Raven said. “I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “Are you listening to yourself, sister?” Whisper said. “Viper tried to kill us. Why show her mercy now?” 
 
    “If she’s right about the law…” 
 
    “The law doesn’t matter. The world has gone mad. All that matters is that you sit the dragon throne and that we face our enemies in full strength.” 
 
    Raven couldn’t argue with that, but it didn’t change the answer. “We will wait for a response from Citadel,” she said.  
 
    Across from her, Gwen tapped the table. “At least let me determine the identity of her associate,” she said. “I won’t harm whomever it is. But the information could prove to be…valuable.” 
 
    It was a fair compromise, Raven knew. Plus, the Orian was right. “Fine,” she said.  
 
    Someone cleared their throat from the doorway, and all three women turned sharply toward the sound. Gat Vaid stood before them. Leather straps crisscrossed over his muscular chest and abdomen. His narrow, Phanecian eyes gave no indication as to the thoughts churning through his head. Raven had granted him immunity after he’d turned against Viper, claiming she had made false promises to him; namely, that she would help the Teran slaves, a promise she never intended to keep.  
 
    “Vaid,” Raven said. “Your sister is here, in Calypso.” 
 
    His eyes widened slightly, giving away his surprise. “Sonika?” There was awe in that single name. Raven knew how long he’d been separated from his sister, though she didn’t know all the circumstances behind their separation.  
 
    “Yes. She’s looking for you. Goggin was supposed to find you.” 
 
    “I—I haven’t been easy to find.” He took a step forward. 
 
    “So it seems,” Raven said. Why is he not running off to locate his sister? Why is he here at all? she wondered.  
 
    “I—you do not need to search for Viper’s associate,” he said. He took another step forward, drawing the dual short blades from his hip scabbards.  
 
    Gwen was on her feet in an instant, knocking her chair over. Whisper too, her own weapon already out. Raven, however, remained sitting, staring at the man. Not once since turning on Viper had he threatened her—and he’d had plenty of opportunities. She didn’t trust him exactly, but she didn’t fear him either. There was something about him that spoke of loyalty and honor, though she knew those qualities were rare and rarer in these times. Still…she owed him the opportunity to speak his mind.  
 
    “Why not?” Raven said. “Do you know his identity?” 
 
    He dropped his blades. “Yes. It’s me. And I’ve already passed the information to a dozen others. You will fight Viper in the arena.” There was sorrow in his every word, most of it packed into the final two. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You bastard,” Whisper growled.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Gat Vaid had been chained and taken to the dungeons.  
 
    The stream from Citadel had arrived not an hour later, confirming the truth of the traditional law granting Viper the right of challenge for the empire.  
 
    The hits just keep coming, Gwen thought, feeling bad for Raven. The woman—who was nothing like Gwen had expected her to be—had been through a lot in her short life. But she’d endured, a quality Gwen could appreciate. She wanted to help her. If they didn’t secure the dragon throne now, the Horde might destroy the Four Kingdoms before they had a chance to muster a defense.  
 
    “I can find those he told,” Gwen said now. “I can find them all. No one will know Viper challenged you. No one will remember some old law.” 
 
    There was no fear in Raven’s eyes as she turned to meet Gwen’s. “I will know. I will remember.” 
 
    Whisper was gone, muttering threats under her breath, leaving them alone in Raven’s personal quarters. The large, luxurious space was open to the breeze, privacy provided only by a curtain of threaded guanik bones, which rattled against each other from time to time. An enormous bed filled the center of the room, while a roofless washing area was lit by the sun on the opposite side. Raven sat at a small table, while Gwen stood, pacing.  
 
    She stopped now. Faced the empress. “You don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “I must.” 
 
    Gwen marveled at the change in her opinion of the Calypsians. Yes, there were those who met and exceeded her preconceived notion that they were a bloodthirsty, savage people—Viper, for example—but so many were kindhearted, strong, courageous… 
 
    Like Raven, who even in the face of her potential death appeared as stolid as the nearby pyramids. How different the world might be if everyone broke bread with their enemies once in a while… 
 
    “I will support your decision either way,” Gwen said. “Though it shall be difficult not to intervene.” 
 
    “You cannot,” Raven said sharply. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Promise me.” 
 
    Those two words were not spoken with the command of an empress, but with the fervor of a friend. Is that what she is to me? Gwen wondered. A friend? Could an Orian ever be friends with a Sandes? Yes, she thought, and that simple answer, she believed, would’ve made Roan proud of her. 
 
    “I promise,” she said.  
 
    Raven nodded in thanks. “There’s something else I must ask of you, and you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    What now? “Speak and it shall be done.” 
 
    “If I’m ever gone, care for Siri. She trusts you.” 
 
    “What? No. What are you talking about?”  
 
    Instead of answering, Raven asked a question of her own. “How much do you know about dragons?” 
 
    I know they are dangerous. I know they have killed my people. I know it felt good when I killed one back in Ferria. She shook away her dark thoughts, because they could not be applied to every dragon, and certainly not to Siri. “Not a lot,” she admitted.  
 
    “What do you know of their lifespan?” 
 
    Raven seemed to be going somewhere with the line of questioning, so Gwen did her best to answer. “They mature relatively slowly compared to other creatures,” she said. “Almost at the same rate as humans.  
 
    “Correct. And their longevity?” 
 
    This one was harder to answer. She knew dragons lived long lives, like Orians, maybe even longer. But she also knew there were many rumors about them, not the least of which was what happened to them as they outlived their human soulmates, growing multiple heads and losing their minds. “All I know is based on rumor and gossip,” she hedged.  
 
    “Let me enlighten you,” Raven said. She spoke not with condescension, but with knowledge gained through trials and tribulations. “Dragons are vibrant creatures, their minds deeper than most people know, like enormous cavern systems, full of intricacies and wonders that one can only imagine. I’ve been down many of Siri’s tunnels, and yet have only scratched the surface of her complexity.” 
 
    It was all very interesting, but… “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because when a dragon bonds with another, like me, they don’t know how to separate themselves from the one they’ve bonded with. Siri thinks of me as her soul, as I do of her. The only difference is that if I lost her, I would be heartbroken and lost, but I would heal. Time would heal me. The opposite is true for dragons. All her caverns, her tunnels, are connected to mine. They support each other. If mine crumble, then hers will too. Maybe not today, or tomorrow, but eventually time will break her beautiful, intricate mind into rubble, leaving only one path that leads to a great chasm.” 
 
    Gwen was trying to understand, but it all sounded so…surreal, intangible. She understood the ore that flowed beneath Ironwood because she could see it, feel it. But the mind of a dragon…it was like trying to fathom the galaxies. “What chasm?” 
 
    “When dragons lose their souls,” Raven said, pausing to take a breath, “they bridge the chasm that leads to madness.” 
 
    “How do you stop it?” 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How can I promise to care for Siri if there’s no hope?” Was she actually considering doing what Raven asked? 
 
    “I didn’t say there wasn’t hope. You can slow the spread of madness. You can encourage her to give whatever sliver of her soul that remains intact to you, but you must offer your entire self in return. It’s a lot to ask, I know, but—” 
 
    “I will,” Gwen said quickly, before she’d fully considered what it meant. And then, more slowly, “I will. I swear it.” She placed a hand on Raven’s shoulder.  
 
    Just then, a commotion arose from outside, and a familiar, booming voice said, “Stay here. I will see if the empress is willing to—stop!” 
 
    The bones rattled as a large form burst through, grappling with several smaller forms. Sonika Vaid scrambled past, skidding to a stop, her dark eyes flashing. One of the strings of bones snapped free, spilling guanik femurs and ribs across the floor. 
 
    “Your Highness, I tried to stop them,” Goggin said, still trying to hold two of the Black Tears back. “But they fight like my fourth wife…dirty.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Goggin,” Raven said tiredly. Though Raven hid it well, Gwen had spent enough time around the empress that she was beginning to be able to read the subtleties in her expression and tone of voice. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I want to see my brother.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Raven said. “He—”  
 
    “Goggin told me what he did. Let me talk to him. There must be a reason for his actions, however terrible. My brother is not a bad person. At least, not the brother I remember.” 
 
    Raven’s eyes darted to Gwen’s, and she couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride that the empress would value her opinion on matters such as this. “It will do no harm,” Gwen said. “But only you, and you must leave your weapons…” 
 
    “Done,” Sonika said, beginning to empty her leather straps and scabbards. Knives, swords, multi-edged stars made of steel…all clanked and clattered at her feet.  
 
    “Collect them,” Raven told Goggin, who’d released his hold on the other Tears. “Keep them safe and return them to her when we’re done.” 
 
    “I will do this thing,” Goggin said.  
 
    “Come,” Raven said. “Let us speak to your brother together.” 
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    The reunion was strange. Gat and Sonika rushed to each other, hugging through the bars with a fierceness that spoke of shared loss and forgiveness and time apart and— 
 
    Sonika jerked back suddenly and slapped him across the face hard enough to make an audible crack. “Why?” she said. “You had your freedom. I was here. The slaves are free, Gat. We could’ve gone home together.” 
 
    Gat didn’t so much as rub his cheek, which was now bright red, the distinct imprints of fingers stretching up to one eye. The slap was a mercy from a formidable woman like Sonika, Gwen realized. If even half the stories she’d heard about the woman were true, slapping was the very least of what she was capable of. 
 
    “She saved my life,” Gat said, gripping the bars in both hands. “I owed her a life debt.” 
 
    “You would fight for her?” Sonika said.  
 
    “Once I thought I would,” Gat said. “But Viper Sandes isn’t the woman I thought she was.” There was utter sorrow in his voice, and Gwen, despite his betrayal, felt sorry for him. She knew what it felt like to be betrayed by one she cared about. One didn’t live a single lifetime without being betrayed, and Gwen had lived more than one already. Gat continued: “But now my debt is paid.” He turned to Raven, who hadn’t said a word, standing off to the side. “I truly am sorry. I hope you defeat her.” 
 
    Raven said nothing, just nodded once.  
 
    Sonika whirled around. “What will you do to him?” she asked. There was a challenge in her tone, and Gwen was glad she’d insisted the rebel leader leave her weapons behind.  
 
    Raven said, “Release him.” 
 
    “What?” Goggin said. “You can’t be serious, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I am. I already granted him immunity for his role in the rebellion. And he has broken no law since.” 
 
    “But what he did was treason,” Goggin insisted.  
 
    “No. He was only upholding the law, which is the same that I would’ve eventually done. I have no reason to hold him. Go with your sister, Gat Vaid. May you find whatever it is you’re looking for.” 
 
    In that moment, despite everything Gwen had been through, all those she’d lost at the hands of Sandes men and women, she knew she would fight for this woman, this dark-haired Raven of the desert. 
 
    And, if necessary, she would die for her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Seven 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    Dust motes filled the air as Roan turned the pages of a book older than anyone in the room.  
 
    Though his frustration was growing as the information he desired eluded him, there was something calming about the research. It felt like that time before he learned the truth about the Western Oracle’s grand plan, when he was just a man with ideals searching for knowledge. Rhea would probably tell him he was wasting his time when he should be focusing on repairing the broken alliance of nations, but he wanted to help Lisbeth with her newfound power. No, he thought. It was more than that. His instincts told him such a power could prove invaluable in whatever was to come.  
 
    He pushed the book aside and picked up another, frowning at how the stacks of books they’d already reviewed was growing while the remaining, unstudied tomes were dwindling.  
 
    “I am certain the Citadellian Archives would have the answer,” Lady Windy mused. She sipped her tea daintily, her small finger in the air. Her regal air was ironic next to her unkempt hair and tea-stained frock that Roan was certain she’d been wearing yesterday.  
 
    “We aren’t in Citadel,” Roan said, feeling a fool for having to point out the obvious.  
 
    “Mm,” Windy mused. “We could be there in a week by boat…” 
 
    “No,” Roan said. “The battle could begin any day now. Because of the disruptions in the stream network, no one knows the exact location of the Horde.” 
 
    “Men and their battles,” Windy muttered.  
 
    Roan was affronted. She knew as well as anyone that Roan wasn’t the bloodthirsty type. He loathed war as much as anyone, but that didn’t mean he could pretend it didn’t exist. Or that it wouldn’t happen. Battle was inevitable. They had to be ready. 
 
    Yela said something without looking up from the book she was reading, her brow furrowed in concentration. Neither Windy nor Roan noticed her, however, focused on their conversation. 
 
    And Windy wasn’t done yet. “We’ve been here for more than two weeks already. The Horde is taking its time, murdering and pillaging and all that.” 
 
    “Try not to speak about such things with too much compassion,” Roan said sardonically. “One might think you have a heart.” 
 
    Windy smiled wryly, her lips stained brown from the tea. “I have studied a hundred battles; after a while, you must try to see the bigger picture and close yourself off from the individuals involved in them. Or you might go mad.” She waggled her eyebrows.  
 
    “This is all about the individuals involved,” Roan argued, speaking over Yela, who had once more tried to say something.  
 
    “We need more scholars, not more strength,” Windy said. “And all the individuals you speak of think war is the answer to every problem, from a broken shoelace to a cannibalistic army of barbarians.” 
 
    “Would you two shut up and listen for a minute!?” Yela shouted. 
 
    They both looked at Yela, surprised at her outburst. The young scholar sighed. “I think I found something.” 
 
    “Well, go on then, girl,” Windy said.  
 
    Yela’s finger was pressed against the page, holding her place. “Her soul delights in the conquering of others, despite the darkness; but they will not come to her, no, not when they fear the fire that burns them.” Yela looked up, still wearing that frown of intense concentration. 
 
    Roan wrinkled his brow. “It sounds more like a poem than anything else.” 
 
    “I wasn’t finished.” 
 
    “By the gods, you are one for drama, my dear,” Windy said. “Out with it.” 
 
    Yela smiled thinly, returning her attention to the page. “She is the soulmarked, and she shall be unlike any of the others. For her power is without beginning nor ending, and she can chain them all or free them.” 
 
    Roan couldn’t ignore the passage now—it was a direct reference. And he suspected he knew who had written it, while his mother had dictated each word while in the throes of revelation: 
 
    Bear Blackboots. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Eight 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    Lisbeth felt like cursing, but she didn’t know any good ones.  
 
    She’d been at it for hours, sitting beside the Well of Truth, hoping the memory of what she’d done when she’d saved Roan’s life would allow her to recreate the power. Roan had arrived out of breath a while ago with a book, a passage of which mentioned her.  
 
    The words had frustrated her. She didn’t want to chain anyone. I want to free them, she thought, though she wasn’t certain what that meant exactly, only that it felt better than the alternative. Free them to do what? 
 
    “Try again,” Sir Dietrich said, ever patient with her. “A smaller stone perhaps. Maybe something of less weight will be easier.” He plucked a small, round stone from the water, placing it on a natural rock shelf set into the wall.  
 
    Lisbeth stared at it, not with her eyes, which were blind, but with her third eye, which burned hotly on her forehead. The object was a dark spot amongst a dark slab, soulless hunks of stone. Spots and streaks of color were all around it—things growing even in the harshest clime.  
 
    Still…she could feel something. She concentrated harder, feeling her face begin to ache as she constricted it with her mental focus. Yes. Yes, this is something. I can do this. 
 
    A surge of heat rushed through her and she almost toppled over; she would have if not for Sir Dietrich’s steady hand suddenly clamping around her arm, holding her up. “Lisbeth?” he said, his concern obvious in the way he spoke her name. “Maybe you should rest. Sit down.” 
 
    “No,” she said, though she very much wanted to. “The rock—did I draw it to me?” She peered with her third eye, which was still warm, searching for that soulless black rock.  
 
    “I will not lie to you,” Dietrich said. “It rests in the same spot it began. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Lisbeth’s heart sank. If not to draw the rock, what had the surge of power been? “I want to try again.” 
 
    “Perhaps tomorrow, or the next day…” 
 
    “Now,” she said. She didn’t mean to snap; the thoughtful knight was only trying to protect her, as he always did.  
 
    “Yes, my lady,” Dietrich said dutifully. “Perhaps if I drop the stone from a height, you will feel its peril and be able to pluck it from the ether like…” 
 
    As he explained his theory, she felt the pull of a smile at the corners of her lips. This man had been a starsend since the moment he came into her mortal life, however short it had been thus far.  
 
    Dietrich tried the “dropping technique,” several times, but with each attempt the stone clattered to the ground.  
 
    “Confound it all to the stars!” Lisbeth said as the stone ricocheted into the water with a plop.  
 
    Dietrich’s beautiful battered soul moved toward her. His warmth enveloped her, and she felt his rough hands on the bare flesh at the back of her neck as he pulled her against him. “You are even more beautiful when you’re angry,” he said, his lips tickling her ear. “And you don’t need to draw me into your arms, I shall come willingly.” 
 
    When Lisbeth was still just a streak of light dancing with the stars, she’d often dreamed of having a real body, of what it would be like to feel so much. Mortality was just the space between times of immortality, or at least that was how she’d thought of it.  
 
    Now, here, in this place with this man with these feelings—so many feelings—running through her…her dreams from before felt colorless next to the true vibrancy of being human.  
 
    He kissed her neck and she tilted her head to the side to give him more room to maneuver, a sigh slipping from her lips. The small, breathless sound only seemed to spur him on as he traced a path to her chin to her lips, his tongue finding hers, devouring her as she devoured him, his hands roaming now, lower, lower, navigating the wavelike swell of her hips...  
 
    Somewhere above her, the stars cheered as he laid her down gently, so, so gently.  
 
    Time seemed to stop. 
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    Sir Dietrich slept, his arm curled around her as she lay nestled in the crook of his shoulder. His breathing was slow, easy, content.  
 
    She felt…happy, which immediately made her feel selfish which immediately made her feel sad. From the moment she fell from the stars to inhabit this wonderfully imperfect body, she’d dragged death and destruction behind her like a heavy load. Ever since the Sleeping Knights had been destroyed, she felt strange, hollow. And yet, with Dietrich she was happy. Why should she be happy when so many others had already suffered at her hands?  
 
    One soul in particular troubled her more than any others. He was one of the Garzi, the tribe that occupied the northern Hinterlands, and his name came to her—Zur—as did his soul, as dark gray and tremulous as shifting shadows. A man with demons. She remembered what she’d seen when she’d probed his soul, the willing sacrifice of a girl she now knew to be his daughter, her life given to the monster god of the frozen lake they relied upon to quench their thirst and feed their thousands.  
 
    Their thousands, she thought, swiftly pushing the idea away. She had hurt them simply by appearing in the Hinterlands. Even if she could bridge the hundreds of miles between she and them, she could not ask anything of them. Not even Crone, the kindly old Garzi woman who’d taken Lisbeth in, sheltered her and fed her while she tried to come to terms with who and what she was.  
 
    Lisbeth breathed and she saw them in her mind. Nestled amongst dark cliffs capped in snow, the Garzi’s ice-block huts stood sentinel. Females moved amongst them, some carrying younglings bundled in skins and furs, others drawing carts laden with supplies or wood. They moved with a gritty determination that told of the strength of a people who’d long lived under harsh climactic conditions. 
 
    And yet she felt their fear too. Why? she wondered. Did I cause it? Or do they sense what has arrived in our lands, the great Horde gathering beyond their borders? 
 
    With a start, she realized she wasn’t observing them as a star might, with omniscient, All-Seeing power. No, she was watching through the eyes of another, her own soul slipping inside one that was familiar to her. The last time she’d touched Zur’s soul she had harmed him. Then, she’d had little control over her fatemark. Now, the grace of her technique left the Garzi warrior oblivious to her presence.  
 
    She hadn’t even meant to inhabit him, but once she’d touched a soul she was always connected to it.  
 
    These people had the luxury of peace, and she wouldn’t strip it from them.  
 
    That’s when she realized she was no longer gazing upon the working people, but staring at the snow, watching a tendril of viscous blood ooze into a puddle. Zur was groaning, rocking back and forth, back and forth… 
 
    Oh gods, what have I done? 
 
    She already knew: 
 
    Her thoughts had betrayed her. She’d shown him everything. The Horde. The danger these lands were in.  
 
    And she had, at long last, broken him.  
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    Zur 
 
      
 
    Voices murmured around him. Though they spoke Garzi, a language that usually sounded as poetic to his ears as the sight of hope flowers against a snowy backdrop, now their words sounded harsh, guttural barks from the back of their throats.  
 
    It was because of her, he knew.  
 
    Lisbeth Lorne, the mysterious human who had appeared like a wraith in the Hinterlands, only to steal their frozen warriors and depart like a ghost in the night. He’d felt many emotions toward the Blue One. Hatred. Anger. Resentment. Embarrassment. Frustration. And then, the biggest surprise: 
 
    Relief.  
 
    Not that she’d left, but that she’d stolen his secrets. Ever since she’d probed through his mind, his soul, viewing the most intimate parts of him even as she tore away his hidden armor, he’d felt the relief of a burden shared with another. The weight of his past, his unbearable loss, had lifted, and he’d felt… 
 
    “Free,” he said in the tongue of his people.  
 
    “Zur,” one of his captains said, a great warrior called Hurgaz. “You fell. You were speaking nonsense. About invaders and war and death.” 
 
    Zur tried to reply, but his mouth was as dry as heated stone, his lips crinkled like bark. He did, however, manage to get one word out.  
 
    “Horde.”


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Nine 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    No more lies. No more secrets.  
 
    Roan knew he had to tell them the last of that which he’d been holding back, waiting for the ‘right time’ that was a figment of his own imagination.  
 
    “The leader of the Horde, this Klar-Ggra…” he started, pausing for no reason but to delay. This truth had almost broken his spirit, and he was afraid of what it might do to his last remaining allies, like a gust of wind scattering a pile of leaves over a great distance.  
 
    He’d gathered them together, but not for a ‘Fatemarked Council,’ for that had been the wrong name. This time he called it ‘the Council of the Four Kingdoms,’ though not every nation was represented anymore.  
 
    Across from him, Lisbeth Lorne’s milky eyes watched his hands, and he realized they were roiling over each other nervously. She clasped them together—held them firm. Beside Lisbeth, Sir Dietrich’s expression was an unreadable mask. Further down the table Rhea held her sleeping babe, cradling her in her arms. Grey Arris was close at hand, always attentive, his blade hand resting casually on the table. Directly beside Roan were the halfmarked, Shae and Erric, who met his eyes with interest. On his opposite side was Falcon Hoza, a man who continued to impress Roan. Windy and Yela had begged off in the name of scholarship. Neither were content with the brief reference they’d found to Lisbeth Lorne’s mysterious power, and they were determined to continue their research. Noticeably absent was Shanti Parthena Laude, who hadn’t been seen for several days. The rest of the large council table felt terribly empty, the power of those who weren’t there almost as formidable as those who had stayed.  
 
    The biggest surprise, however, was the shadowy figure of Bane in the corner, one leg bent, his foot pressed against the wall. Roan had invited him to sit, but he’d refused.  
 
    Roan realized that his pause had carried long past the point of awkwardness. Even Rhea had turned her attention from her daughter to stare at him. He cleared his throat. Started again: 
 
    “The leader of the Horde is fatemarked,” he said. He marveled at how easy it had been to speak those words, when learning them had been an adventure too unbelievable for even the most imaginative of the bards to sing about.  
 
    “What?” It was Sir Dietrich who spoke, his eyes sharpened to deadly points. “You thought only to tell us this now? Had we known earlier…” 
 
    He didn’t need to finish his thought, for Roan’s were the same. Perhaps we could’ve convinced the others to stay. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was afraid of what it might do to—” The excuse fell from his lips. There was no excuse. If he was them, he would be angry. Knowledge was crucial in this world, and he’d kept this piece of it to himself, telling only Gareth in confidence.  
 
    “Do you know what this means?” The question came from Roan’s left, from Shae Arris, whose bright brown eyes were filled with an intensity he’d only seen one other time: when she’d used her power to bolster his strength in the Bloody Canyons.  
 
    “Shae,” Grey said, a note of warning in his tone.  
 
    “No,” Shae said. “This is our decision.” 
 
    And there it was. One of the many reasons Roan had withheld the information. Bane said, “What am I missing?” 
 
    “Not much,” Rhea said. “Only that Shae and Erric might sacrifice themselves to kill Klar-Ggra, only it will also mean that all of the other fatemarked will die too. That includes you.” 
 
    Silence hung for a moment, but then faded as several whispered side conversations began.  
 
    Roan cut into them. “I wanted all of you here, not just the fatemarked. But it doesn’t change that this is a fatemarked decision and it must be unanimous.” 
 
    “Even him?” Sir Dietrich said, nodding toward Bane. 
 
    “Yes,” Roan said without hesitation. “And we will need to receive a response from Gwendolyn Storm too.” 
 
    “I get a vote too,” Rhea said. “And I vote no. It’s not happening.” She glared at Shae and Erric, her eyes dancing between them.  
 
    Now it was Roan who felt like he was missing something, though his confusion was mirrored by everyone else at the table, even Grey. “Why do you get a vote?” Grey asked.  
 
    Her eyes met his and stayed there. Roan suddenly felt as if he were intruding on a private conversation. “Because, dear Grey, our daughter is fatemarked too.” 
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    “Why didn’t you tell anyone?” Roan asked. What he really meant was Why didn’t you tell me? The council had been paused so that everyone could digest the information with the agreement to reconvene the following day.  
 
    Shae Arris and Erric—moving with impressive speed on his crutches—had slipped away quickly. Grey had muttered a curse and given chase. Lisbeth and Sir Dietrich had stayed sitting exactly where they were, while Falcon had said something about looking for Shanti. Bane had simply disappeared, though his shadow had remained for a moment before fading too.  
 
    Roan, on the other hand, had gone to his sister, to Rhea, requesting a word in private. Now, they sat on the edge of her bed in her quarters.  
 
    “Do you want to see?” she replied, not answering his question.  
 
    He couldn’t help himself—his excitement was palpable, thrumming through him like a restless energy. All his studies of the fatemarked seemed a fool’s errand next to the living child sleeping in her mother’s arms. “Yes,” he said, the greatest understatement of his life. “Please.” 
 
    “Bring a torch.” 
 
    He did, careful not to drop it from his trembling hands. Steering it closer, closer… 
 
    Rhea unwrapped the blanket covering the child’s skin, and then— 
 
    Light bloomed, not from one place only but from everywhere, illuminating markings on the babe’s arms, legs, stomach, and even its face. They were people and creatures, races and sigils and places and events. They were history, past, present and future. Roan didn’t know how he knew this, but he did, as clearly as he knew he was the lifemarked spoken of in the Western Oracle’s prophecy. The images danced and shifted, unlike the static marking on his own chest.  
 
    The child stirred, and though he didn’t want to, Roan moved back, watching as the markings faded into perfect, unmarred flesh. “What do they do?” he asked, aware of the awe in his every word.  
 
    Rhea laughed lightly. “Wrath take me to the seventh heaven if I know,” she said. “But when I first looked upon them, a voice spoke to me.” 
 
    “What voice?” 
 
    “Wrath? One of the other gods? The Western Oracle perhaps? How should I know?” 
 
    “What did the voice say?” 
 
    “‘The peacemarked…at long last she has come,’” Rhea recited, and a shiver ran down Roan’s spine. “And I didn’t tell you earlier because I know how you are.” 
 
    Roan was about to protest, but he stopped. She had a point, which he was proving at this very moment. “You were trying to protect her.” 
 
    “Of course. I’m her mother. I know you think I’m a monster, but even a monster loves her own monstrous children, regardless of whether they come out as angels, like this little one.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re a monster. Well, maybe once…but not anymore.” 
 
    Rhea laughed again, and this time the child’s eyes fluttered open and she yawned, her little hands fisted as she stretched. “Good to know.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt your little angel,” Roan said.  
 
    “No? Even if it meant bringing peace to the Four Kingdoms? Isn’t that your sole purpose in life?” 
 
    Roan shook his head, but he stopped himself, wanting to be certain of his own mind before answering. I would die if it meant peace. I would let others die if they were willing. Shae Arris. Erric Clawborn. Sir Dietrich. Lisbeth Lorne. Even Gwendolyn Storm, he knew, even if the thought brought an ache to his chest. But this child…the peacemarked…at long last she has come…was not supposed to die, was she? He knew the Western Oracle was as ruthless as she was determined to restore peace, but she wouldn’t require such a thing to be on the back of a newborn babe wrapped in swaddling clothes? Would she?  
 
    “No,” Roan said, but it was his answer and not the Oracle’s. “No, I swear I will protect my niece above all others. Even if it destroys us all.” 
 
    Rhea’s smile faded partway through his answer, and emotion flashed across her face. “I—I’m sorry I haven’t been a better sister. I…wish things could’ve been different, that we’d grown up together.” 
 
    Her words were spoken with such earnestness that Roan’s eyes watered. But there was no point wishing for a different world. No. They had to make one themselves.  
 
    The child smiled, and Roan smiled back, making a funny face. 
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    Roan couldn’t help it; it was kind of nice knowing more than the two scholars for once. 
 
    “You look like a dog who just dug up a bone,” Windy said. “Tea?” 
 
    She held a long-handled pot in the air. “Yes, please,” he said, though he only said it to avoid an argument over the “benefits” of the foul concoction.  
 
    While Windy poured him a sludgy cup, he said, “There’s another fatemarked we didn’t know about.” 
 
    His words had the intended effect: Windy stopping mid-pour, nearly spilling the tea, and Yela looked up from her reading.  
 
    Roan knew it was he who was being dramatic now, but he let the silence extend as the information sunk in. Windy, however, was never patient when it came to knowledge. “If you don’t tell us this instant I’m going to dump the contents of this pot over your head.” 
 
    “Rhea’s daughter,” Roan said.  
 
    Windy’s eyes lit up like she’d just been given a prestigious scholarship award. “Yes,” she said. “I remember something…” 
 
    “What?” Yela asked. “There was no mention of a child anywhere in the literature.” 
 
    “There was,” Windy said. “But I didn’t tell you. Either of you.” 
 
    Roan gripped the table, trying hard to keep his voice even. “What are you talking about?” This was becoming a pattern with Lady Windy, who believed in the literal meaning of ‘knowledge is power,’ hording information like a miser might collect sacks of gold.  
 
    “I’ve got it somewhere…” Windy said, scrounging around in the several pockets on the outside of her dirty frock. “Ah, there!” She extracted a torn scrap of parchment, pinched between thumb and forefinger.  
 
    Yela audibly gasped—she seemed more shocked by the fact that her tutor had defaced a book than anything else.  
 
    “What does it say?” Roan asked, fearing his firm grip might break chunks off the edge of the wooden table.  
 
    Windy quoted from the scrap. “‘Preceding the Fall of All Things, a child shall be born, and she shall be marked with peace, the bringer of death before life, tragedy before triumph, and the final rulers shall fall. They shall fall. Such is their fate.’” Windy looked up. “Kind of pessimistic, don’t you think?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Shae Arris 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “You heard what I heard,” Erric said. “What Roan Loren showed us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Shae said, trying to think. She was counting lives. Hers. Erric’s. Others too—Roan and Lisbeth and Sir Dietrich and Gwendolyn and yes, even Bane. Seven. A lucky number, some would say. Seven deaths to save the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    But seven was wrong, for there was another now. A child. 
 
    Stop thinking about her like she’s someone else’s baby! she thought fiercely. She’s Grey’s. She’s your niece. 
 
    “Shae?” Erric said.  
 
    She knew what he would say, that she needed to take emotion out of the decision, needed to think about things logically. Seven—no, eight—deaths? After all the war, the killing, the blood spilled and vengeance wrought…eight versus the multitudes should’ve been an easy decision.  
 
    Instead it was impossible.  
 
    “We can’t do this,” she said.  
 
    “We must consider it.” 
 
    “Must we?” she snapped. “Because I thought we already had, back in Pirate’s Peril. We agreed it was too drastic, that the failsafe was created by the Oracle to be used as a last resort.” 
 
    Erric’s voice was so calm it was infuriating, and Shae wondered if this was how Grey had felt after he’d been reunited with her only to realize that she had changed into a stranger he had to get to know all over again. “Everything is different now. Bane was a known threat, and he was acting alone. But this man, this leader of the Horde…he has an army. You saw what Lisbeth showed us. You saw the darkness in their hearts. They have no compassion. No mercy. If we fight them, even if all the fatemarked and nations ally themselves together, thousands will die. Maybe tens of thousands. I’m only asking the question: Are we willing to sacrifice so many when we could end everything right now?” 
 
    Shae’s wall crumbled. “I—” Oh Grey. This world is a harsh place and getting harsher. “I don’t know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-One 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Shanti Parthena Laude 
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    Shanti had been running from the harsh truths of a harsher world her entire life. When her entire family had been enslaved, she’d fought back. When she’d been abused, she’d vowed vengeance. When they’d taken her family from her, she’d put that vengeance into action, breaking the Slave Master’s magical chains, which no others had been able to break.  
 
    But now, Shanti could run no longer. Hiding wasn’t an option either, for she’d seen the truth. They’d freed the slaves. They’d defeated the slave-loving Phanecians. They’d accomplished the impossible. And yet it wasn’t enough—was never enough. Jai Jiroux had still died. The Horde was still coming to destroy them all. She still remembered the images cast into her mind by Roan and Lisbeth. The barbarians moved with unspent violence. They would not kill with mercy, instead drawing out each murder with pleasure. In particular, she sensed, they would delight in the deaths of the hundreds of Phanecian and Teran children she now watched playing in the canyons.  
 
    Shadows sliced across the terrain as the sun moved on, each seeming to impale one of the children.  
 
    A swift death is a mercy, she thought. The only mercy we have left. 
 
    Procuring the fireroot had been too easy. Her position as lead engineer of all things explosive proffered her a certain level of trust amongst those guarding the supplies, including the powder. Once, the sacks of fireroot had been used by the slaves in the mines, blasting away rock to discover precious metals and gemstones. 
 
    Now it will be our salvation, she thought, watching the ghosts moving amongst the children in the canyon below.  
 
    She tried not to think about what Jai would think of her, because that didn’t matter now, right? He was dead. Gone. Nothing could bring him back. 
 
    Shanti placed another satchel of fireroot powder in the small cave she was watching from, careful to hide it behind a jutting rock. It was the fiftieth she’d planted already. Only a couple hundred more to go, and then her work would be finished.  
 
    And then I shall save them all, she thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Rhea felt electrified, like lightning was running through her. She was also having trouble breathing. The former was because she’d finally shared her secret about Noura’s fatemark. The latter was because of the fear of losing her.  
 
    So innocent, she thought. She wished the world could be a different place, a place safe for her daughter to grow up in. Then again, Rhea also knew she had helped to create this very world.  
 
    Noura was an angel sleeping, and Rhea could almost see the outlines of her wings folded around her. She laughed lightly at her own imagination. The torch set close to the bassinet danced from a light breeze, flashing its light across the sleeping babe. Images flared from her cheek but then the torchlight moved on and her skin was just skin again. Why her? she wondered, for the thousandth time. After everything, why does it have to be my daughter? 
 
    Rhea took a deep, shuddering breath. It had to be somebody’s daughter. The better question was: Why not mine? 
 
    Rhea thought of the good people she had known in her life. Loyal, honorable people who always seemed to do the right thing. Ennis. Roan. Gareth Ironclad. Even Gwendolyn Storm. All people who would make the right choice if Noura were their child. She isn’t just yours, she thought. She’s his too. The thought gave her some comfort because, yes, Grey was good. Pure hearted. Maybe not the old Grey, back when he was the rapscallion Grease Jolly, but the new Grey.  
 
    I’ve changed too, she thought, trying not to forget the coldhearted snake she’d been back in Knight’s End. But was the woman she’d become enough?  
 
    Her question remained unanswered as Grey slipped into the room without knocking. He seemed to realize his error, because he froze and said, “Sorry. I didn’t want to wake her.” 
 
    For a moment, Rhea couldn’t speak. He looked so…perfect. Dashing. Like the prince she could never have. There was no blade on his missing hand, just a leather sheath. She just stared at him, feeling an ever-widening gulf between them, despite the tender moments they’d already shared. Because he would want to do the right thing with Noura, allow the fatemarked to study her and determine whether she could help them against the Horde.  
 
    Grey moved so quickly she didn’t have time to react, to consider whether she should stop him or flee or pretend to be ill or— 
 
    His arms were around her and his lips pressed against hers and she felt that familiar feeling of falling for a boy who was no longer a boy but a man, strong and experienced, scooping her up as if she weighed less than a feather and carrying her to bed while their child slept nearby. 
 
    Every touch was tender, and he didn’t try to go further than he should, not so soon after childbirth, when her body was still sore.  
 
    Tears streamed down her face as he kissed her, touched her, and eventually he felt the hot wetness between them. 
 
    He pulled back, his brow knitted with concern. And she felt it. The true feeling behind the concern, driving his every action in this moment.  
 
    Love. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he said. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    By the gods, she thought, her heart beating furiously. Why are you crying when this man loves you? Why are you so unbearably sad when you have everything you could ever want in a man and a child and a life? 
 
    And she knew. 
 
    Because she loved him too.  
 
    So she lied, because it was the only way to hide her true intentions from the one person she never wanted to lie to, not ever again. She lied because it was the only way to save their daughter.  
 
    “Nothing,” she said. “And no, you’ve done nothing wrong. I’m just happy. So, so happy.” 
 
    He smiled at her false words and she hated herself as he leaned in to kiss her once more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Shae Arris 
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    Having the power to save the world was proving more complicated than Shae could ever imagine. More so because she shared the responsibility with a one-legged pirate king who liked to analyze every angle of every problem until the problem began to look like the solution and the solution began to resemble day-old porridge, a congealed unrecognizable mess. 
 
    “So you think we should do it?” Shae asked, hating herself for even considering the possibility. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Erric said, running a hand through his long sandy-brown hair. Recently he’d begun wearing it draped across his shoulders rather than tied back. It made him look older, somehow. “I said we should continue to weigh our options.” 
 
    Shae knew he wasn’t trying to be difficult, only practical. Whereas she relied more on faith and instinct, he went into his head. Usually, it was a good dynamic where they arrived at the same answer swiftly, like back in Pirate’s Peril, or in the Bloody Canyons. 
 
    Usually, but not now.  
 
    “Here are our options,” she said. “We end it right here, right now…” She couldn’t believe she was saying it, but someone had to. Erric opened his mouth to object, but she pressed a finger to his lips to silence him. It didn’t feel awkward, because they touched often to feel the power they shared. Every touch was purely platonic—he was far too old for her—but it didn’t change the fact that she felt something pure when they held hands, or fell asleep at each other’s sides. “Or,” she continued, drawing her finger back, “we stay the course, support the fatemarked in the coming battle. If the battle turns against us, we will still have the option to finish it. A last resort, like we always planned.” 
 
    Erric shook his head. “We can only use our power to strengthen the fatemarked thrice in short succession,” he said.  
 
    “Lower your voice,” she said, though they were alone. It was a secret they had only just learned themselves. During the fight for the Bloody Canyons, they’d strengthened Roan, then Lisbeth, and with their hands clasped tightly together, their energy sapped, their eyes had met and they’d both known the truth.  
 
    One more surge of power and they would both be fully drained.  
 
    In the days since the battle, they’d felt as their energy—their power—was replenished. But they also knew the same rules would apply the next time. 
 
    “We should tell them the truth,” Erric said. It was an argument they’d had on multiple occasions, but so far they’d agreed not to.  
 
    “No,” Lisbeth said. “They don’t need to know. It might sway their minds on how to proceed, and we can’t have that.” 
 
    “Fine. But we can’t end it now either. Even if all the other fatemarked agreed to it, we can’t kill a child…” 
 
    Shae wanted to argue, because what was one life—or even a hundred lives—next to the fate of the entirety of the Four Kingdoms?  
 
    But if we kill this one child in the name of peace, then what the hell are we fighting for? 
 
    “So we strengthen the fatemarked in battle,” she said. “That is our decision. Agreed?” 
 
    Erric didn’t respond for a long time, not until she took his hand in hers, immediately feeling that warmth, that energy streaming between them, until they felt of one mind.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, and the spell was broken.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Raven Sandes 
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    It was the eve before she would face her aunt in the arena, and Raven couldn’t sleep.  
 
    Whisper burst into her room, bones clanking at the doorway. She stood there for a moment, her chest heaving, like she’d run a long way. Her hands were fisted at her sides. She wore full battle leathers, her waist regaled with all manner of weaponry. Their eyes met and Raven felt like she was looking into the eyes of not only a sister but a dear friend. They’d been through so much together in such a short time. Pain, loss, victory, survival…theirs was a life of extremes.  
 
    “You are the most beautiful Sandes woman I have ever laid eyes on,” Raven said. 
 
    “I don’t want to be beautiful,” Whisper said.  
 
    “Well, you are. You always will be.” Raven took the first step to cross the gulf between them, because, after all, she was still the eldest. She had to be strong for Whisper, even when she was strong for herself.  
 
    “I’m going to kill Gat Vaid,” Whisper said.  
 
    Raven continued walking, opening her arms. “No, you’re not.” She drew Whisper’s body against hers. Though her sister’s body had developed the curves of a woman grown, she could feel the muscle and bone—the strength. Her sister stiffened, her arms taut at her sides, but then, slowly, she relaxed, roping her own arms around Raven’s back.  
 
    “I love you, sister, I hope you know that,” Raven said softly. 
 
    “I do,” Whisper said. “And I, you. More than anything in this godsforsaken world.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Raven said.  
 
    “Why not? It’s true. If you die on the morrow…” 
 
    “I won’t.” It was a half lie, Raven knew. Though she would fight to the death in the arena, she couldn’t promise she would emerge alive.  
 
    They broke off their embrace and Raven looked upon the changed face of a girl who’d become a woman in the pits of Zune. Though Whisper’s hair was pulled back and tied, she could still tell it had been washed and combed. She was smooth locks to Raven’s coarse hair, soft skin to Raven’s callused and scarred, gentle curves to Raven’s hard edges. And yet she was as fierce as any—she’d proven that in the pits—a Sandes through and through.  
 
    “I am proud of you, sister,” Raven said.  
 
    “Are you?” There wasn’t anger in her tone, exactly, but doubt. Raven tasted bitterness on her tongue. She deserved such a response. For too many years she’d underestimated her youngest sibling simply because she liked feminine dresses and pretty colors and colorful flowers and— 
 
    “Yes,” Raven said. “So proud.” 
 
    Something changed in Whisper’s demeanor, and for a moment, a bare, naked moment, she was the young, innocent girl Raven remembered. The moment passed and Whisper stuck out her jaw. “That, above all else, means the world to me,” she said.  
 
    Raven felt the weakness in her knees, but she would not break, not in front of her sister. Showing strength was the one gift she’d always been able to give Whisper. “I need you to promise me something,” Raven said.  
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “If I die tomorrow—” 
 
    “You won’t. You said it yourself.” Whisper’s eyes were those of a wildcat, not to be denied of its prey.  
 
    “I know. But if I do, promise me you won’t close yourself off from the world.” 
 
    “Raven, you’re not going to—” 
 
    Raven grabbed her sister’s chin, forced her to look directly into her eyes. “Promise me.” 
 
    Whisper didn’t so much as blink as she said, “I promise.” 
 
    Raven pulled her into another hug, the sound of bones clinking softly nearby as starlight illuminated their embrace.  
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    Later, on the same sleepless night 
 
      
 
    Footsteps jarred Raven from her thoughts.  
 
    They were muffled, as if the intruder was trying to be quiet but doing a lousy job of it. Her guards should’ve stopped anyone dangerous, but she wasn’t willing to risk it, so she stole from bed to the door, sliding soundlessly into the shadows.  
 
    Darkness obliterated the moonslight through the cracks in the threaded guanik bones. A large form, big enough to fill the entire doorway. Had her aunt managed to send an assassin to do her dirty work for her? Or was this someone acting of their own volition, someone who hated the Sandes and all they stood for? Anything was a possibility at this point.  
 
    A large, powerful hand slipped through the bones, parting them. An arm followed, then a foot and leg and shoulder and head— 
 
    Raven exploded from hiding, leaping high enough to slam an elbow down on the back of the massive man’s neck. He released a grunt and stumbled forward as she landed behind him. He started to turn, but she was already moving forward, stamping down hard on his foot and bringing a knee up into his groin area. He gasped and doubled over just in time for his chin to meet her fist as it swung up in a vicious uppercut just as 
 
    green moonlight slipped through the gap in the bones and fell across his face.  
 
    “Shite,” Raven muttered, watching as Goggin dropped to one knee, clutching his midsection.  
 
    “Like all my ex-wives rolled into one…” he said, his voice raspy and breathless.  
 
    “You damn fool,” Raven said, rushing over to him. “What were you doing slinking around like a thief in the dark?” She put her hand on his shoulder and he winced, as if he thought she might strike him again.  
 
    “I wanted…to make sure…you were okay,” he said, taking sharp whistling breaths between words.  
 
    Raven cursed under her breath. It was just the sort of thing the big brute would do. He was selfless to a fault, even if she could hear the rocks rattling around in his skull at times. “C’mon. Lie down,” she said. “Rest for a minute.” 
 
    A devilish smile curled his broad lips. “Are you inviting me to bed?” 
 
    She swatted him. “I’ve just assaulted your manhood and you’d proposition me?” 
 
    Gritting his teeth against the obvious pain he was in, he said, “You can assault my manhood any time. And I will proposition you any way you want.” 
 
    Despite herself, Raven shook her head. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were declaring your love for me.” It was meant to be a jape, but Goggin’s face suddenly turned serious.  
 
    “Aye, I am, empress.” He flashed a grin. “And offering my body for your pleasure.” 
 
    Raven scoffed. “Is that the line that got you all your wives?” 
 
    “Aye, so long as I kept them drinking simpre.”  
 
    Raven didn’t know what to make of any of this. Was he being serious? Was he joking? More than anything, she was trying to figure out which she hoped for. What the hell is wrong with me? Goggin? Really? Yes, she’d known him for a long time and considered him a friend, but why did she suddenly feel hot all over at his nearness?  
 
    “I am about to fight to the death in the arena, and you thought it a good time to tell me this?”  
 
    Goggin seemed to be recovering slightly, his body straightening. One of his strong hands reached forward, settling on her hip. “I have faced drowning and death, dehydration and monsters made of blood and sand. Next to those things, love is a kindness I will not waste.”  
 
    Raven tried to hide the quiver in her voice as she said, “Why Goggin, you almost sounded poetic there.” His fingers seemed to burn through the thin night-shift she wore. 
 
    “Did I? Must be the simpre talking.” 
 
    Despite his talk of strong drink, she could not smell it on his breath. And to her surprise, Raven wanted to kiss him. Denying herself this was the only kindness she had left to offer the big man. For on the morrow, she might die, and she would not allow his heart to die with her.  
 
    “Goggin,” she said, wishing his hand would move from her hip so she would not have to remove it herself. Wishing it wouldn’t. Wishing his lips would stop her words. Wishing she could speak them faster.  
 
    Wishing for more time. 
 
    “I do not love you,” she said, plucking his hand from her hip. “Not like that. Thank you for your offer, but no. I shall rest alone on this night.” 
 
    He tried to hide it, but she could see the pain on his face, deeper and more powerful than the physical pain she’d already wrought upon him.  
 
    “As you wish,” he said, pushing to his feet, avoiding her touch as she tried to help him. He bowed stiffly. “May you conquer on the morrow.” 
 
    She said nothing as he turned and lumbered back into the night, for her mouth was full of sand and regret, her eyes blinded by tears.  
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    After all the waiting, all the stewing, Raven was glad when the day dawned hot and bright. She bathed in cool water, but as soon as she emerged from the tub she started to sweat again. Gwen was waiting within her quarters. To her surprise, Whisper was too. The women stood on opposite sides of the room, but at least they were both there.  
 
    Before either of them could speak, Raven said, “I can dress myself.” 
 
    “We know,” Whisper said. 
 
    “But we’re going to help you anyway,” Gwen finished. Something unspoken passed between the women and Raven shook her head. They’re finishing each other’s sentences and Goggin is declaring his love for me? Perhaps the world truly has gone mad.  
 
    “As you wish,” Raven said. “But be prepared to lose a finger or two. My teeth are sharp.” 
 
    “See?” Whisper said to Gwen. “She’s always been like this. Too tough for her own good.” 
 
    Gwen said, “Luckily we outnumber her. And we’ve got weapons.” She held up a bone-tooth comb. Whisper followed her lead, showing Raven the leather belt in her hands.  
 
    Raven sighed and resigned herself to her fate.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Gwen and Whisper escorted her to the pyramids.  
 
    “Wait here,” Raven said, and, thankfully, this time they didn’t challenge her.  
 
    Siri was waiting inside. Not curled and sleeping like Raven expected, but resting on her powerful hind haunches, her wings half open. Her crimson scales shimmered darkly under the torchlight.  
 
    She growled, not because of Raven’s arrival, but because of what she was unable to hide in her mind.  
 
    “I know, my soul,” Raven said, extending her hand. The dragon unfurled its long neck to nuzzle its face against her palm. Siri’s eyes were closed, as if at peace, but that growl continue to rumble from her lips.  
 
    I would kill Viper, Siri said. Dragons, Raven knew, didn’t make threats, only promises. 
 
    I know you would. I would do the same for you if our roles were reversed. But you can’t protect me from this. I must fight. For our people. For Calypso. It is my responsibility. And when it is over, we shall fly above the clouds and roar, and then we shall lay low our enemies. Together. Always together.  
 
    The dragon’s growl had softened, and soon it was a purr as Raven stroked her chin, scratching her favorite spot. Always, Siri purred. Always. 
 
    Yes. You are my soul, always. 
 
    My soul.  
 
    When she could linger no longer, Raven departed and didn’t look back. She felt the strength of a dragon in her bones, for she was not only fighting for herself, but for Siri too. For if she died on this day, Siri’s descent into madness would be swift and irreversible. 
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    The gathered crowd was still and silent, the gravity of the situation not lost on them. Unlike many of the previous challenges for the dragon throne they’d witnessed, this was not between siblings but between generations. Many of them had watched both of these women as they were defeated by their sisters—Viper by Sun and Raven by Fire. Today, was a second chance for both Sandes women to prove to their people they were worthy of their loyalty.  
 
    Raven stood as still as stone, watching as Viper approached. She was no longer in chains, no longer a prisoner. Her night-dark hair was tied with a leather thong, her eyes as piercing as those of the deadly snake she’d been named after. Upon Raven’s command, she’d been given her choice of armor and weaponry, and she’d taken full advantage. A full leather breastplate protected her vital areas, while sections of leather wrapped her arms and legs as well. Each section bore an image of the dragon rising over a red sun, the symbol of Calypso. She wore no helmet, but then again, neither did Raven, though both their necks were protected by high, leather collars.  
 
    Viper’s belt was strung with three weapons. A small dagger known as a “finisher,” sharp enough to cut through bone; a long, single-edged blade primarily used for blocking, and a whip not unlike Raven’s own weapon of choice.  
 
    Raven never knew her aunt favored the whip. She wondered how many other things she’d never known about her mother’s sister. She wondered how things might’ve been different had Viper, not Sun, emerged victorious all those years ago.  
 
    A voice—“Raven!”—drew her attention away from her aunt, and she met Whisper’s eyes watching from a special box reserved for the empress and those close to her. Whisper said nothing else, only nodded. Still, the gesture gave Raven strength. Gwen sat beside Whisper. Her mouth opened as if she might say something, but then closed. Raven was glad for it. No words could change things now. Goggin, too, was there, though he did not meet her gaze. Sometime during the night, Raven had come to terms with both her feelings and actions. Her feelings were now all too clear to her: 
 
    She cared for Goggin greatly, and wanted to explore the seed that had been planted between them. Maybe it was nothing, but maybe it was something too. If she survived this day, she would not run from him. Nor would she lie to him again.  
 
    Her actions were clear too:  
 
    She didn’t regret how she’d left things. If today didn’t go as planned…perhaps she’d saved him from years of heartache. At least she’d done that one good thing. 
 
    “Having second thoughts, Raven?” Viper said, bringing her attention back to the space between them, which was quickly shrinking. “You can still survive this. Simply hand me the throne. I will not imprison you again if you pledge your loyalty to me. There’s a place for you in the empire—I see that now. Whisper, too, if she behaves.” 
 
    Though the latter was seemingly spoken with innocence, the threat was obvious. If Viper defeated Raven in combat and Whisper did not pledge her loyalty to Viper, her life was forfeit.  
 
    A great weight pressed on Raven’s shoulders. Unlike the first time she’d fought in this arena, so many lives depended on her now. She took a deep breath, for victory would be as dependent on her mind as her body. “Thank you, Auntie, but I shall try my luck in combat.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Viper said, drawing her sword.  
 
    Raven barely heard the protector of the city, the shiva, as he spoke the traditional words that preceded this event, announcing the challengers for the dragon throne. Instead, she heard only the rushing in her head, like a great wave crashing over her thoughts, and then— 
 
    Be brave, my soul. Be strong. 
 
    Siri’s voice vanished as the fight began, Viper leaping forward and striking with the blunt side of her blade, trying to drive Raven back on her heels. Raven stepped deftly to the side, letting the dull edge glance off her shoulder as she slammed her whip’s handle into her aunt’s temple.  
 
    Viper hissed and danced back, lifting a hand to touch her skin, her fingers returning sticky.  
 
    Raven had drawn first blood.  
 
    They circled, Viper more cautious now, dodging the testing whip cracks Raven offered—first at her leg, then at her head. The third time Raven snapped the leather, Viper anticipated it, raising her sword into its path. The whip curled around the metal, but the barbed end managed to slash across her face, drawing a line of blood just beneath her eye.  
 
    Viper slammed her sword down, trying to slice through the whip, but Raven saw the opening and darted forward, kicking her in the head. She rocked back, landing hard on her back. During the fall, Viper lost her grip on the sword, which was still tangled with the whip. In a single motion, Raven reached down and plucked the sword from the ground, spinning it in her hand to dislodge the whip. She tossed the blade aside, out of her aunt’s reach.  
 
    Viper stood up, blood painting the edges of her lips, trickling from her cheek, and streaming from her temple. Her expression was akin to the snarl of a cornered dog, her teeth grinding together. There was so much hate in her eyes, which seemed to boil over like heated cauldrons.  
 
    What had made her this way? Raven wondered. Had Raven’s mother been bad to her? Had she provoked her to this level of animosity? Were any of Viper’s actions justified?  
 
    Though it was far too late to find out, Raven hesitated, rather than pressing the advantage she’d built thus far.  
 
    This time, Viper did not. The finisher blade was suddenly in her hand and instead of darting forward with it, she flung it with a wicked snap of her wrist. Raven tried to dodge but was a hair too slow, the knife stabbing through her leather armor all the way to the hilt, which, Raven now noticed, was carved into the shape of a dragon. She felt like she’d been punched, and was dimly aware that the blade had pierced more than just the leather, sinking into her flesh, and she couldn’t breathe, for it had hit her lung too.  
 
    She fell to her knees, her attempt to draw in a breath full of wetness, her mouth full of thick bitterness. Somehow, she clung to her whip, and as Viper moved in for the kill, Raven snapped it at her legs. The tendrils curled around her aunt’s knee, the barbs sinking deep into the leather. Raven pulled and Viper toppled over, the back of her head colliding with the ground.  
 
    Raven’s hands lost all strength and she dropped the whip. Her vision was fuzzy now, and she knew she needed to breathe—just breathe, dammit!—but her lungs weren’t working, her airways filled with blood, now dripping from her lips.  
 
    She was lost, she knew, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t save Whisper. Her aunt was stirring, though she looked groggy, like she’d just woken up. Raven fell forward onto her hands, but managed to hold herself up on all fours. She crawled one step at a time like a babe, sucking in wheezing breaths, each growing shallower than the one before.  
 
    Viper rolled over, shaking her head, as if trying to dislodge water from her ears.  
 
    Raven collapsed onto her stomach. Dug her nails into the ground and pulled, dragging her body through the dust. Her vision swam as she reached her aunt’s ankles, which multiplied from two to four to six.  
 
    Three versions of Viper fought to their knees, facing away. Then one knee, preparing to stand. All of them. But only one was real, the other two phantoms.  
 
    Her arms trembling, her breath lost in a wet gurgle, Raven pushed herself up, until she too was kneeling. Her aunt tried to regain her feet, but collapsed back to one knee. Raven knew she couldn’t let her live, not if she wanted to save Whisper.  
 
    Her hands found the knife embedded in her chest. Pulled.  
 
    She was too weak, the blade stuck in flesh and bone and her lungs and leather and— 
 
    “ARGH!” she managed to scream, blood bursting from her lips as she pulled, harder, harder, a wet sucking sound arising as the knife began to move.  
 
    Her muscles popping, she wrenched the blade free and jammed it into the center of Viper’s back, severing her spine.  
 
    Exhausted, Raven fell, flopping down atop her aunt’s prone, unmoving body.  
 
    My soul, she thought. Are you there? Can you hear my voice? Can you feel the beat of my heart? It beats for you. It always beat for you. 
 
    There was no response but searing pain roaring through her body. And then there was nothing. Nothing but darkness and fading and the mournful roar of a dragon in the abyss… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Five 
 
    Somewhere 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    Oh no, Bane thought. Not again. 
 
    His scalp was on fire, blood leaching into the eighth portion of his arrow-sectioned marking.  
 
    Another dead ruler.  
 
    He focused and the world of fog and shadows vanished, the dusty star-speckled canyons of Phanea appearing in its place.  
 
    He ran, first to the room with the new mother. His cousin’s room. The door was closed and he took a deep breath before opening it a crack. Rhea lay as still as a corpse, her child in a bassinet beside her bed. Bane watched, his eyes focusing on the bedcovers, until he was certain they rose and fell ever so slightly with her deep breathing.  
 
    A swell of relief filled his lungs deeply. “You should go,” a voice said, startling him.  
 
    The pirate called Grey Arris raised his arm, dagger glinting.  
 
    “I was just—” 
 
    “I don’t care. Go.” 
 
    Once, Bane would’ve despised being talked to like that, but now…  
 
    Now he didn’t know. Now he didn’t care, for he was stripped of everything that had once given him his identity, his purpose.  
 
    He left, hazarding a single glance back to find Grey watching him the whole way. His mind raced. How literal was the prophecy? Technically Rhea wasn’t the queen of the west. Roan was. But Roan had rejected it, leaving it for Sai Loren to claim. Did that mean Sai might be dead? If so, what did that mean for Knight’s End? Regardless, two rulers were dead. Who else?  
 
    His heart hammered as he considered the possibilities. Gareth Ironclad. Raven Sandes. And another. One he’d tried to kill himself, though now he regretted it.  
 
    His own sister. Annise. Queen of the north. 
 
    Bane burst into Roan’s quarters to find the lifemarked sitting in a chair, staring into the dancing flames of the fire. “What’s happened?” Roan said without looking at him.  
 
    “I should’ve told you before,” Bane said.  
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Two now.” 
 
    Roan’s eyes fluttered closed, and he didn’t move for so long Bane thought he might’ve fallen asleep. Just when he was about to sneak away, Roan’s eyes opened. “Two left then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bane confirmed. “Two rulers left to die.” 
 
    “All right. Can you do something for me?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Find out who we lost.” 
 
    Bane’s heart thundered, surprised at how proud he felt for being trusted with such a task. “I will.” He blinked and he was gone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Shae Arris 
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    “This changes everything,” Erric said. “The Horde killed another two rulers. We can only assume it was Annise Gäric and Sai Loren, which means the north and west have both fallen. The Horde is too powerful because of the fatemarked leader at their helm. We have no choice now. This is the last resort.” 
 
    “Why?” Shae said, although she knew he was right.  
 
    He didn’t answer, because he knew she knew.  
 
    They sat for a long time, their fingers a hairsbreadth apart. Finally, he closed the gap, threading his fingers through hers. Warmth leeched through her skin, and she felt her own warmth rising to meet it. So familiar. So right.  
 
    “We can’t do this,” she said. 
 
    “I know,” Erric said. “But we will. We have to.” 
 
    To save them all, he didn’t say, though she heard it as loud as his words. He also didn’t say anything about the cost, though she heard that part too.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Seven 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    In the stunned silence, Whisper screamed. 
 
    Gwen was frozen with indecision, torn between the need to rush into the arena to see if her friend could still be saved or to comfort her friend’s sister who had just lost so much.  
 
    But Gwen did neither, because she recognized a greater need at this moment, remembering the promise she’d made to Raven.  
 
    If I’m ever gone, care for Siri. She trusts you. 
 
    Initially she’d scoffed at the notion, but finally she’d agreed. I will. I will. I swear it. 
 
    So now, she leapt from the box and into the arena, pushing off hard as she ran, not toward her friend but toward the pyramid rising into the peerless blue sky.  
 
    A sound obliterated all others, even the wail of a grieving sister.  
 
    It was an inhuman shriek of pure agony.  
 
    She knew the smart thing to do was turn around and run in the opposite direction, to keep running all the way to the east, to Ironwood where she belonged. Without Raven as her advocate, the Calypsians were as likely to string her up by her toes as invite her into their fold. And what did Gwen know about dragons? Less than nothing.  
 
    She trusts you. Gwen didn’t know if it was the truth or not, but she wanted to believe it was the truth, which was sometimes more important. If there was any chance she could comfort or save the magnificent creature whose scream now seemed to shatter the very sanctity of the desert sky…she had to try. For Raven. For Siri. For herself.  
 
    She ran on, her heromark providing strength when she grew tired, soothing her lungs when they burned.  
 
    She didn’t stop until she reached the great iron gate into the pyramid. Another shriek lit up the silence, shaking the metal slab on its hinges.  
 
    She didn’t hesitate. She pulled the crank to open the door.  
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    The door groaned opened, slamming against the inner wall. Silence. Silence. And then… 
 
    A mournful cry, a lower rumble than the high-pitched shrieks from before. There was weariness in the sound. Exhausted pain.  
 
    As Gwen moved forward down the short corridor leading into the cavernous space designed to harbor the entire dragonia, whispers slid through her mind: 
 
    Soul, no, feel it, do you? No, feel nothing, hole, black, empty, longing, tearing, feeling, don’t want to feel, not anymore, don’t feel, stop feeling, just fall into it, that hole, that space of emptiness, the place is calling, must answer because that is where they all go and it feels right and it feels like 
 
    Like home.  
 
    The voice was Siri’s, as familiar to Gwen as any, and she remembered the first time she’d heard it, back in Ironwood when the dragon was a prisoner and she hated her for simply existing. 
 
    But this voice, though familiar, held none of that wisdom, that agelessness that had taken Gwen by surprise when she’d first heard it. This voice sounded lost and confused, like it had awoken in a mist-shrouded world without recollection of how it had come to be there.  
 
    “Siri,” Gwen said, her voice echoing through the empty space. “It’s Gwendolyn. I’m here.” Silence.  
 
    Gwen passed through the stone archway into the main atrium, the walls rising on all sides, reaching a point a great distance above her. A dark shape rested at the opposite end of the space, unmoving. There was no telltale flick of a spiked tail, nor shifting of clawed paws. No sign that the dragon was alive, or that she was aware of Gwen’s presence.  
 
    She tried to speak to her in a different way. Siri? 
 
    No answer. Gwen moved closer, slowly, so as not to startle the mighty creature.  
 
    When dragons lose their souls, they bridge the chasm that leads to madness. Raven’s words came back to Gwen, and she didn’t want to believe them, not when it meant this magnificent beast would be lost to her forever. She felt not a shred of hate for dragons, not anymore, only an undying love for their race, even if there were those who were unworthy of the title.  
 
    Soul? Siri said suddenly, and Gwen saw her head lift from her paws, where it had been resting. She sniffed the air. Orange torchlight wavered across her. Something wasn’t right.  
 
    Oh Ore, Gwen thought, taking in the color of her scales, which were now as dark as night, the crimson leeched from her body, leaving a black so complete it was indistinguishable from the purest of shadows. 
 
    Not my soul, the black dragon hissed, its voice scathing now, cutting through Gwen’s mind like the knife that had killed Raven. Siri twisted around, shoving from her haunches, her wings snapping to each side as they extended, beating at the air. Gwen’s fatemark flared as the dragon slashed at her with its claws, a stream of superheated fire jetting from her dark lips.  
 
    Gwen dove to the side, the claws scraping against her armored shoulder, heat washing around her. She rolled, already running for the nearest wall, sensing as the dragon turned to pursue her.  
 
    More heat, nipping at her heels. She was close to the rock wall now, a shadow falling over her from behind, a fanged maw swooping in from the side… 
 
    She leapt, driving her feet onto a small rock shelf, springing higher, grasping a handhold with one hand while swinging to the side just as the dragon’s head crashed into the inner pyramid, spraying stone shrapnel all around her.  
 
    Gwen reversed course, launching herself backwards with reckless abandon, sighting her landing as she spun, narrowly avoiding the blade-like spikes on Siri’s back as she flopped onto the armor-like scales, which were as smooth as glass.  
 
    The dragon roared, bucking its head as it tried to dislodge her, twisting around to try to bite at her. Using the spikes for balance, she scurried higher on Siri’s neck, staying out of reach of her deadly jaws. Siri, it’s Gwendolyn Storm. Remember me? You tried to kill me in Ironwood. You saved me in Zune. We fought together in Phanes. Remember? 
 
    Stranger! the dragon hissed, throwing its body at the wall, scraping along it, several scales popping loose from the jarring impact. Gwen barely clambered to the other side of her neck, avoiding the worst of it. She knew she needed to find a way off the dragon, to run for the door and escape, for there was no hope for Siri, her mind shattered into a million pieces the moment Raven’s heart had ceased to beat.  
 
    I’m sorry, Raven, I’ve failed you. 
 
    The dragon froze at the name in Gwen’s mind. Raven, she said, speaking the word like a prayer. 
 
    Yes, Gwen said, pouncing on the sudden change in mood like a kitten on a ball of string. I know Raven. She is my…my friend. 
 
    I—I don’t, I can’t, the darkness is calling, it wants me and I want it and I can take you there with me, just step into my mouth and we can fall and keep falling and be at peace. 
 
    The way the dragon spoke was almost hypnotic, like the chant of a crazed cult leader urging his followers to commit mass suicide. Siri, this is not you. You are mighty. You are powerful beyond belief. You are the strongest creature I know. And I am your friend. Your soul is gone, but I am not. 
 
    Without warning, the dragon collapsed, and Gwen found herself tumbling from its neck, her shoulder slamming into the unforgiving ground, followed by her knee. Still, she managed to gather her senses and leap to her feet, turning sharply to find 
 
    Siri.  
 
    A hairsbreadth away, so near she could feel the heat of her breath from her nostrils. Her mouth was open, each fang glistening in the torchlight.  
 
    But it wasn’t the closeness of certain death that caught Gwen’s attention, but something else as her gaze tracked along the length of the dragon’s neck, all the way to her shoulder where— 
 
    There! 
 
    Oh no. Oh no. Oh, Siri.  
 
    Unexpectedly, tears blurred her vision, but the truth was already painted behind them, the image startling in its clarity.  
 
    A nub breaking through the scales.  
 
    A new neck had begun to grow.  
 
    “Siri!” Gwen shouted aloud. There was only one way she could help the dragon now. She had to do what she’d promised Raven she would. “Look at me!” The dragon’s eyes locked on hers, golden pupils narrowing to slits. “I am yours. All of me. My heart. My soul. And in return, all I ask is whatever you have left. It is enough. It has to be enough.” 
 
    I am lost, the dragon purred, and so are you. Flames roiled from the dragon’s maw as she clamped her claws around Gwendolyn’s body. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Eight 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Whisper Sandes 
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    Her sister’s body was heavier than she expected it to be. Raven had been cleaned up, the blood washed away, and dressed in fresh leathers. Her eyes were dark with kohl, her hair held in place with guanik-bone combs carved in the shape of dragons. Her whip slapped against Whisper’s side as she carried her. The streets were lined with Calypsians, their heads bowed in deference. Some of them looked fearful, constantly glancing at the sky as if they expected the Last Mad Dragon—as Siri was being called, to fall upon them with claw and dragonfire at any moment.  
 
    Once, Whisper wouldn’t have been able to do any of this. Once, she would’ve been inconsolable, silken sheets wrapped around her as she soaked them with her tears.  
 
    Once, she had been weak.  
 
    No more. 
 
    Her arms were tired from the march from the palace into the city, but she knew she would not request assistance, as was her right. The carrying tradition had some flexibility, and no one expected the new empress to haul her sister’s body all the way from the palace to the pyramids.  
 
    I will, she thought, her teeth grinding together. I will, as she would’ve done for me. 
 
    If it came down to it, she would stop and rest, and then continue her march. 
 
    But then Goggin was by her side, tucking one massive arm under Raven’s knees, his chin jutting out, his eyes fierce.  
 
    “This is my burden to bear,” Whisper snapped. “As is the fate of the empire.” 
 
    “By the gods, you are so much like her,” Goggin said, which took the very air from her lungs. “Fire too. All so stubborn. Your sisters thought every decision rested on their judgement. They thought every fight was theirs to lead and die in.” 
 
    “Aren’t they?” Whisper said, blinking away tears. “Isn’t that the reality of ruling an empire?” 
 
    “That is your choice to make,” he said, looking forward. “But I for one will help you bear this burden, even if you allow me no other.” 
 
    Together they marched, sharing the weight of Raven’s body as the sun splashed behind the pyramids, casting them in shadow.  
 
    When they reached the Pyramid of Dragons, a dozen or so soldiers greeted them. “Your Magnificence,” one of them said. “We have prepared a stone oven for the burning ceremony.” 
 
    Whisper frowned. “She will be burned by dragonfire, as are all Calypsian empresses, save for my sister, Fire, who used her own undying fire to transition her body into the hereafter.” 
 
    The soldier shifted from foot to foot uncomfortably. “The Last Dragon is too unpredictable. As you commanded, we’ve tried several times to subdue her, but she only wreaths the atrium in dragonfire. Three of us have been badly burned already, and we won’t risk it again.” 
 
    “She’s not asking you to,” Goggin interjected. “We will complete the ceremony ourselves.” Whisper had always thought Goggin to be naught but a bellowing caricature of a man, but now she realized she’d never given him a chance. There was more to him than simpre, singing and stories about his various wives.  
 
    She nodded her thanks and he nodded back.  
 
    “Empress, we really must advise against—” 
 
    “Noted,” Whisper said as they entered the dark gate, torchlight illuminating the way before them. Beyond the corridor, a thick darkness awaited. Whisper felt her heart beat a little faster, but she ignored it.  
 
    Instinctively, they stopped at the exact same moment on the cusp of the darkness. Whisper squinted, trying to find any evidence of the dragon’s position. She had never been interested in dragons the way Raven had, but she respected the raw power they wielded. They were not to be trifled with, especially not one that had just lost her soul.  
 
    “There,” Goggin murmured, gesturing with his head toward a spot much higher than Whisper had been looking. She squinted, seeing nothing, but then… 
 
    Whisper saw them: two gleaming eyes rimmed in gold. Flames glowed between daggerlike teeth.  
 
    “Get out of here,” a voice said, echoing through the cavernous space. “Siri is unstable.” 
 
    Was that… “Gwen?” Whisper said. 
 
    “Yes. I made a promise to your sister to care for Siri if she died. I’m keeping that promise.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    A laugh, so out of place for the situation that it made Whisper feel as if she’d entered a dream world. If only it had all been a nightmare… “Siri’s got me in a pretty tight grip up here. Hoping it’s not permanent.” Silence fell for a few moments while Whisper tried to process what was happening. Siri must’ve gone mad when she felt Raven’s lifeblood stop flowing. Gwen went to her… She should be dead, she thought. She’s not even Calypsian. Then again, Siri knew Gwen, maybe even trusted her.  
 
    “I’m sorry about your sister,” Gwen said, her voice cutting through the darkness like an arrow set on fire. “She was a…good woman. A valiant warrior.” 
 
    Anger coursed through Whisper. “You think I don’t know that?” 
 
    Silence. And then… “You can be angry with me. It’s fine.” 
 
    “You came to Calypso to kill us. To kill Raven. So don’t act self-righteous.” 
 
    “You are hurting. I understand. So am I.” 
 
    “You don’t understand anything!” Whisper said, her voice rising. Her words repeated themselves as they bounced around the cavern, only now they sounded different, as if they were spoken from the mouth of a goblin. “Siri has gone mad. That’s what happens. You can’t care for her—I don’t know why Raven would’ve asked you to do that. She will grow a second head, then a third. She will forget friend from foe. She will destroy everything if we don’t confine her.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Gwen said. “But I will try to delay it. She can still fight for us. We need her to fight, else the Horde will swarm over us.” 
 
    Whisper had had enough. “You Orians think you’re superior to all other races, but shiny armor doesn’t mean anything in the deserts of Calypso. Here we live by the rule of fire. And fire is what we’ve come for. Don’t speak again. When Siri releases you, leave Calypso forever. Return to the east and do what you will, but bother us no more. We will handle the Last Dragon.” 
 
    A voice rumbled through the pyramid, spoken with such power it somehow took physical shape though it was spoken only in their minds: 
 
    MY SOUL! 
 
    Fire roared from the dragon’s maw, not a thin, concentrated stream like Whisper had seen from Siri a hundred times during the dragonia testing, but a wide swath of flames that rolled like a red tide across the space toward them.  
 
    “Put her down,” Goggin said, and then swiftly lowered Raven to the ground, backtracking into the tunnel.  
 
    The flames stopped at the mouth of the corridor, but Whisper could still feel their heat, an inferno, hot enough to devour flesh and bone. Just when Whisper felt the wispy hairs on her arms begin to curl and burn away, the flames vanished.  
 
    Where Raven had been was a thick layer of gray ash. Goodbye sister, Whisper thought, kissing her own fingertips. She moved forward, kneeling beside what was left of Raven. “Thank you. For everything,” she said.  
 
    Just then, a mighty roar erupted from above and Siri’s huge, dark form dove toward her, bathing the walls in fire and light, reflecting off of Gwen’s armor as she was carried past. Whisper didn’t move, not as the ash was buffeted by Siri’s powerful wings, coating everything in a fine, gray dust. The dragon swept past and then launched herself upward, wings beating, fire jetting into the inner apex of the pyramid.  
 
    She’s going to— 
 
    Whisper was unable to finish her thought as Siri crashed into the wall, the impact as powerful as crashing thunder, the walls shaking, the ground shifting under her feet. Goggin dragged her back as shattered stones rained down, the pyramid collapsing upon itself as the dragon, still gripping Gwendolyn Storm, soared out into the purple sky.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifty-Nine 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Falcon Hoza 
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    Falcon had finally found her. Though his search had been thorough, it had been luck more than anything, an errant ray of light finding its way onto the canyon wall, drawing his attention. He’d seen her head poke from one of the caves high atop the cliffs before disappearing back inside. But there was no mistaking her coppery hair in that instant.  
 
    In this part of the canyons, the steps leading to each cave were solid and included a carved stone railing. As Falcon started up them, something urged him to run. He almost knocked over a Phanecian man descending the steps, but didn’t stop, taking them two at a time, grabbing the railing and clambering up the ladder set at each of the switchbacks.  
 
    Something was wrong—had been for days. Shanti wasn’t acting like herself. He knew what Jai Jiroux’s death had done to her, and he’d tried to be there for her, but she’d folded within herself.  
 
    He feared she might hurt herself.  
 
    So he flew upwards, his calves and thighs beginning to burn, his lungs heaving. When he reached the last switchback, he scraped his knee on one of the ladder rungs but ignored the flare of pain, clambering over the edge and galloping up to the final cave.  
 
    It was empty. 
 
    “Shanti?” he said, gulping down breaths.  
 
    Something moved from behind a boulder. “You shouldn’t have come here,” Shanti said, stepping from the shadows. In one hand, she held a torch. In the other, a string, dripping moisture.  
 
    “I was worried,” he said. “I’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    “Worried?” she said, and there was a hollowness in her tone he’d never heard before. “You shouldn’t be worried about one person, not when your empire is at risk.” 
 
    “I care not for empires. For its people, yes, but not for power. You know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. But that doesn’t change the fact that the empire will fall. Its people are lost, as we all are.” 
 
    The defeat in her tone bruised his heart. “You don’t mean that.” 
 
    “Of course I do. I watched my father’s murder. My sister’s too. You told me my mother was raped and murdered by your own father. The Black Tears gave me a purpose, a chance for revenge. And Jai…” She clenched her teeth and shook her head. “Jai was something else. He was hope. But then they took him too, the purest soul of them all. Where is the justice in that?” 
 
    Falcon had no answer, because there was none. “I don’t know what to say, except I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I know you are. I am too. But that doesn’t change the fact that I’ve seen too much. I am not naïve enough to hope for a better world anymore.” 
 
    “Hope is never naïve,” Falcon said.  
 
    “Maybe in the world you come from, but not in mine.” 
 
    “We can still save the rest of them,” Falcon said. “Your people, the Terans. My people, the Phanecians. The other kingdoms too. Roan Loren is lifemarked. So long as he is alive, there is a chance.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Shanti said, and Falcon felt a sprig of life. “We can save our people. We can save them from being cannibalized by the Horde. With this.” She held up the string, and Falcon realized what it was, wondering why it hadn’t occurred to him earlier.  
 
    A fuse, soaked in oil. 
 
    Oh gods. The flames were so close to it now that the string was smoking.  
 
    How long had he been looking for Shanti? More than a day. How many charges could she have set in that time? “Wait,” he said, aware of the panic in his voice.  
 
    “For what? You can’t change my mind. This isn’t about me. It’s about the horrors these people will experience if I don’t collapse these canyons around them. Women, children, soldiers…I will give them a swift death. And then I will throw myself from these very cliffs.” She brought the torch closer to the fuse.  
 
    “Shanti, I love you.” 
 
    Her hand froze. Her lips quivered. “You think that changes anything? I already know that. I’ve known for a long time. And if I hadn’t met Jai, maybe I could’ve loved you too. But you’re weak—you’ve always been weak. I thought I could change you, but I couldn’t. So I used you. I used your love for me so you would help us free the slaves. I played you, Falcon Hoza.” 
 
    Even though Falcon knew she chose each word to hurt him, he couldn’t help the sting of them. But this wasn’t the woman he knew, so strong, so confident, so clever. This was a woman twisted by the horrors his father had committed, jaded beyond repair.  
 
    No, he thought, refusing to let himself sink into despair. No one is beyond repair.  
 
    “I won’t let you do this,” he said.  
 
    “You don’t have a choice in the matter.” The flames brushed the edge of the string, the smoke turning black.  
 
    “I love you, Shanti Parthena Laude. I will love you until the end of my days, whether it is today or a hundred years hence. I will never give up on you. Not ever.” 
 
    She stared at him, and he could see the indecision in her eyes.  
 
    And then she lit the fuse.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Roan 
 
      
 
    Ever since Bane had visited Roan with the news, sleep had eluded him. Two more rulers dead. The timing was no coincidence, almost exactly after Rhea had revealed her daughter’s fatemark, followed by Windy’s information regarding the Fall of All Things. For all he knew, Gareth was dead. Or his cousin, Annise, who he’d never even met, except for the glimpse of her across a snowy battlefield. Raven Sandes was another possibility. The Calypsian empress was Gwen’s friend, and though Roan didn’t know her well, she seemed like a good leader. The kind who could help usher in a new world.  
 
    Roan needed council. He needed to gather the fatemarked again. Time felt like sand running through his fingers. They could no longer count on any of the other kingdoms to join with them in the fight against the Horde. Even if they could, communication was difficult. Bane had offered to use his powers to visit with the other leaders, but Roan wasn’t certain he would be the best ambassador to send to build an alliance. He would, however, find out which rulers had passed into the Void, information that might prove useful.  
 
    As Roan approached the room Shae and Erric had been staying in, his mind was troubled. How could he balance all the decisions on the edge of a sword without having some fall off? How could he allow the free will of others if their decisions were contrary to the good of the Four Kingdoms? Finally, he understood how Bane felt. But he couldn’t be like that, could he? Forcing the lands into a peace they didn’t want?  
 
    In particular, Rhea and her daughter weighed on his mind. His niece’s markings still glowed in his memory, and he could feel their power, which could very well be the key to peace. The key he’d been seeking his entire life.  
 
    So close, and yet Rhea would never let him explore it. She would defend her child to the death. He couldn’t blame her, could he?  
 
    Why did you make this so hard? he asked the Western Oracle. Why did you make the road so twisted? He didn’t expect an answer and he didn’t get one, save for the indistinguishable murmur of low voices behind the next door.  
 
    He would normally knock, but… 
 
    Silence fell, and a burst of light flashed beneath the door, spilling out into the corridor.  
 
    He twisted the knob, but it was locked, the door rattling slightly. And he knew… 
 
    He knew… 
 
    The halfmarked were about to unleash their final power.  
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    Shae 
 
      
 
    Power coursed through her, joining with Erric’s, a rippling tide of unfathomable energy, tearing at the fabric of space and time, seeking them, finding them. 
 
    The fatemarked.  
 
    They’d agonized over the decision for two long days, going back and forth, answering every question over and over until they were both convinced there was only one way forward—one choice that would guarantee the safety of the peoples of the Four Kingdoms. Leaderless, the Horde would revert back to their traditional habits, fighting amongst themselves, seeking the solace of the mountains. They could be hunted down and exterminated. The kingdoms would still have to work together, could still forge alliances and make peace.  
 
    Couldn’t they? 
 
    Even after all the discussion, all the consideration, Shae didn’t know—not for certain. But there was no going back now, even as their power touched the first of the fatemarked, one who was close, right outside their door.  
 
    Roan Loren, the lifemarked, had come to stop them.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    He could feel it inside him, like he had before in the Bloody Canyons when the halfmarked had strengthened him. Except this time it felt different, malicious, a strong hand clamped around his heart, squeezing.  
 
    No, he thought, not because he feared death, but because he was now convinced this failsafe was never meant to be used, that to use it would doom the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    His chest tightened and he slammed his shoulder into the door, wishing for the first time in his life that he had a power that could be used to destroy rather than heal. The door held.  
 
    He dropped to one knee as the fist clamped down harder.  
 
    His lifemark flared, trying to push back against the force inside him. The fingers loosened for an instant, just long enough for him to regain his feet and slam into the door once more. This time, he felt it give, though it didn’t burst open. The fist squeezed once more but he managed to kick at the doorknob with his heel and it cracked open.  
 
    He dove into the room, scrabbling on all fours as he gasped, taking in the scene with eyes that stung with pain, seeing their hands clasped together, bursting with light.  
 
    He lunged at them, a shockwave hitting him as he gripped their fingers, trying to tear them apart.  
 
    Their eyes remained closed, but he could feel them fighting against him; lifting each finger was like hefting a boulder. One by one, Roan dragged them free, until none were left.  
 
    The light vanished and they collapsed, one on each side. Roan fell between them. 
 
    That’s when he felt a great explosion.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Falcon 
 
      
 
    Shanti dropped the string, flames roaring along the line, leaving only ash in their wake.  
 
    Falcon dove forward, trying to grab it, prepared to throw his own body on the flames if necessary, but they were already curling around the boulder, toward where she had surely hidden a packet stuffed with fireroot powder. 
 
    He threw himself over the boulder, dropping down awkwardly on the other side where the flames were nearly to the packet. He reached for the string… 
 
    Shanti stepped on the flame, snuffing it out, her eyes wide.  
 
    Falcon stared at her, seeing the fear in her eyes. It wasn’t fear of death. It was fear of herself—what she was capable of. What she had almost done.  
 
    And something else.  
 
    Oh gods. “There are others?” he asked.  
 
    She nodded. “I’ve already lit one, with a longer fuse.” 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “I’ll show you.” 
 
    They ran, bursting from the cave, slamming into the railing, rebounding and skirting the edge of the cliff to another empty cave further down the line. There was no fuse, just a dark trail of ash leading behind another boulder.  
 
    Falcon charged for it but was hit by an invisible hand that stole the breath from his lungs, the ground from under his feet. He was thrown into Shanti and they tumbled backwards, assaulted by fiery air and rock shrapnel that bruised and bloodied them.  
 
    Shanti hit the railing first but Falcon wasn’t far behind. Stunned from the explosion, he barely had the presence of mind to grab the stone with one hand while reaching back with the other, his fingers clamping around Shanti’s arm.  
 
    She swung beneath him as they were both pelted by rocks. The railing juddered, a crack running along its base. Oh gods, it’s going to break, Falcon thought.  
 
    He looked back at Shanti, who was looking down. “Shanti,” he said. She twisted to look at him, and he could see the longing. To end the pain. To end everything. “I’m going to pull you up.” 
 
    She shook her head, biting her lip. “Just let go.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t showed up, I would’ve done it. I would’ve killed them all.” 
 
    “I did show up.” 
 
    “Doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    A crack sounded and further along the cliff a portion of the railing broke free and fell into the canyon far below. “It does,” Falcon said. “Once, you saved me. Now it’s my turn.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to be saved?” 
 
    “Neither did I, but it’s my choice now, not yours.” 
 
    Shanti’s eyes were wet, her face smudged with dirt and ash, blood streaming from a gash under her left eye. “Pull,” she said.  
 
    And Falcon did. He pulled.  
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    Shanti 
 
      
 
    What have I done? The question repeated itself in her mind, even as Falcon hauled her upwards through the air, his muscles bulging through his skin, his veins popping, his face turning a bright shade of red that almost made him look Teran if not for his narrow eyes.  
 
    Shanti managed to grab one of the pillars holding the railing aloft, feeling it shift under her weight. She looked back to find Falcon trying to swing himself up, but he missed, rocks skittering around him. His eyes met hers and she could see the moment of resignation, his fingers sliding away.  
 
    He came for me. He cared enough to look for me. 
 
    She flung her leg downwards and he grabbed her foot, first with one hand and then both, while she clung to the pillar. “Climb me,” she said between gritted teeth.  
 
    Above her, spidery cracks worked their way along the pillar. Smoke billowed out from the cave, stinging her eyes and obscuring her vision. She closed her eyes and held on, feeling Falcon’s tight grip as he worked his way up her legs to her torso, eventually planting his feet on her shoulders. His weight vanished and then hers was gone too, his hands sliding beneath her arms to lift her up and over the railing. She spilled atop him just as, with a final crack, the railing broke away, tumbling out of sight.  
 
    The smoke was beginning to clear, but, Shanti knew, the danger was not. She had placed each fireroot charge in such a way that the very stability of the cliffs would be impacted. As if reading her mind, the walkway beneath them begun to fall away, crumbling like hard cheese crushed by a fist. 
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    Roan knew it was a risk leaving the two halfmarked behind, but he suspected the danger was gone, that they wouldn’t try to unleash their power again, at least not on this day.  
 
    So he ran, not away from the explosion, but toward it. The ground had finally stopped rumbling and he was able to run without stumbling. A steady stream of people moved in the opposite direction, fear in their eyes. Some were covered in dust and ash. Several bore bloody gashes on their faces and bodies.  
 
    Roan didn’t know what to think. The Horde couldn’t possibly have reached Phanea already, and as far as he knew the other kingdoms were dealing with their own issues. What could’ve caused so much destruction? 
 
    The canyons stretched high above him on either side. On the left, however, something was different. Smoke roiled from one of the caves, only it wasn’t a cave anymore but a shattered crevice, its very roof blown off, the railing and walkway in front of it having cracked and fallen away. 
 
    Roan’s eyes darted down to where large stones and parts of the railing lay shattered on the canyon floor. If anyone had been hit by them… 
 
    He shook away the thought, searching for casualties. Thankfully, he couldn’t see any bodies in the canyon. He scanned the cliff, following the path of the stone steps, which were in ruin, assaulted by the falling debris from the explosion.  
 
    He spotted movement, two figures running along the uppermost walkway, even as it cracked and buckled around them, collapsing right on their heels.  
 
    Roan released a cry and started to run once more. 
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    Shanti 
 
      
 
    Shanti no longer wanted to die—maybe she never did.  
 
    That, of course, didn’t change the fact that she would. All she could hope was that she could save Falcon so he didn’t have to pay for her mistakes. The narrow shelf crumbled with each step, the railing collapsing to the side, and she shoved Falcon as hard as she could just as the pathway he’d been standing on a moment earlier vanished under his feet.  
 
    She saw him tumble headfirst but then lost sight of him as she fell amidst a hailstorm of rubble, lancing her skin. She glanced off one of the stone steps leading to the next switchback, her ankle screaming in pain as it twisted. She scrabbled for something to hang onto, but there was nothing, her body tumbling over the next precipice, no other barrrier left to arrest her fall.  
 
    She twisted awkwardly, the world a spinning kaleidoscope of sky and rock and shadow and then— 
 
    She stopped. 
 
    I’m dead, she thought. She hadn’t felt the impact, but there was no other answer. Perhaps this would be her punishment, to spend the eternities in the very place where she’d done the most horrific thing she could ever imagine. She wondered what Jai would think of her now—whether he would still love her.  
 
    Wait. She’d thought she was frozen, but no, she was still moving downward, albeit slowly. Her feet touched the ground and she stopped. She looked about her, trying to understand. Someone stood nearby, light pouring from his chest, surrounding her. Bit by bit, the light ebbed away, returning to him. Returning to Roan Loren.  
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, his eyes flicking upward.  
 
    She didn’t answer, for all she cared about in this moment was the life of another. 
 
    “Falcon!” she screamed, searching the uppermost walkway. A head appeared over the edge of the portion of the railing that was still intact, much further along the cliff face.  
 
    “Shanti?” he cried. “By the gods…” 
 
    No, she knew. It hadn’t been the gods. It had been Falcon and Roan. They’d saved her, though she didn’t deserve to be saved.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty 
 
    The Western Kingdom, the Western Road 
 
    Helmuth Gäric 
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    He could still feel it: 
 
    That fist, tightening around his heart, squeezing. It had happened midstride, stopping him in his tracks, bringing him to his knees.  
 
    He’d felt weak and helpless, his Horde stopping to watch, their heads cocked to the side curiously. He could almost see the hunger in their eyes. Is that what I am to them? Fresh meat? If he didn’t hold the power of pain in his hands, would they kill and eat him just like all the others? 
 
    It didn’t matter. Because I do hold the power of pain. I will lord it over my enemies, those who made me what I am, all these pathetic humans who think a boy born with useless legs is a thing to be mocked and spat upon and abused.  
 
    The clamping in his chest had passed, and now he felt much the same as before. Strong. Confident. They’d destroyed and plundered several small villages along this road already, and he’d been surprised to find them full to bursting, having not evacuated. Arrogant fools, he thought. Their ignorance shall be their undoing. 
 
    They marched onward toward the next village. From there, he would make for the Spear, burning and destroying everything in his path. Then he would decide whether to travel toward Ferria next, or head south across the Forbidden Plains. Either option would suit him just fine.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-One 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    If Siri heard Gwen, she gave no indication, the dragon soaring higher and higher until the pressure building in Gwen’s ears became so painful she started to groan. There was something other than’s Siri’s claws squeezing Gwen’s chest, like icy hands squashing her heart. Doesn’t’ matter, Gwen thought. All that matters is her. 
 
    “Siri!” she shouted above the wind. “My soul! I will die for you! If that will bring you peace, I will die. I am yours. Do you hear me? Yours!” 
 
    You. Are. Not. My. Soul. 
 
    The tightness around Gwen’s chest vanished as Siri’s claws opened, and she fell.  
 
    She tumbled from the sky, her ears popping, her stomach dropping, the very air sucked from her lungs. Wind buffeted her body, and her cheeks slapped against her teeth. Even with her heromark, she knew she could not survive a fall from this height, not onto the hard, cracked Calypsian ground.  
 
    Memories flashed before her eyes. Her bonding day, how handsome Alastair had looked in his dress armor. Carnage and dragonfire. A last poem uttered from the most beautiful lips she’d ever kissed. Years cast in shadow and more loss. Years of hate and vengeance. And then a light in the form of a fair-haired fatemarked man voicing a message she didn’t want to hear.  
 
    Roan. Oh Roan. I am sorry I failed you. So sorry. If I could do it all over again… 
 
    What? She would change things? If so, she might’ve never met Raven, might’ve never understand the truth that Roan had known all along: 
 
    There can be peace. But first we must be willing. All of us. Even me. 
 
    Her body began to spin, corkscrewing as the ground grew closer. Time had finally turned against her, and yet she felt freer than she’d ever felt before, like she had her whole life ahead of her.  
 
    Thank you, Siri, for showing me this. I am honored to share your great Soul for a short time. I will miss you. 
 
    The ground was so close now she could see the individual stones on the pyramid with the broken capstone, the one Siri had shattered. She could see people, too, most of them stopped and watching her fall. Witnesses to her transformation.  
 
    She was an Orian, yes, but suddenly she felt a great love for these people, too. Not just the ones she knew, like Goggin and Whisper, but all of them. She didn’t want them to drown in the dark tide that rolled toward them. She wanted to throw them a rope.  
 
    She felt giddy now, laughter bubbling from her lips but stolen by the wind.  
 
    The ground opened its arms to receive her, and she closed her eyes.  
 
    Thus, she didn’t see the dark shape that swooped past her, accelerating beyond the speed of freefall, darting beneath her to catch her as gently as if she’d plopped onto a nest of feather pillows.  
 
    With a shriek, Siri rocketed upwards, two words filling every mind in all of Calypso.  
 
    MY SOUL. 
 
    And Gwendolyn Storm, Orian by birth, finally knew what it meant to be a dragon rider.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Whisper Sandes 
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    “You.” Whisper spat the word, feeling the familiar fires of anger as they were stoked.  
 
    Seeing this man was the last thing she needed, and yet she was glad for it. Giving herself to her anger meant she could hide from her loss for a little while longer.  
 
    Gat Vaid dragged chains behind him, surrounded by guards. His eyes were downcast, his muscular body seeming to sag further with each step. Why is he still in Calypso? Whisper wondered. Her sister had given him free passage back to Phanes, and yet here he was.  
 
    He stopped before the steps leading up to the dragon throne, falling to one knee of his own volition.  
 
    “He came to us,” one of the guards said. “He turned himself in. Said he was guilty of treason of the highest order.” 
 
    Whisper stared at the prisoner. She didn’t know what to make of him. First he’d aided Viper as she usurped the dragon throne. Then he’d betrayed her and helped them retake the empire, only to help Viper issue a lawful challenge, the very same that cost Raven her life.  
 
    And now he’s here. 
 
    Whisper wanted nothing more than to stand, descend the steps, and stab him through the heart.  
 
    But she didn’t, because she was empress now. What would Raven do? she asked herself. Gather information first. Understand the facts. “What treason have you committed?” she asked, her voice cold-sounding even to her.  
 
    The man looked up, tendrils of hair falling across his face. “I helped Viper Sandes usurp the throne.” 
 
    “And my sister pardoned you for that crime after you helped us retake it. What else?” 
 
    “I threatened the empress before you, Raven Sandes.” 
 
    Whisper wanted it to be true, but it simply wasn’t. “That was no threat. Viper used Calypsian law to her benefit. You helped her. That is no crime.” 
 
    “I—I will…kill…you.” The words seemed to come with great difficulty, and Whisper narrowed her eyes. Several of her guards began to draw their weapons, murmuring, “He threatened the empress’s life.” 
 
    “A false threat, under the circumstances,” she said. “You are weaponless, in chains, surrounded by my guards.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” Gat screamed, spit flying from his lips. He lowered his voice and it took on a more menacing tone. “Unless you kill me first, I will kill you. I swear it. I swear it on all the gods of old, on the very life of your sister.” 
 
    There were too many witnesses, and anyway, why shouldn’t Whisper give this man the swift death he wanted? If not for him, Raven might still be alive.  
 
    And yet, something gave Whisper pause. Her sister hadn’t wanted to punish this man. At the time, Whisper hadn’t understood it, but now, she thought, maybe she did. He’d been sent to Zune, just like them. The fighting pits changed a person—that much Whisper knew. So she did something mad, something that, in the moment, surprised even her.  
 
    “I pardon you,” she said.  
 
    All around the prisoner, the guards frowned, several of their mouths dropping open.  
 
    “What?” Gat said, his shadowed eyes never leaving hers. “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “I am the empress now, so yes, I can.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I need you to do something more productive than die. I need you to fight for me. Can you do that?” 
 
    She could see the surprise on his face. More than that, she could see the relief, lighting him up like a lit torch. He didn’t truly want to die, she thought. He was doing it because he thought it was the honorable thing. “Yes,” he whispered. “I will fight for you. I will fight for Raven. I will fight for Calypso.” 
 
    “Good. Guards, outfit him with armor and weaponry. Gat Vaid will join the army as it marches to the border. From this moment forward, no one leaves or enters Calyp without my express command. Is that clear?”  
 
    As each guard assented, Whisper thought, We are an island in a tumultuous sea. But we shall not sink.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    The nub was growing. Not three days had gone by since Raven’s death, and already the nub was as long as Gwen’s forearm, the skin rough but soft, not yet having developed scales.  
 
    Siri, Gwen said, trying to coax the dragon from sleep. The dragon stirred but did not awaken, her tail curled around Gwen, who had to be careful not to impale herself on the spikes. She tried again: Siri. 
 
    This time, one of the dragon’s eyes opened, immediately locking on her. It was something she still hadn’t quite gotten used to—how quickly a dragon shifted from the fog of sleep to complete awareness. My soul? the dragon said.  
 
    Yes. I am. I am yours. Gwen had repeated these same words often over the last couple days, trying to overcome the confusion that continued to cloud the dragon’s mind.  
 
    I have nothing for you, the dragon said.  
 
    You do, Gwen said. It’s not as much as you had before, but I can feel your soul. It is mine. You gave it to me freely. 
 
    I did?  
 
    Gwen’s lip trembled. She could feel the tether to this magnificent beast strengthening with each passing day, and now it broke her heart to sense the hole in Siri’s soul.  
 
    She knew she had to stop the dragon from crossing the bridge over the chasm that led to madness. But how? Yes. You gave me all you had left. Can’t you feel our bond? 
 
    No. But… 
 
    But what, my soul? 
 
    But…there is something. In the distance. A great darkness. It calls to me. I would like to explore it. 
 
    Gwen’s heart hammered. That is not a good place, she said. You should not go there. Not now. Maybe later. But not now. 
 
    Then why have my kin gone there? Why do they call to me? 
 
    They don’t understand. 
 
    The dragon said nothing for a time, her leathery black wings shifting to cover her body more fully, as if she was cold. Then she said, I won’t go to the darkness. Not yet. 
 
    That’s good. I am your soul. And you are mine. 
 
    I am? 
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    Gwen wasn’t certain Siri was ready for this, but she also knew she might never be. Plus, with the Horde potentially marching deeper and deeper into the Four Kingdoms, time was of the essence.  
 
    So she whispered soothingly into Siri’s ear as they descended in long, slow circles. This is a safe place. No one will harm you. You are with your soul. 
 
    Though Gwen continued to sense the confusion clouding the dragon’s mind, at least she hadn’t spoken of the dark place in more than a day. And the second neck had stopped growing. 
 
    The dragon swooped lower and lower. The Calypsians had already stopped what they were doing to stare and point. Some of them ran for shelter—they had all heard the stories of what dragons were capable of when they went mad. Gwen couldn’t blame them.  
 
    Make for the palace courtyard, Gwen said. There is safety behind the walls. It will be quieter there.  
 
    I have been to this place? Siri asked, sniffing the air.  
 
    Many times. You belong here. 
 
    Belong. She repeated the word as if it was new to her.  
 
    Yes. I promise.  
 
    I trust you. 
 
    How did Raven know? Gwen wondered. Why did she trust me with the most valuable thing in her life? Am I worthy of her trust?  
 
    Raven. That name… 
 
    Gwen was still getting used to the fact that the dragon could read her every thought. She’d have to be more careful. But she also wouldn’t hide the past from her—she deserved better than that. Yes. She was your soul before me.  
 
    Dragons only have one soul.  
 
    Usually, Gwen admitted. But you are special. 
 
    She felt energy thrum through the dragon’s scales beneath her. Warmth flooded Gwen’s chest. It was the first time Siri had purred since… 
 
    Guards poured into the courtyard just as Siri landed, lowering her head so Gwen could slide off. A line of archers stood on the wall, arrows already nocked and aimed. The guards drew swords and scimitars. Siri growled, her deadly tail flicking from side to side. Stay calm, Gwen told Siri.  
 
    Whisper emerged from the throne room’s rear door. She passed through her lines of guards without pausing. She only stopped when nothing separated them. Gwen noticed the way her eyes flicked from Gwen to the dragon’s second neck, and back again.  
 
    “I told you to depart these lands. You have risked much bringing her here,” the empress said.  
 
    “She’s not mad,” Gwen said.  
 
    “Not yet. But she will descend, as they always do. And when she does…” 
 
    I…I think…I remember you, the dragon said.  
 
    Whisper flinched and Gwen almost smiled. Good girl. “I don’t understand,” Whisper said. “She destroyed the pyramid. I saw her drop you from a great height.” 
 
    “You also saw her catch me.” 
 
    “True. But still…the dragons don’t return from that dark place. It’s impossible.” 
 
    Gwen didn’t know enough to know whether that was true, but she did know Siri wasn’t like other dragons. “Siri is strong. She resisted the pull of the darkness. She didn’t have to come back because she never left. Not fully.” 
 
    “You helped her?” 
 
    Gwen nodded. “I did what I could, but it was her decision to make.” 
 
    “But she’s growing another…” 
 
    “The growth has stopped,” Gwen said. “For now. Speak to her—not me.” 
 
    “I—I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “The truth as you know it. Tell her what is in your heart.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Not out loud. In here.” Gwen gestured to her chest.  
 
    Whisper swallowed but nodded. Gwen forced her mind away from Siri’s. This wasn’t her conversation to listen to. The dragon’s tail stopped flicking. She became deadly still, almost as if she was a statue. But then she roared, fire roiling from her dark lips.  
 
    The guards tensed and one of the archers lost his nerve, his bowstring twanging as an arrow was released. Siri’s tail slapped at the air, knocking it away. She growled again, at the archer.  
 
    Whisper shouted, “Hold your fire!” 
 
    Gwen’s entire body was tensed, and she was ready to spring onto Siri’s back and command her to fly. Be at peace, she urged, hoping Siri could hear her.  
 
    Siri roared again, stalking one step closer to the wall, where the foolish archer was fumbling for another arrow. My soul, Gwen said. It was a mistake. He didn’t know what he was doing. 
 
    Tries to hurt us. Must defend ourselves.  
 
    No. Not here. We are safe here.  
 
    Lies! 
 
    Listen to the empress. She controls these soldiers. She is the truth.  
 
    She is full of lies too. 
 
    The situation suddenly felt balanced on the tip of a knife, and Gwen couldn’t be certain which way it would fall. She glanced at Whisper, wondering what she had said to the dragon. “Order your soldiers to leave,” Gwen said. Whisper looked at her like she was the one growing a second head. “Please,” Gwen said. “Otherwise all might be lost.” 
 
    “My sister trusted you,” Whisper said. “I will honor that trust. Do not abuse it, or I shall have to kill you with my own hands.” 
 
    Siri growled again, but Gwen held up a hand and she stopped. “Fair enough. But if I betray your trust, I will slit my own throat to save you the trouble.” 
 
    Whisper offered a grim smile and then said, “Soldiers! Leave us. That is a command.” 
 
    Though it was clear it went against their better judgment, the soldiers were well trained and marched away, leaving both the courtyard and walls empty save for the empress, the dragon, and her soul.  
 
    “What is it you want from me?” Whisper asked, when they were alone.  
 
    “We want you to fight.” 
 
    “If the Horde enters our lands, we will stand against th—” 
 
    “No,” Gwen said. “We want to you to meet them in battle beyond your borders. We want you to fight alongside the other kingdoms with a dragon at your head. Will you do this thing? Will you honor your sister by carrying her work forward?” 
 
    Whisper locked eyes with her. “No.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Four 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Knight’s End 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    He’d saved Knight’s End for last, because it was a place filled with screams and blood in his memory. A place where he knew he’d gone over the edge, finding joy in the killing, in the spilling of blood, regardless of the righteous intent that lay behind it all.  
 
    He’d already traveled much of the Four Kingdoms in the span of a few hours. First, he’d watched as Raven Sandes’ body was burned to ash by her own dragon. One, he’d thought, wondering who the other would be. Then he’d shifted northward to Darrin, which lay in ruin, deserted and spattered in blood. It was in the frozen north that he’d felt his chest tighten. It had felt like someone was squeezing his very heart, trying to pop it. He’d gasped and flopped on the ground, and eventually the feeling had passed. It was probably just the stress of all that had happened. He tried not to think about it, instead refocusing on his search. Next he’d visited the iron city of Ferria, but most of the legionnaires were gone, along with Gareth Ironclad. Not dead, just gone.  
 
    Now, as he looked upon Knight’s End, the city’s destruction was complete. None survived save the crows.  
 
    So much death, and though Bane had killed many times before, his was for the greater good, or so he’d always believed. This, however, was mindless, purposeless. Death for the sake of death, half-chewed carrion left to rot or be picked apart by dark scavengers. I can stop this, he thought. I can save them all.  
 
    But… 
 
    Finally—finally—he had a partner in all this. We’re two sides of the same coin—dark and light, death and life. Together, we can end this. Only together. 
 
    But… 
 
    Bane had hurt so many. He knew he’d done it for the right reasons but it didn’t stop him from wondering whether what he’d done had been right. Have I done any good in this world? He wasn’t certain. And if he hadn’t, this was an opportunity to change all that. 
 
    But… 
 
    He knew what Roan would say—“We have to do this together”—but Bane didn’t want anyone else to die. After all, the original prophecy promised the deaths of eight rulers, a prophecy that was now fulfilled. The two additional portions of his deathmark came later. Perhaps they were only suggestions. Perhaps he could save those two lives. And why couldn’t he save rather than kill? He held the very power over death in the marking that burned on his scalp.  
 
    Yes, he thought, full of purpose once more. He would find the Horde. He would find their leader. And he would kill him. Then he would kill them all to save the rest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    Everything was so messed up.  
 
    Bane hadn’t returned with information, so Roan didn’t know who was dead and who was alive. Shae and Erric had almost destroyed all the fatemarked, including themselves. Shanti Parthena Laude had nearly buried them in the rubble from a mass explosion narrowly thwarted by Falcon Hoza. And Rhea? Rhea had a daughter marked with peace, only they couldn’t even explore what power the mark might offer to save the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    Speaking of Rhea…she was back in full form.  
 
    “That bitch almost killed us all. She almost killed my daughter.” Rhea held Noura against her chest protectively. “Noura screamed when she heard the explosion.” 
 
    Roan knew the real reason for the child’s scream, and it broke his heart. He glanced at Lisbeth and Sir Dietrich, the only other fatemarked in the council room besides the halfmarked. Roan hadn’t said anything about what Shae and Erric had tried to do. If Lisbeth and Sir Dietrich suspected, they gave no indication, content to listen to Rhea’s tirade.  
 
    “What are you going to do with her?” Rhea demanded, when no one responded. Grey tried to put a comforting arm around her shoulders, but she shrugged it off, her eyes burning into any who dared meet her gaze.  
 
    Falcon Hoza stood. “She is imprisoned awaiting trial,” he said. “She is in Phanes. She will be dealt with according to our laws.” 
 
    “She tried to murder us all. What need is there for a trial?” 
 
    Roan said, “Sister. Calm yourself. There are circumstances you are not aware of. Justice will be served, one way or another.” 
 
    “What circumstances?” 
 
    Falcon and Roan shared a glance, and then Falcon said, “She waited until the time of day when most of the inhabitants of the caves on that side of the canyon would be out conducting their daily business. And the fireroot packets she’d set contained less than half of what they should’ve if she was truly going to bring down the canyon walls. We found unused bags of powder in her quarters.” 
 
    Rhea shook her head. “This is madness. We should be merciful to her because she wasn’t going to blow things up as much as she could have?” 
 
    “He didn’t say that,” Roan said. “We are simply considering all the facts.” 
 
    Rhea breathed deeply, and Roan could tell she was trying to control her temper. That is good, he thought. Maybe she has changed. When she finally spoke, her voice was lower, more controlled. “I refuse to accept—” 
 
    “I have something else to tell you,” Shae said.  
 
    Oh gods. Roan wanted to clamp his hands over her mouth, counsel her not to speak another word until Rhea had calmed down, but this was her secret to tell. Her’s and Erric’s.  
 
    “What?” Rhea spat, annoyed at having been interrupted.  
 
    “We tried to destroy the fatemarked last night.” 
 
    Rhea’s jaw dropped open. Closed. Opened again. There was murder in her eyes. Beside her, Grey was no less incredulous. “Shae?” was all he managed to get out. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “We thought it was the only way to stop the Horde. We thought it was the right thing. We didn’t take such drastic action lightly.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true martyr,” Rhea said, finally finding her voice again. “Tell me this: Why didn’t you go through with it? Why is my daughter’s heart still beating?” 
 
    Shae looked at Roan, and Rhea’s gaze followed. “Brother? Something to say?” 
 
    Roan sighed. This wasn’t going to help matters, but there was nothing for it. Truth was the only weapon he had left. “I stopped them.” 
 
    Rhea’s lip curled into a sneer. “Let me get this straight. You stopped the halfmarked from killing all the fatemarked, and still had time to rush out to save Shanti from killing herself?” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” Falcon said.  
 
    “You don’t speak,” Rhea said, aiming a finger at the emperor.  
 
    “Yes,” Roan confirmed. “I did. And that was after I sent Bane out for information.” 
 
    “Oh good, if Bane is helping, what could go wrong?” 
 
    “Rhea, I know you’re angry…” 
 
    “You think so? Brother, I know you are trying to save this world and be the Peacemaker and all that rubbish, but you’re surrounded by fools with their heads in the clouds. And I won’t be a part of it anymore. Leave me and my daughter out of your plans. Agreed?” 
 
    Roan knew he had no choice. He couldn’t force her to cooperate. “Agreed.” 
 
    Rhea stood, pressing Noura’s cheek to her chest, and stormed out.  
 
    “How could you?” Grey said when she was gone.  
 
    Shae said nothing, her head hanging. 
 
    Erric said, “We weighed all the options. We tried to take the emotion out of it. What are several lives against thousands? What are our lives, any of them?” 
 
    “That was our child. Our daughter.” 
 
    Shae was crying now. “We didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    Roan held up a hand. Things were spiraling, and if he didn’t slow their course all might be lost. These were good people making impossible decisions. They weren’t communicating—that was the problem. All eyes fell on him. “I would die a thousand deaths to save the kingdoms…” he started.  
 
    “Us too,” Shae said, and Erric nodded.  
 
    “I know,” Roan said softly. “And Grey would surely die to protect his daughter.” 
 
    “I would,” Grey confirmed.  
 
    “But that’s not what this is about. This is about choice. All these years of war have been about our rulers seeking power and vengeance. The soldiers forced to fight have had no choice. Thousands have died because of the decisions of a few. That’s what this is all about. Even Bane gets that. I don’t believe people are born to hate. Hate is something taught and learned and passed down from generation to generation like an heirloom. But you know what? Each generation has a choice. They can clutch that bloody heirloom to their chest, clinging to its precepts, believing what it stands for. Or…they can cast it in the fire along with all the hate. We have a choice too: Whether to count on each other to come through, or to give up. I’m not giving up. Are you?” 
 
    Grey said, “No.” 
 
    Lisbeth and Dietrich looked at each other and shook their heads in tandem. Shae took a deep breath and shook her head. Erric followed shortly thereafter. “Then what do we do?” he asked. 
 
    Roan met each of their eyes. “We fight. Even if the other kingdoms choose to sit back behind their borders and wait for the Horde to invade, we will not. We will ride out to meet them. We will defend the lives of the next generations, for this world is not ours, but theirs. It is the only gift we have left to give them. Our heirloom shall be peace.” 
 
    Windy Sandes, who’d been sitting quietly and listening the entire time, finally spoke. “I may only be a scholar, but I will fight. There comes a time when we all must fight.”  
 
    These words coming from the scholar sent a chill through Roan from head to toe.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Rhea felt ill as she watched her child sleep.  
 
    She felt a sense of tenderness and love, too, but mostly nauseous.  
 
    I haven’t changed, she thought. Not really. She was still a selfish girl but in the body of a woman. She still made choices based on what she wanted and not the greater good. She still felt angry sometimes, like when she looked in the mirror. She didn’t want to feel that way, not anymore. She wanted to be a shining example for her sweet Noura, the motherly example she’d never had.  
 
    When Rhea had first arrived back at her quarters, she’d laid her daughter down to sleep as gently as she could though she was brimming with boiling anger. She’d thought dark thoughts of murder, of killing all who threatened her daughter’s life: Shanti Parthena Laude, forcing her to ingest her own fireroot powder and then lighting her like a candle wick; Grey’s sister, Shae, and her halfmarked friend, stabbing them both through the heart; the Horde, all of them, dying beneath her sword. All dead in the name of Noura. Rhea had stormed from one side of the room to the other, resisting the urge to slam her fists against the walls, to break things. She’d ripped down several wall tapestries, however, and they now lay crumpled in the corner. Feathers were everywhere from the pillow she’d disemboweled. At one point, she’d picked up the small hand mirror, raising it high above her head… 
 
    Memories had assaulted her: 
 
    A broken girl, stripped of everything she thought was important to her, jagged scars cut into the flesh of her face, glistening with healing and tears. Despair came first, but that girl hated feeling so weak, so broken, so she replaced that sorrow with anger. No, with rage, as cold as ice, as calculating as a viper intent on sinking its teeth into a hand and not letting go. Never letting go.  
 
    The mirror had shattered so easily, and she knew her enemies would too. The shard was the perfect weapon, because none would notice or suspect one was missing as the mess was cleaned up. None would expect a scarred, shattered girl of being capable of murder.  
 
    She was the underestimated one, and she relished that feeling of power and control.  
 
    The memory had faded and Rhea stared at herself in the mirror. The face of a stranger looked back at her. Time, tragedy and trauma had aged her, darkening her eyes, giving them a hollowness borne of experience. She’d blinked, having realized she didn’t even see the scars anymore—or at least didn’t notice them the way she used to, when they were all she saw. She could even see the beauty beneath them, around them, in spite of them. Finally she’d seen what Grey still saw in her. 
 
    She’d put down the mirror. 
 
    Now, she could not deny the fire inside her, but she could control it. She was wiser, more experienced. Her old tactics—murder, betrayal, subterfuge—were no longer the only weapons in her arsenal. But she also could not deny that her daughter was fatemarked. No, she thought now. Peacemarked. Whatever that meant.  
 
    Watching her angelic child sleep, Rhea was torn between the need to protect her and the desire to atone for her many sins, to do something good and right in the cause for peace, a cause her brother had given his entire life to. 
 
    Neither choice felt wholly right. When she’d been queen, she’d made every decision with certainty, with resolve, letting none, even her trusted advisor, Ennis, sway her mind. Now, as a mother, she questioned every choice and the impact it would have on her daughter’s life.  
 
    But what if the sleeping babe she’d carried in her womb for months was the key to peace in the Four Kingdoms? What if the marking painted only by firelight on her skin could make the world a better place for her to grow up in? 
 
    Rhea closed her eyes, resigned to the decision she’d just made. Not to kill or to plot, but to live, to protect. Ennis had already left, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t catch him. Her duty was first to her child, then to her kingdom, and last to the Four Kingdoms as a whole.  
 
    She was going to bring Noura home, to Knight’s End. Where she belonged. 
 
    And she needed to go alone. 
 
    I’m sorry, Grey, she thought as she began to pack her things.  
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    In a swift reversal of the earlier excitement, the palace was now still and silent, the night falling over it like a blanket.  
 
    Rhea’s midwife hadn’t come to check on her, for which she was glad. It had allowed her to gather her things in peace, without forcing the woman to keep yet another of her secrets. She didn’t take much with her, just enough to complete the journey to the war cities north of the Bloody Canyons. She could resupply there, and then again once she was past the Southron Gates.  
 
    Though she would be travelling with her child on the outside of her body now, she wasn’t afraid. She’d conquered armies, after all. Going home should be easy. 
 
    She focused on keeping her footfalls light as she passed along the last corridor. Noura had balled her tiny fists and cried out when Rhea had picked her up, but then she’d gone right back to sleep, resting her cheek on her mother’s shoulder. Soon she would wake up hungry, and Rhea wanted to be well away from the palace by then.  
 
    The final archway came into view, and beyond, the shadowy darkness of the canyons.  
 
    What am I doing? Rhea thought, not for the first time. But the answer was the same: 
 
    What I must. 
 
    Yes, she was carrying her daughter closer toward the enemy, but only to protect her behind the impenetrable walls of Knight’s End. Led by Ennis, their armies would resist any siege, eventually driving the Horde away. Hopefully by then the other kingdoms would be ready to join the cause.  
 
    And if Noura had a part to play because of her peacemark, so be it.  
 
    She redoubled her speed, but jolted to a stop as a form stepped across the exit. Rhea inhaled sharply, but then let the breath out just as quickly when she saw who it was.  
 
    “Brother,” she said.  
 
    “Sister,” Roan replied, an eyebrow raised. His eyes flitted from Noura to the pack strapped to her shoulders. “Couldn’t sleep?” 
 
    “I’m leaving,” she said, not wanting to dance around things. 
 
    “I suspected as much.” 
 
    What? “You did?” 
 
    Roan nodded. “Aye. You stormed out of the council, remember?” 
 
    “Do you blame me?” 
 
    “No,” Roan said. “The sister I first met would’ve done far worse. Let’s call it progress.” 
 
    Rhea couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her lips. “Look, I didn’t have a chance to say thank you. You saved my daughter’s life.” 
 
    Roan nodded. “Shae and Erric thought they were doing the right thing. They were sacrificing themselves too, don’t forget that.” 
 
    “You’re on their side?” Rhea felt her cheeks begin to warm.  
 
    “I didn’t say that. I stopped them, remember? They were wrong. They’d lost hope in all of us. But I haven’t.” 
 
    “Everyone left us. All our potential allies. Even Gareth and Gwen. Shouldn’t that tell you something?” 
 
    To her surprise, Roan only smiled. “It tells me they are scared. It tells me that we’re not quite there yet, but that won’t stop me from hoping. The Four Kingdoms is worth hoping for, I have to believe that.” 
 
    Rhea could see where this was going. “You can’t stop me. Noura might be marked, but that doesn’t mean she’s some magical solution to—” 
 
    “I know. That’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    She frowned, not understanding. Ever since she’d known Roan, he was determined to bring the fatemarked together, to learn their purpose, to carry the weight of the kingdoms on his own back. “Then why?” 
 
    Something sparkled in his eyes. “Rhea, you’re my sister, even if we’ve barely just met. I’m here to wish you off. I’ve arranged horses and a guard to accompany you.” 
 
    Her heart bloomed just a little, but she hid her emotions behind an even tone. “That’s really not necessary.” 
 
    “Yes. It is.” Roan stepped forward and Rhea tensed. What is wrong with me? He kissed her lightly on the cheek. Why am I running from my own brother? “And though I don’t understand it, something tells me this is meant to be.” 
 
    “Fated?” Rhea quipped, feeling comforted by his words.  
 
    Roan smiled. “Yes. That’s the perfect word. Be safe, my sister.” 
 
    “May we meet again,” she said. “And Roan?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Please tell Grey I’m sorry.” 
 
    Roan shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “I—why not?” 
 
    “Because you can tell him yourself. He’s standing right behind you.” Rhea froze. “I’ll give you some privacy. Farewell.”  
 
    With that, he drifted through the archway and out of sight, leaving Rhea as still as a statue. For a moment, she considered running, but didn’t want to disturb Noura’s slumber.  
 
    “Rhea,” Grey said.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” The apology practically burst from her lips, tears welling up just as quickly. She knew it wasn’t a fair tactic to use, but it also wasn’t a tactic—not this time. No, Roan had brought her emotions so close to the surface there was no denying them.  
 
    “Don’t be. Not ever. I’m just trying to understand. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    She conjured a dozen lies before she could blink, but discarded them just as quickly. Grey had been kind to her when she didn’t deserve it. And he was the father to her daughter, a truth she could never reject. But that wasn’t enough to stop her, and for that she was sorry. “Because I didn’t want to hurt you.” She shook her head. Even that was a lie, because she knew slipping away in secret would’ve crushed him. “I didn’t want to see you hurt,” she clarified, admitting her own selfishness.  
 
    Finally, she turned around, and seeing him again sent a pang through her chest. He didn’t look angry, not at all, just… 
 
    Disappointed. Which was worse. Far worse. 
 
    “Grey, I’m—” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “But you don’t understand. You don’t understand at all.” 
 
    Something about the way he spoke gave her pause. “Understand what?” 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “Grey, you don’t have to say that. You don’t owe me anything. I’m not trying to force your hand, or make you beholden to me, or—” 
 
    He reached up to cup her chin. “Rhea,” he said, and her mind went fuzzy, the rest of her thoughts lost forever. “I love you. Noura too. You are all I want. You are all I need.” 
 
    “But your sister.” 
 
    A half-smile formed on Grey’s lips. “She doesn’t need me anymore, if she ever did. She is stronger than I ever gave her credit for.” Rhea’s lips parted, but Grey continued before she could speak. “I’m not saying what she tried to do was right, and I haven’t forgiven her, not by a longshot. But I think I finally understand her, the turmoil she faces every day. Having so much power is a burden.” 
 
    Rhea understood that as well as anyone. She nodded, but said nothing.  
 
    Grey said, “And she has Erric now. They understand each other in the same way I want to understand you.” 
 
    They were beautiful words and Rhea longed to cling to each one, to memorize them, to whisper them in the lonely hours of the night. But she could not. “Thank you, but—” 
 
    “Words used to be just words to me, Rhea. I used them to get what I wanted. But not anymore. Now my words are promises. Promises I plan to keep. I will follow you and Noura to the ends of the earth and back again. I will descend into the burning fires of the first heaven and—” 
 
    Rhea cut off the rest of his promise with her lips, her passion like a fire of its own, and she could feel his soul pressed against hers in the same way their lips were.  
 
    When they broke apart she could tell he was as breathless as she. “That’s my promise,” she said. “Now gather your things. We have a long journey ahead of us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Seven 
 
    The Western Kingdom, the Bridge of Triumph 
 
    Helmuth Gäric 
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    The clear night should’ve been bright, the sky glittering with moons and starlight. Instead it was cloaked in thick, dark smoke.  
 
    The forest known as the Tangle was burning.  
 
    Helmuth knew it was unnecessary to his greater goals, but it still felt good. He wanted to burn the Four Kingdoms to the ground, turning it into a land of ash that would never be inhabited again.  
 
    The Horde was watching, strong, pale bodies wreathed in shadows. Several of them fought over scraps of meat, but he didn’t stop them. They were close now, and he wanted them to be angry. The only question was where to go next. 
 
    If he crossed the bridge into the east, he would face what he believed was their toughest opponent—the Orians—while his force was still at its strongest. But an assault on Ironwood and the Iron City of Ferria would take a toll on his numbers. And he would need numbers for the battle against the southern empires of Calyp and Phanes.  
 
    If he marched south now, he could take Phanes in one fell swoop, spend a few days in the canyons resting and recovering.  
 
    Two options, neither perfect, but both enticing.  
 
    As he watched the fires burn, he didn’t see the shadow appear behind him, knife flashing.  
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    Bane 
 
      
 
    He’d moved through the space between worlds perfectly, appearing in the Horde leader’s blindspot. His aim was perfect, too, the blade plunging toward the back of the man’s head. One thing he hadn’t considered, however: the vigilance of the barbaric creatures scattered across the burning wasteland.  
 
    The powerful humanoid beast came from nowhere, hammering into the side of him and changing the trajectory of the knife, which slashed across the man’s shoulder as Bane fell. The sheer weight of the barbarian knocked the breath from his lungs, but his deathmark was burning hotly and he recovered swiftly, bringing his dagger to bear, jamming it into the creature’s unnaturally pale eye.  
 
    Splattered in gore, Bane tried to roll away but another barbarian was upon him, slamming a club into his arm.  
 
    He felt his bones shatter, the pain like a white light in the dark of night, but he still managed to coil back and launch a powerful kick that rocked the creature away, his club flying from his grip.  
 
    He could hear them now, the snarls. More barbarians were on the way and his only chance was to get the hell away and live to fight another— 
 
    He gagged suddenly, the air thick and gray. He tried to wave his hand in front of his face to clear the smoke, but it wasn’t smoke, the fog forming into fingerlike tendrils that curled around his chin, probing into his mouth as he opened his lips in a silent scream.  
 
    And then: 
 
    The pain, like nothing he had ever experienced, an agony so complete he wouldn’t wish it upon his worst enemies, except perhaps the very man who inflicted it on him now.  
 
    The Horde leader stood over him, blood trickling from the flesh wound Bane had slashed into his shoulder. “Do you feel it?” he said as Bane writhed. He reached down and touched him, and everything got worse.  
 
    Bane screamed and screamed and screamed until his throat was raw and the sound was empty of all but pain.  
 
    Pain.  
 
    The great equalizer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Eight 
 
    The Southern Empire, The Bloody Canyons 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Noura was awake, her eyes filled with starlight, staring up at Rhea. Smiling occasionally, making sweet, gurgling baby noises.  
 
    Rhea, however, found it hard to decide who to look at, for Grey’s expression was filled with wonder at the beautiful countenance of their daughter. The scoundrel he’d once been had given way to the pure honesty of fatherhood.  
 
    “She’s looking at you,” Rhea said, as Noura’s eyes shifted to look over Rhea’s shoulder.  
 
    They bounced along slowly through the night, the ride smoother than it might’ve been had the massive Phanecian horse not been so well trained on the craggy terrain. Now that Grey was coming with her, Rhea had decided to reject Roan’s offer of a guard escort, preferring to travel with only her family. 
 
    “She’s…perfect,” Grey said, something he’d already said several times.  
 
    Rhea didn’t blame him for his lack of creativity. She was perfect, despite the two imperfect souls who had created her. “Hopefully we don’t screw her up,” Rhea said, her thoughts taking voice.  
 
    To her surprise, Grey laughed, though she hadn’t intended it as a joke. “You didn’t murder my sister,” he said. “So that’s something.” 
 
    “You thought I would?” 
 
    “I thought I would,” Grey said. “Or both of us. Maybe.” 
 
    “Will you ever speak to her again?” It wasn’t a challenge. Just an honest question. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think so. Eventually. She’s been through…a lot. We all have. I’ve done more stupid things than I can count.” 
 
    “Me too,” Rhea had to admit, though she still felt the hot tip of anger in her chest anytime she thought about what Shae and Erric had done. Or tried to do. If Noura had died and she’d gone on living… 
 
    She wasn’t sure she could endure it.  
 
    “It’s strange how everyone in Phanea seems to have the same good intentions but none of them know what to do,” Grey said.  
 
    “Maybe good intentions aren’t enough,” Rhea said, thinking of her time as queen of the west. After all, she had wanted to protect her people and give them the world.  
 
    “True. Well, the only thing I intend to do is protect you and Noura. My family.” He relaxed his hands on the reins and pulled her tighter against his chest, squeezing. His lips brushed the nape of her neck and she wanted to melt into him and escape to another world. A better one, safe for their daughter to grow up in.  
 
    Noura smiled again, her head bobbing around as she learned the beauty of movement. She grasped her father’s finger and squeezed.  
 
    “Whoa. She’s got a strong grip,” Grey said. Rhea loved hearing the wonder in his voice at such a simple thing. Life, she thought, is made up of so many simple pleasures we take for granted. I take for granted. She made a silent vow to enjoy each and every one from this point forward.  
 
    The Bloody Canyons had seemed so far away when they started their journey, but now they loomed, a dark, shadowy place that conjured memories of violence and battle.  
 
    Rhea shoved away the thought, because this place had also been a new beginning. A new opportunity, one they were already wasting. And for what? Petty differences? Manmade boundary lines that separated kingdoms from empires? Different beliefs, different gods, different cultures and foods and ideals and… 
 
    Rhea shook her head.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Grey said, his breath tickling her ear. 
 
    “Why are we leaving?” 
 
    “I—I’m leaving because you’re leaving.” 
 
    “Not good enough. Are we running away? Are we being selfish?” 
 
    “Wanting to protect one’s family is never selfish.” 
 
    “I agree, but the Horde is somewhere north and that’s the direction we’re heading.” Rhea was fairly certain the barbarians hadn’t made their way to the west yet, not if they were pursuing Annise toward Darrin. At worst they were swarming over the Mournful Mountains and into the east. But still… 
 
    “You want to bring her home. Our people are there. We can protect her behind the walls of Knight’s End.” The earnestness in Grey’s tone would be so easy to accept, only Rhea had never taken the easy route.  
 
    Tears slipped from her eyes before she was even aware that they were there. Oh Wrath, what am I thinking. I can’t go back, can’t bring Noura back to the chaos.  
 
    I can. I must.  
 
    Oh Wrath.  
 
    “Noura is peacemarked,” Rhea said.  
 
    “I—I know. You told us. But that doesn’t have to change anything. She’s just a baby.” 
 
    “And your sister?” 
 
    Grey paused before answering this time. She could feel the tension in his arms, in his fingers, one of which was still gripped tightly by Noura, who’d fallen asleep again. “She is wise beyond her years. A woman trapped in a child’s body.” His voice was tremulous, a quivering raindrop clinging to a leaf.  
 
    “Grey…” 
 
    His body was shaking now, wracked with silent sobs. She felt his tears dripping on her skin, soaking through her dress.  
 
    Cradling Noura in one arm, Rhea peeled the reins from his fingers, drawing the horse to a halt. The night was still and silent. Frozen, like time had stopped and the world wouldn’t start moving again until they were ready for it.  
 
    She suspected what he was feeling, the mistakes of his past piling up around him, threatening to bury him alive. She could relate to the fear she felt in him, too. The fear of repeating those same mistakes again and again, until he destroyed everything around him. She felt the very same every day. For him, she knew, he was haunted by how he’d failed his sister. How he thought he’d failed her. “Grey, you didn’t know.” 
 
    “I should’ve.” 
 
    “You couldn’t.” 
 
    “What about now? What do I know now? Nothing, that’s what. Even after everything, I don’t know up from down, right from wrong.” 
 
    “You do. So do I. Though we’re both running from it.” 
 
    “At least we’re doing it together this time.” 
 
    “At least.” 
 
    Still and silent. Deep breaths and hearts beating. A perfect child asleep under the stars.  
 
    They spoke at the same time. “We should go back.” 
 
    Rhea’s eyes closed, weighed down by the truth of their words. Grey said, “We can’t run. Not anymore. We can protect Noura. But we can’t deny her role in all this, just as I can’t deny my sister’s role. Perhaps if I hadn’t been so distracted…” 
 
    “Grey, Shae has to make her own decisions just as we do. And like you said, she had good intentions.” 
 
    “You forgive her?” 
 
    Rhea shook her head. “Not yet. But maybe I can. Someday. Just like you.” 
 
    Before Grey could respond, movement grabbed Rhea’s attention. A shadow against shadows, slightly darker than the rest. Taking form just ahead, separating itself from the inky darkness of the Bloody Canyons.  
 
    A horse.  
 
    Grey had seen it too, his body stiffening against hers. “Is it…” he started to say.  
 
    Rhea had been thinking the same thing she thought Grey was—it’s riderless—but then she noticed a hump on its back. Maybe two humps. Bags strapped to it? Or people? She couldn’t tell from this distance.  
 
    The horse was moving slowly right toward them, its head hanging toward the ground as if it was infinitely weary.  
 
    Closer, closer. Rhea recognized the breed, a chestnut mare well known in the west. Her heart stopped at the same moment the horse did. It faltered, its strength giving way as it dropped onto its forelegs. Foamy spittle bearded its mouth and chin.  
 
    This close, she could see the truth: Two bodies clinging to its back, tethered by ropes pulled tight around the horse’s chest. One small. One large.  
 
    The horse toppled over onto its side and one of the forms groaned, a deep tone of agony that almost certainly came from the larger of the two. The other form was silent. Too silent.  
 
    Grey said, “We should help them.” 
 
    Rhea knew he was right, but she also feared some sort of a trap. “Be careful. I’ll stay here with Noura.” 
 
    Grey dismounted, glancing back at her. “If anything happens, ride back. Get help.” 
 
    She nodded, watching him approach the fallen horse and riders. “Who are you?” he said loudly.  
 
    Another groan. A failed attempt at words, the gibberish of either a very good actor or someone in distress—dehydrated and exhausted and malnourished. 
 
    Grey eased in closer, wary. “By the gods…” he murmured. 
 
    “Grey? What is it?” Rhea asked, feeling gooseflesh rise on her arms.  
 
    Grey looked back once more, his eyes wide with shock. “It’s your cousin,” he said. “Ennis.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART IV 
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    Grey   [image: ]   Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    “Fire is as beautiful as it is deadly. Those who seek to tame it 
 
    will find themselves burned.” 
 
    Empress Fire Sandes, deceased 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixty-Nine 
 
    The Nymph Kingdom, the Tangle 
 
    Those Who Slept 
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    The heat came in waves, enough to make the sisters stir, but not awaken. Why wake up when their beds of moss and leaves were so comfortable?  
 
    Their sister’s arrogance, if anything, had done them all a favor. And anyway, Felicity had paid the price, hadn’t she? She’d taken on an Orian and lost, had her locket of souls stolen from her, smashed beyond repair.  
 
    Felicity, the queen of the wood nymphs, was dying, they knew, but they didn’t think about it much—not when their dreams were so beautiful and bright. Especially not then, because they knew she’d killed their mother, Dressara, claiming the forest for herself. 
 
    What of our lockets? they sometimes wondered. But the thoughts were fleeting at best, and they quickly shoved them away.  
 
    Again, they stirred, the heat growing more intense. It must be a sunny day, they thought. Beautiful and serene, with birds chirping in the wood, creatures scurrying through the undergrowth, leaves rustling under the breath of a gentle breeze… 
 
    One of them, Colya, awoke, a gasp bursting from her blueberry purple lips. The heat was all around her now and she could see the flames, tongues of orange and red crackling at her bed and the beds of her sisters. She squealed as she realized her fern-like hair was on fire. Water from the purest stream in the forest, untouched by human hands or sweat, was nearby in a clay pot. She grabbed it and dumped it over her head, feeling the cool relief even as she felt hot panic rise through her. She screamed for her two sisters to “WAKE UP!” but they only rolled over on the moss, murmuring about beauty and tranquility, dream worlds that were suddenly so far from reality Colya couldn’t fathom how they’d ever cherished them so much.  
 
    “WAKE UP!” she screamed again, stamping at the flames as she grabbed one of her sister’s arms to rouse her. Lina’s dark eyes flashed open, ringed by thorns that protruded from her rough, bark-like skin, several emotions rolling over her expression as she realized the same thing Colya had: they were in mortal danger, their long, peaceful lives threatened by something far worse than their dying sister or the Orian who had destroyed her locket and now controlled theirs.  
 
    Together, they dragged their other sister, May, to her feet, slapping her into awareness. Her cheeks were as green as the nettles of the evergreens that grew in the northern part of the forest. Her hair hung like wooly vines from the mighty banyan tree. One tendril was afire, and May shrieked as Colya grabbed it and dipped it into what moisture was left in the clay pot.  
 
    And then they ran, the forest obeying them as they opened a path to safety.  
 
    Colya and her sisters were gentle nymphs, something their eldest sister had always mocked them for. They wanted nothing more than to live in peace and harmony, avoiding the foolhardy wars of humans and their ilk.  
 
    But now, something had disturbed the forest. Someone. This fire was no accident.  
 
    Without their lockets, however, they were chained to the forest with no hope of escape. They needed to contact the Orian. 
 
    And Colya knew only one way to do that. Their dying sister: 
 
    Felicity. 
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    Zur 
 
      
 
    In the Hinterlands, Zur was reading the stars. And he didn’t like what he saw. 
 
    Slowly, he pushed to his feet. Walked back toward the village, ice crunching under his heavy trod. It was time. He only hoped they weren’t too late. 
 
    As the first of the ice-block structures came into view, he wondered why he had ever thought isolation was the key to safety and happiness. Year after year they’d sacrificed their own people to the great god of the lake. Yes, they only chose those who were afflicted with mortal disease, but still…he would’ve given anything for even just one more day with his daughter. 
 
    His brave, beautiful daughter.  
 
    He realized he’d stopped before the dark Hall of War, now empty of the frozen knights that had once slumbered there until Lisbeth Lorne had disturbed them. She’d changed the lives of the Garzi forever, and yet here they were pretending like everything was the same it had always been. He reached down and pulled the horn from his belt.  
 
    Raised it to his lips.  
 
    Blew a single note, clear and long.  
 
    His soldiers came, but not only. All the villagers streamed from their huts, dragged from sleep by his call to arms. Females, males, children, elderly, infirm. The old Crone emerged from her hut, cutting a direct line toward him. She was a tough old woman, he had to admit. And she had seen what he had not, understanding things he was only just beginning to wrap his mind around. 
 
    “It is time?” she asked in the common tongue, surprising him.  
 
    “Yes,” he responded in kind. “Lisbeth…” 
 
    “She spoke to me too. While I slept. She needs us again.” 
 
    Zur nodded, turned away. Faced those gathered before him. “Tonight, we rest. For tomorrow, we march to war,” he said.  
 
    Frowns. Ugly stares. Angry stares. “Why?” one said, and he understood the question, for it was one he would’ve asked not long ago. “What enemy has broken the Pact? Our lands are free again. Ours. None disturb us since they stole the frozen army.” 
 
    “The Pact is no longer relevant!” Zur said. “If it ever was. Too long have we relied on it to protect us, when we are capable of protecting ourselves. We must fight! We must rain down death on a new enemy, one that has come to these lands to destroy us all.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” someone shouted.  
 
    “The blue-eyed woman,” he admitted. “Lisbeth Lorne.” 
 
    “She hurt us. She stole from us. You would trust her?” 
 
    “Not before, but now,” Zur said. “I was a fool. I didn’t see. But now I do. Now I do. And you can too. Open your minds as you sleep on this night. And she will show you what she has shown me.” 
 
    They shook their heads. Some departed swiftly, while others watched him for a while, their stares darkening with each passing second. Eventually, however, they went too, leaving only Crone in his company.  
 
    “Will it work?” he asked her.  
 
    “Perhaps,” she said. “But either way, I will march with you. And I will fight.”


 
   
  
 

 Seventy 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Portage 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    Bane clenched his fists tight and concentrated, pushing every thought into his scalp, into his deathmark, straining to bring it to life. If he could generate a single spark of heat, perhaps he could escape to that place between shadows… 
 
    Breath exploded from his lips and his fists opened. He slumped over, exhausted. It wasn’t the first time he’d failed, and he would try again as soon as he had the energy. But something about this fog… 
 
    It was unnatural. 
 
    The gray mist seemed to come from the large man with the legs of yew and iron. The leader of the Horde. The very man Bane had come to kill. Through his shirt, a mark pulsed, radiating light that darkled around the edges. Bane still remembered the agony that had coursed through him when the man had touched him.  
 
    “Release me,” Bane said now.  
 
    The man ignored him, watching his Horde as they pillaged and burned the village. Based on the large silver body of water to the west, which he suspected was Hyro Lake, Bane was fairly certain they were somewhere in the east now, though he couldn’t be certain. The first couple days of his captivity were still a smudge in his memory, a blurring mix of nightmares, fog, and pain beyond comprehension.  
 
    The leader spoke: “How is your mind still yours?” he asked, not looking at him. 
 
    Bane didn’t understand the question, not exactly. “My mind? Whose should it be?” 
 
    “You continue to resist me.” 
 
    “I won’t stop unless you kill me.” 
 
    He wasn’t trying to goad the man, but realized too late that was how it had come out. The Horde leader spun, his face clenching in anger, striding over, reaching down… 
 
    He grabbed Bane’s arm.  
 
    The world exploded in bright spots of pain, his body convulsing, a roar erupting from his lips.  
 
    Bane almost blacked out—was tempted to give in to the sweet darkness—but managed to cling to awareness, accepting every shredding blade of pain, his teeth chattering together, his fingernails digging into his palms, accepting the agony for what it was:  
 
    My penance. 
 
    Only once had he truly doubted his purpose in this world, that noble goal of peace. But he would doubt no more. For he was the deathmarked, and he would help bring peace.  
 
    He could hold out no longer, the pain swamping his mind with an alternating mixture of bright white light and looming darkness.  
 
    In the end, darkness won, obliterating all else.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-One 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    “You can hold her if you want,” Rhea said, nodding toward Noura, who was kicking her feet with unabashed glee, giggling as Leo made faces at her. 
 
    Leo. Rhea could hardly believe he was here. Ennis was surprise enough, but Leo? She hadn’t asked her youngest brother about what had happened to he and Ennis, and she refused to let anyone else ask. Roan had honored her wishes thus far, but also made it clear that they would need information soon.  
 
    And Ennis wasn’t talking, his tongue having been cut out of his very mouth. Oh Ennis... He was alive, but barely. He had sustained heavy injuries, and had only managed to sip water in several spare moments of consciousness.  
 
    Leo, however, appeared untouched. He had been hungry and dehydrated, but he was also full of youthful strength, bouncing back after a couple flasks of water and a hearty meal.  
 
    “I don’t want to hurt her,” Leo said, making another silly face. 
 
    “You won’t. I can show you.” 
 
    It was strange how a new life could bring people back together. Leo had betrayed her—though she knew she deserved it—and now he was back with her like nothing had ever come between them. She knew her sins hadn’t been washed away, only covered by a cloth, but still…it was a nice reprieve.  
 
    Rhea lifted Noura into her arms, settling her into the crook of one arm while supporting her tiny head with the opposite hand. She gently patted her back and she burped. “Good girl,” she said.  
 
    Leo giggled again. “Flatulence is good?” 
 
    “The best,” Rhea said, smiling. “Ready to try?” 
 
    “I—yes. Like this?”  
 
    “That’s right. I’ll hand her to you. Cradle her in your arms and support her head. Exactly like that. Good. Very good.” 
 
    The innocent joy on Leo’s face as he held Noura brought tears to Rhea’s eyes. “I’m your uncle,” he said, and she cooed happily. “I’m going to be the best uncle you could ask for.” 
 
    Rhea had to look away to hide her sob. Bea should be here too. She was confident Noura could’ve helped repair the rift that had widened between them too. Noura was peacemarked, after all. I ruined it. I ruined everything. 
 
    “Rhea? Are you all right?” Leo asked.  
 
    Not everything, she thought, chiding herself. Not Noura. Not Grey. And maybe, not Leo. Cherish them in the name of Bea. Do not hide from her memory… 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. “I’m just so happy you’re here.” 
 
    Leo’s smiled dropped. “Rhea, I’m—I’m sorry for what I did. I was just so angry.” 
 
    Rhea laughed. Actually laughed. She understood anger and the things it could make one do all too well. “I don’t blame you for any of it,” she said.  
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly.” 
 
    “I still see her sometimes. Bea. I wake up and I think she’s at my side, playing a prank, like dripping water on my face or something. I think if I open the door to her room she’ll be there, trying on womanly dresses and pretending to be a lady at court.” 
 
    “Oh Leo.” More tears. Rhea couldn’t believe what a blubbering mess she’d become. “If I could do it all over again, I would.” 
 
    “I know. Me too.” 
 
    He’s just a child, Rhea thought. Then again, so was she. Children shouldn’t have to face such impossible choices.  
 
    “I love you,” she said. 
 
    “I—you too.” 
 
    She took Noura back from him, and said, “Time for her breakfast.” 
 
    Leo screwed up his face and said, “I’m going to check on Ennis.” 
 
    He bolted for the door, but before he could open it, Rhea said, “Leo?” 
 
    He turned back, his expression full of vitality and vigor. It gave her hope. “Yes?” 
 
    “You can talk to me, you know. You can always talk to me.” 
 
    “I will,” Leo promised. “For now, just know that Ennis saved me.” 
 
    Rhea nodded. She had suspected as much. “He saved me too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    Ennis’s eyes were finally open, but Roan could tell the man wasn’t seeing the things around him. He had a distant look, his eyes twitching, his face too. Occasionally he’d lift his hands and swat at the air, as though assaulted by tiny, invisible enemies.  
 
    In truth, he looked unraveled.  
 
    At least he’s awake, Roan thought. At least he’s not going to die. The healer had given Roan the good news an hour or so ago, saying there was nothing seriously wrong with Ennis in a physical sense. He’d implied that mentally might be a different story.  
 
    Though they’d prepared a soft, comfortable bed for him to recover in, as soon as Ennis had awoken he’d clambered off, crabbing into the corner where he was now.  
 
    “Ennis,” Roan said, but the man didn’t respond to his name, his eyes wild, flitting from side to side. “Ennis, you’re safe now. You’re back in Phanea. You made it. You saved the boy.” 
 
    His head shot up at that and for a frozen moment his eyes met Roan’s. “Zeo?” The name came out slurred in his tongueless mouth. 
 
    “He’s safe,” Roan confirmed. Ennis’s chin dipped and he began fiddling furiously with his fingers.  
 
    “Shutched me. Shutched me. Ooda kelled a boy, but he hid. Za goo’ boy hid.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Roan said soothingly, slowly translating the garbled words. “What happened to Knight’s End? Who touched you?” 
 
    A shiver ran through Ennis, though the room was warm. “Pain. Pain. Hurs. Hurs everywhere. Bu’ mos’y in here.” He raised a fisted hand and thumped it into his left breast, right over his heart. “In here,” he said again, thumping harder. “Here!” Thump! “Here!” Thump! “Here!” Thump! 
 
    “Ennis, please,” Roan said. “Stop that.” 
 
    “Here!” Thump! 
 
    “Ennis!” Roan said, more sharply this time, trying to get his attention. 
 
    “Here!” Thump! 
 
    Roan strode to him, tried to grab his arm, grappling with him. Ennis was a strong man in his prime, but malnourished and travel weary he was no match. Roan subdued his straining arms, crossing them over his chest and holding them there.  
 
    Ennis stopped struggling, his countenance suddenly growing calm. He glanced down at the positioning of his arms. “Dead,” he said. His head slumped back and he passed out, asleep again at last. 
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    “What’s wrong with him?” Leo asked, sitting beside Roan. After Ennis’s last episode, the boy had silently entered the room.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Roan said. “He saw things…” 
 
    “Bad things?” 
 
    Roan nodded. He didn’t want to try to conjure up what had happened in Knight’s End, though he was fairly certain it was worse than what his imagination could create. “He said you hid.” 
 
    “Aye. My sister and I used to play hide and seek in the castle. My father had put in a hidey-hole for emergencies. We used to hide in it all the time when we played. I…” His voice faltered, and Roan put a comforting arm around him. Leo took a deep breath and continued. “I pretended I was playing a game with my sister.” 
 
    “Rhea?” 
 
    Leo closed his eyes. “Bea.” They said nothing for a few moments. “Are you really our brother?” 
 
    Roan managed a smile. “I am.” 
 
    Leo smiled back. Despite everything, he smiled back. “I’m glad. I always wanted a brother.” 
 
    “I’m glad too,” Roan said. “And I’m glad it’s you. You’ve been strong through all this. You’re acting more a man than a boy.” 
 
    His words seemed to bring Leo’s very expression to life. “I’m thirteen now, practically a man grown. I’ve trained in the sword and shield. Father used to say I would make a good general one day.” 
 
    “You would,” Roan said. “I’m certain of it.” 
 
    For some reason, this compliment made Leo’s shoulders sag. “A man wouldn’t have hidden in the hidey-hole. Nor a general. They would’ve fought. I should’ve fought.” 
 
    “Leo…” Roan said. “There is no shame in hiding. Otherwise you’d be dead too, and then what good would you be to anyone?” 
 
    Leo’s face was tight, all his boyish enthusiasm washed away by a world of memories no child should have to endure. “Ennis told me to close my eyes as we passed through the city,” Leo said. “But I peeked.” 
 
    It didn’t surprise Roan in the least. It was human nature to be drawn to that which should scare them. “You can tell me what you saw, if you feel you need to. Talking sometimes helps. But it’s your choice. No one is forcing you.” 
 
    “I know,” Leo said. “I want to tell.” 
 
    Roan listened as the boy told him of the bodies. Leo’s descriptions were full of precision, as if he’d committed every detail to memory. The angle of the torn limbs. The size and shape of the pools of blood. The identities of any of the guardsmen and castle staff he’d recognized. He spoke every detail without emotion, like he was reciting from a history book.  
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” Roan said, when he finished. His mouth tasted bitter. He wasn’t angry at the injustice of what had happened to so many innocent people. He was sad. Sad that their world had come to this—that the Western Oracle had believed the only way to bring about peace was to unleash such horrors on the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    “I think there was something else I didn’t see. Ennis took a strange route through the city.” 
 
    “A shortcut?” 
 
    Leo shook his head. “No, it took longer than if we’d gone directly through the market.” 
 
    Roan had a feeling he knew what Ennis had tried to avoid. More specifically, who. If his guess was right, Sai and Wheaton were dead, which meant the western throne, or what was left of it, belonged to either Rhea, Gaia, or him.  
 
    He also suspected whoever claimed it would be the next ruler to die, by the Oracle’s own prophecy.  
 
    He couldn’t bear to lose anyone else close to him. Which meant that, at long last, it was time for Roan Loren, Peacemaker of prophecy and legend, he who bore the lifemark, to accept his birthright.  
 
    I am the king, Roan thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Three 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, approaching Ironwood 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    True to Gareth Ironclad’s word, eastern hospitality had been a far cry better than that of the Horde.  
 
    “They better stop looking at me like that,” Tarin growled. Several legionnaires cast furtive glares his way. They’d been doing that ever since Annise and her refugees spilled from the mountain.  
 
    “At least they haven’t tried to kill us yet,” Annise pointed out, trying to stay positive. “There’s that.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Tarin grunted. “The day is still young.” 
 
    After Gareth had come to their rescue and declared them guests of the east, they’d been shepherded like a flock of sheep and led to an area in the foothills of the mountain near the famed city of Crow’s Nest, which, if Annise was being honest, looked more like a roughshod village than any kind of a city. Still, they were treated well. Tents and bedrolls were brought, along with barrels of water and a variety of food, from hearty loaves of fresh-baked bread so warm it stuck to the roof of her mouth to smoked fish and braised leg of lamb. They ate until they were overly full, a good strategy whenever you didn’t know where your next meal would come from.  
 
    They’d slept only one night in the shadow of the mountain. Annise would’ve preferred to rest for a week, but she couldn’t disagree with Gareth when he suggested they move on. “We don’t yet know the position of the Horde. The sooner we get you to the safety of Ironwood, the better,” he’d said.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Annise had asked. “Why are you helping us?” 
 
    Gareth had smiled. The king was so different than she had expected an Ironclad ruler to be. History told her they were rough-and-tumble men who drank and cursed, telling bawdy jokes one minute and slitting your throat the next. But this young ruler was quick to laugh and jape and had not threatened them even once. He also didn’t lord their desperation and reliance on his generosity over them like he might have. “Shall I send you back through the mountain?” he’d said, still smiling.  
 
    “I’m only asking because I’m grateful,” Annise had said.  
 
    “They say you wrestled an ice bear and emerged victorious,” Gareth had said.  
 
    Annise had frowned. “How do you know th—” 
 
    “So it’s true?” 
 
    “It didn’t exactly happen like—” 
 
    Tarin had interjected. “Aye, I was there. She kicked it in the snowballs, twisted its arm behind its back and made it cry frozen tears. Then she ran it off with naught but her fists.” 
 
    Gareth laughed. “I feel as though at least half of that might be true. Maybe all. I’ve met women like you, Your Highness.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I’ve learned never to underestimate them.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’re wiser than you look,” Tarin said.  
 
    At that, Gareth had laughed loudly, slapping his knee. “Frozen hell—that’s the expression northerners use, right?—I don’t know why I didn’t invite your lot over the border sooner. This is proving to be immensely amusing.” 
 
    “I’m glad we can entertain you,” Annise said drily.  
 
    “Look,” Gareth said. “I know your cousin.” 
 
    The abrupt change in subject had surprised Annise. “Rhea?” 
 
    Gareth had snorted. “Well, yes, I know Rhea, but that’s not who I meant. Your other cousin, Roan Loren. I don’t think you’ve met him because he was ‘stolen’ away as just a child. I hope you get to meet him someday, he’s a good man. He would want me to help you. That’s why I’m doing this.” 
 
    Annise hadn’t known what to say to that. She’d heard rumors, of course, about the return of Roan Loren, firstborn son and heir to the western throne, once believed to be dead. She’d also heard rumors that he was fatemarked. But she also knew you didn’t cast a gift into the fire until you knew what was in it. “Thank you,” she’d said. 
 
    Gareth had nodded and they’d left it at that.  
 
    Now they’d finally reached Ironwood, the shine of the infamous iron forest sparkling on the horizon, and Annise felt the first sprig of hope sprout in her chest. Everything is going to be all right, she thought, regardless of the way the legionnaires still looked at them. Gareth wouldn’t bring us here just to kill us.  
 
    All around her, the refugees were laughing and pointing, their mouths open in ohs of amazement. Tarin said, “Well I’ll be damned…” 
 
    “What do you think?” Gareth said, steering his horse toward them.  
 
    “I’ll tell you when we get there,” Annise hedged. The forest might look beautiful from afar, but she also knew steel could cut deeply. Steel could kill. 
 
    “I will admit, not everyone in the east agrees with my decision,” Gareth said.  
 
    Tarin’s next several steps were heavier than those previous. Annise thought maybe hers were too. “How will you ensure our safety then?” Annise asked. She wasn’t about to let her gratitude come before those she’d sworn to protect.  
 
    Gareth looked forward, squinting at the forest growing ever closer. “I have many who are fiercely loyal to the Ironclads. They will fight for you, if it comes to that. I hope it won’t.” 
 
    “But if it does?” 
 
    “I will fight for you too.” 
 
    He rode on, rallying his legionnaires into double time. Annise urged her people to walk faster, too. There was no point delaying the inevitable conflict.  
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    Beautiful was far too weak a word to describe the forest of Ironwood. Spectacular? Annise tried in her head, but even that felt understated by half. No, there was no right word to describe the beauty and magnificence of a forest sheathed entirely in iron.  
 
    Almost as awe-inspiring were the ranks of legionnaires set before the wood in perfect lines, their chins held high, their sword-bearing arms held stiffly at their sides. Others held bows tight against their chests. Many of them were Orians, their hair painted in eccentric colors—sunrise orange, fiery red, moonbeam silver, and others. And their eyes—not human, not animal, something in between. None moved to attack the refugees, however, and Annise considered it a small victory. 
 
    “They’re well-trained and organized,” Sir Christoff Metz said. Coming from him, that was a high compliment. “And their armor…” Annise chuckled at the awe in his tone. Leave it to Metz to get excited over well-polished armor.  
 
    Gareth gestured for them to stop, and Annise raised a hand to bring her peoples’ march to a halt. The eastern king rode toward the lines with confidence, like he owned this forest—which, of course, he did.  
 
    Annise hoped these soldiers agreed on that point. Beside her, she saw Tarin’s hand go to the hilt of his Morningstar. “Down, boy,” she said. “Don’t start anything.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Tarin promised. “But I will finish it if I have to.” The edge to his tone told her the wall between he and his monster was now paper thin.  
 
    “Only if I command it,” Annise said. “Until then, you won’t do anything.” 
 
    Tarin’s eyes flicked to hers, and she was glad to see the hint of a smile curl the edges of his lips. “Glad to have you back, Your Majesty,” he said.  
 
    “I wasn’t aware I’d ever left,” Annise said, though she knew she had. Back in the bowels of the mountain, she’d been lost. After being strong for so long, that moment of weakness out on the snowfields had been the caw of a rooster. If she was going to save her people, she had to be ever vigilant. Letting her guard down again could ruin everything.  
 
    I will not falter, she thought, a new mantra she’d adopted ever since setting foot in the east. More important than those four words was that she trusted herself again. The events from her aunt tumbling into the crevasse to their tumultuous exit from the mountain had reminded her who she was.  
 
    A Gäric, for all the name meant. The good, bad and strength. Her ancestors had been mighty and evil, good and dreaded, victorious and defeated. They had times of plenty and times of struggle. But they had survived.  
 
    And we will now, she thought, watching as one legionnaire split off from the rest, striding out to meet Gareth. He was tall and muscular and clearly Orian, his hair tinted green. 
 
    “General Jormundar,” Gareth said, loud enough for his voice to carry to Annise’s ears. “Glad to see you are well.” 
 
    “Why did you release me?” the Orian said, his catlike eyes overshadowed by a perplexed frown. “I committed treason of the highest order.” 
 
    It was Annise’s turn to frown. Treason? What had this man done? In the north, that very word carried the weight of execution.  
 
    “You were not of a sound mind before,” Gareth said evenly. “I trust you are now?” 
 
    “I—yes, Your Highness,” the general said. “I am.” 
 
    “Good,” Gareth said. “Now, please, provide an escort for our esteemed guests through the forest. I want them in Ferria by nightfall.” 
 
    “They can shelter on the plains,” Jormundar said. “Perhaps they would be more comfort—” 
 
    “Ironwood,” Gareth said. “Ferria. Don’t make me ask twice, general.” 
 
    Annise could see how difficult this was for the Orian. She understood. Had this man fought her people before? Had he lost friends, family in this war? Of course he had. They all had. But that didn’t mean they had to lose more, at least not at the hands of each other.  
 
    She broke away from the pack, squirming from Tarin’s grasp as he tried to stop her. “Stay there,” she commanded, using the tone she knew even he would obey. “King! General!” 
 
    The two men turned toward her, Gareth atop his horse and Jormundar from his standing position. “Your Highness,” Gareth said, taking her sudden appearance in stride. “I would like you to meet General Jormundar. Long has he served the iron throne. Most recently my father, and before that my grandfather.” 
 
    Annise knew all about the long lives of Orians, but still…based on his youthful appearance this man couldn’t be more than thirty-five. She quickly did the math. He would have to be approaching a century to have served three generations of Ironclads. “It is my honor,” she said. She wasn’t certain of the customs of the east, so she didn’t extend her hand. “And we are appreciative of the kindness of your people. Long have our kingdoms been plagued by animosity and war, but I have seen a greater threat with my own eyes.” 
 
    The general’s golden eyes bore into her, and she could see the hate in them. He committed treason and was imprisoned for it, she thought. He tried to reject the king’s decree to provide us refuge. Perhaps he’d even staged a coup. “And you want us to save you,” he said haughtily. “You want us to fight and die while you sup on our food, protected behind the boundaries of our iron stronghold.” 
 
    “You misunderstand our intentions, general,” Annise said, keeping any hint of anger or defiance from her voice. She sensed the importance of this meeting, and she needed to be a queen now, not the girl who wrestled boys into submission in the courtyard. “We will not shelter in the iron forest for long. Any and all of my people who are willing and able to fight will join your ranks and defend the east alongside you. I have seen the enemy with my own eyes, and they will not be thwarted easily. The Horde is our enemy too. And that makes you our ally.” 
 
    The man’s frown vanished, and he appeared surprised by the certainty in her tone. “And you? You will fight too?” 
 
    “I’ll do more than that,” she said. “I will conquer.” 
 
    The general nodded, seemingly satisfied by her response. “Come. We have prepared a place for your people to rest and eat. May the hospitality of Ironwood be to your satisfaction.” With that, he turned and gestured, the legionnaires parting in the center and filing into the forest via a broad avenue.  
 
    Annise noticed Gareth looking at her, wearing a wry grin. “Well handled. The general is not easily put in his place.” 
 
    “You gave him a second chance after he committed treason. Why?” 
 
    Gareth sighed. “It seems we end lives too easily these days. Perhaps it’s time we learned to forgive and nurture. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Nurture?” Annise said, raising her eyebrows.  
 
    “Yes, nurture,” Gareth said. “Like a newborn babe to its mother’s teat.” He grinned again and strode into the forest.  
 
    “You’re incorrigible,” a voice commented from behind. Tarin stood shaking his head.  
 
    “Of course she is,” Zelda said from nearby. “She’s my niece, after all.” 
 
    “Look at their armor…” Christoff murmured.  
 
    “Aye,” Fay agreed. The blacksmith had joined them as well. She gestured toward Tarin. “It’s high time we forged you a new set of plate.”  
 
    “Fine,” Tarin said. “But this time I decide the specifications. Understood?” 
 
    “Stubborn mule of a man,” Fay muttered. “But yes, I will do my best, just tell me what you want.” 
 
    “I want to be a monster,” Tarin said.  
 
    Annise raised an eyebrow at that, but didn’t object. Perhaps they would all need to be monsters if they were to defeat the Horde.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Four 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
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    “Thicker. Broader. Spikes. Add an adjoining plate between these two.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    Fay’s adept fingers sketched each of Tarin’s requests on a broad sheet of thin parchment.  
 
    “Aye, like that,” Tarin said, looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s a fantasy,” Fay muttered. “You are not a blacksmith. You don’t know what is possible and what is not.” 
 
    “I already spoke to one of the Orian channelers,” Tarin said, and Fay looked at him, an eyebrow raised.  
 
    “You’ve been cheating on me, Master Lug?” There was no anger in her tone—only amusement.  
 
    “Nay, but I am requesting that you work with this Orian.” 
 
    “What’s a channeler?” 
 
    Tarin shrugged. The term was new to him too, but he’d managed to educate himself. “Channelers can control the ore in this forest better than others. This one makes armor for the legionnaires. I explained what I wanted, and I guess it’s possible.” 
 
    “Sounds like a hell of a woman. What’s her name?” 
 
    “You assume it’s a woman?” 
 
    “If she’s any good, then yes.” Fay smirked at her own jape.  
 
    Tarin sighed. “Yes, it’s a woman,” he admitted and Fay chuckled. Time and time again Tarin was learning not to underestimate the fairer sex lest they save your life. In fact, this Orian had come to him to inquire about his armor needs. She’d eyed him up and down with something akin to disgust. Aye, it was time for an upgrade.  
 
    “I’ll work with her on one condition,” Fay said.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You grovel at my feet.” 
 
    “Done,” Tarin said, dropping to his knees. He might be the size of a tree, but he wasn’t above groveling. 
 
    After he’d groveled to Fay’s satisfaction, he started to leave the small forge Fay had been allowed to work in. “What color?” Fay asked, stopping him. He looked back over his shoulder, a question in his eyes. “What color for the armor?” she clarified. 
 
    He didn’t need to think about that one. “Black,” he said. “All black.” 
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    Outside, Tarin was blinded by the reflection of light off dozens of iron structures. The buildings were not built around the trees and other foliage, but amongst them, in many cases making the trees a part of the structure itself. To the right was a three-story boarding house with a huge iron-sheathed tree sticking right out of its roof.  
 
    Metal bridges spanned gaps between the branches, crisscrossing the space above his head. Orian children ran along them without fear of falling, playing a game of sorts. A pair of bright yellow eyes watched him from another branch—the Orian channeler he’d met earlier. He nodded to her and she smiled, dropping deftly from the branch—a sheer drop of more than thirty feet—landing softly on her feet like a cat, requiring only one hand to balance herself before jogging inside the forge.  
 
    Tarin watched her disappear, hoping the two women would be able to work together. I prefer to work alone, Fay had once told him.  
 
    He turned away, striding through the marketplace, which, over the last few days had become familiar to him. The aroma of spiced and roasted meats assaulted his senses, but he wasn’t hungry. He was desperate to see Annise—well, more than see her. He needed her in his arms. Since they arrived in Ironwood, everything had been frantic and busy. The adrenaline had carried him for a while, but now he needed to stop and just be.  
 
    Annise was the only one he could do that with.  
 
    As he walked through the crowds of easterners buying, selling, and trading goods and services, he was acutely aware of how no one stared at him. Usually he was aware of all the attention he drew, but here he was aware of the opposite. Off the battlefield, these people were different than he expected. 
 
    He reached the far side of the crowd and turned left, using a shortcut he’d discovered the day before. The narrow path between the buildings and trees was a squeeze for him, but he made it, scraping through until he popped out on the other side where a wide thoroughfare awaited. Legionnaires both on horseback and on foot passed by, heading either toward or away from the large iron castle further down the road.  
 
    Tarin followed those going toward the castle. Several of them nodded at him and he returned the gesture, while others ignored him completely. Most of the latter were clearly Orians, their catlike eyes staring over his head, aloof.  
 
    He bit his tongue and willed there not to be trouble. General Jormundar seemed to have resigned himself to working with the northerners, but that didn’t mean those who’d agreed with his prior position weren’t still harboring ill thoughts.  
 
    Tarin wasn’t good at biting his tongue, however, and when another Orian passed without so much as acknowledging his presence, he said, “Top of the morning to you, mate.” 
 
    The man froze, his long turquoise hair swishing around his shoulders. He turned, and Tarin was certain his exquisitely polished and crafted armor would’ve given Sir Metz a heart attack. “This morning is a farce. How many easterners have you killed in your life, ogre?” 
 
    Hundreds, Tarin thought, but he didn’t say that. He would kill hundreds more if they attacked his people. We will kill them all if we must, a voice hissed in his head. “More than you’ve killed northerners, I’d wager,” Tarin said instead. “But I suspect it’s not due to lack of effort on your part.” 
 
    The Orian’s lip curled into a snarl. “We will obey our king and allow your ilk to infest our forest, but once the battle begins…” 
 
    “Are you threatening my people?” Tarin said in a low voice. Are you threatening my queen?  
 
    The legionnaire laughed. “Take it as you wish. Just know, in the heat of battle, blades have a way of finding bodies.” 
 
    Tarin breathed deeply, calmly. Inside, his monster was shrieking, tugging at its tethers, trying to unleash itself on this man. If Tarin gave himself over to it he knew he would tear the Orian limb from limb.  
 
    And then you would ruin everything. 
 
    So he just breathed, refusing himself another word as the Orian moved on, vanishing into the forest.  
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    Tarin collapsed onto the bed with a heavy sigh.  
 
    Annise looked up from the sheets of parchment—maps—that were spread out over the rest of the mattress. She raised an eyebrow. “Tough day?” 
 
    Tarin looked at her face. Even marred by the brutal cut she’d taken on her cheek and missing a tooth, her expression was so warm and inviting with that twinkle in her brown eyes that he couldn’t help but stare at her with wonder. He knew it could instantaneously transform into an expression forged from steel, like she was an Orian channeler able to manipulate the ore onto her face. He’d never met another like her, not even Zelda. And he knew he never would again.  
 
    Suddenly, all his anger and frustration at the animosity he’d felt in the presence of the blue-haired legionnaire washed away and all he wanted was to… 
 
    “Oh,” Annise exclaimed as he pulled her to him, the parchment crinkling as they twined together atop it, covering the whole of the Four Kingdoms with their joined bodies. His lips were eager and he found hers were too, just like the first time. Just like every time.  
 
    Her hands were even more eager, plucking at the strings of his shirt, untying them, dragging the cloth over his head. Her lips brushed his jawline, finding his neck, lingering there as he closed his eyes. When he opened them, she was drinking him with hers, her tongue moistening her lips playfully the moment before she kissed his again.  
 
    The world was Annise and Annise was the world and Tarin couldn’t remember what he’d been so angry about.  
 
    She pulled at her own shirt and he helped her, the swell of her breasts emerging like a sunrise, but he was focused on her face, even as she pressed her warm body against his, focused on those lips, those eyes, that firm jaw and strong cheekbones and dark eyebrows, because she was perfection and everything else could be broken and it would not matter.  
 
    Because he was hers.  
 
    They made short work of the rest of their clothes and Tarin melted into her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Five 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Sir Christoff Metz 
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    “Show me again,” Mona said in a strange voice. It was too deep and had a hint of something familiar in it.  
 
    “Are you mocking me?” Christoff said, frowning. He looked up from the piece of armor he was polishing. A gauntlet, the finest he had ever laid eyes on, a gift from the Orian channeler he’d spoken with earlier. It was already polished to a shine, but the motion calmed him.  
 
    “No, I would never do that,” Mona said, rolling her eyes.  
 
    “You are mocking me.” Christoff cocked his head to the side, considering.  
 
    “The question is why,” Mona said.  
 
    With Mona’s help Christoff had improved in his discernment of sarcasm, but understanding such humor was something as elusive to him as trying to capture rainwater in a sieve. “Why?” Christoff asked, having not the slightest clue.  
 
    “That woman you talked to earlier today. The Orian channeler.” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “You sounded and acted like a horny adolescent pining after an older woman,” she said.  
 
    Christoff wasn’t surprised by her bluntness. It was something he’d always appreciated about her. “I was learning about her armor craft,” he said, which was the truth.  
 
    “What color eyes did she have?” 
 
    What was this, some sort of a test? “Violet, with a hint of sunflower in the center, near her pupils.” 
 
    Mona glared at him. “And her hair?” 
 
    “Rouge with accents of eggshell.” 
 
    Mona’s scowl deepened. What was she so fired up about? It hit him. Oh. Oh. “I’ve done it again, haven’t I?” 
 
    For a split-second, her expression softened, but then resumed its heavy glare. “Done what?” 
 
    “Offended you by accident. That woman…” 
 
    “Yes. What about her?” 
 
    “She wasn’t attractive.” 
 
    “Then you must not be a man, or blind, because even I found her attractive. She touched your hand, Sir, your hand! If I hadn’t been watching, I’m fairly certain she would’ve jumped on top of you right then and there!” 
 
    Christoff scrubbed furiously at the gauntlet, unaware he was even doing it. “Mona, I don’t understand such subtleties, I was just trying to learn about how they create such perfect armor, I needed to know, if I didn’t find out I thought I would explode even if I know, logically, that’s not possible, but it felt that way, and the more I learned the more excited I got, and yes, I remember every minute detail about her because that’s what I do, I remember things, but I also remember the man we bought lunch from, how his whiskers were light gray around his lips and then faded perfectly into black by the time they reached the base of his neck, and his hands were calloused and had three burn scars. Three. Did you see them? Do you remember them?” He knew he was rambling and that his hands were aching from polishing so hard, but he couldn’t stop. It was like something else had taken over his body, and he wondered if this was how Tarin felt all the time. He continued, not noticing that Mona had clambered off the bed and was making her way over to him. “But that Orian, she didn’t make my heart beat faster, though I must admit when she drew the ore from the ground and began to mold it into this perfect piece of armor it was one of the greatest moments of my life, except for when we—you know—the first time, and—” 
 
    Mona grabbed his hand, pulling it to her breast, and he finally stopped talking, stopped polishing, stopped thinking about all the things he’d done today, stopped replaying them over and over in his mind.  
 
    “Shut up, Sir. Sometimes I forget just how different you are. I’m sorry I was jealous. Take me to bed and we shall never bring up this subject again.” 
 
    So he did. And he remembered every detail of that too.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, High over the Scarra Desert 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    The ever-shifting dunes of the Scarra rolled far below them like white-speckled waves frozen just before crashing on a bleak, empty shore.  
 
    They’d been flying for several hours, the scenery unchanging, the desert endless as far as the eye could see. Something shimmered to the west, and she suspected it was the Spear catching the afternoon light as the river flowed into the Burning Sea.  
 
    Gwendolyn had planned to spend a few more days in Calypso trying to convince Whisper to change her mind. But then something had happened. 
 
    Her hand instinctively went to the lockets dangling from her neck, jangling them between her fingers. Four lockets, one smashed beyond all repair. Such small things. Truth be told, in the weeks and months since she’d acquired them in the Tangle she’d forgotten about them. Tucked beneath her armor, they’d rested, dormant.  
 
    Until that day Whisper rejected her offer to fly to war with the Calypsians. Gwen had been sitting beside Siri well away from the city—she didn’t want to scare the citizens—and had felt something heavy pulling at her neck. At first, she’d thought someone had snuck up on her and clamped their hand around the back of her neck, shoving her toward the ground, but, of course, there was no one. The lockets were heavy.  
 
    Not just heavy, she thought now, feeling their pull. They were trying to drag themselves back. Based on the direction they were pulling, she knew exactly where: the Tangle. Which meant the four nymph sisters who the lockets belonged to were no longer asleep—at least not all of them.  
 
    Gwen wasn’t certain what it meant, only that she needed to find out. Something was happening to the forest—something important.  
 
    Siri rumbled beneath her. Gwen thought it was a satisfied purr, but she couldn’t be certain. Nothing about the dragon was the same. Not her appearance or her personality. She even ate meat raw without using her fire to sear it. Before Raven died, she’d never done that.  
 
    I am strange to you, Siri said. Gwen bit her lip. She hated the confusion in the dragon’s voice. The brokenness. This magnificent beast didn’t know who—what—she was.  
 
    I must show her, Gwen thought. And not only because Raven asked me to. Because I want to. Because… She couldn’t deny it any longer, regardless of her tumultuous past when it came to all things Calypsian, including dragons. Because I care about her. Because she is—was—my friend, one of the few I had left.  
 
    Siri, she started. You are not strange to me. You are my soul, and I am yours. 
 
    I feel your thoughts. I feel your fear. Of me. Of what I’ve become.  
 
    Gwen took a deep breath. She was scared. Of that nub of a neck that still seemed to be growing on Siri’s left shoulder, albeit more slowly than before; still, it was several inches longer today than it had been yesterday. Of the madness that would one day overcome this dragon. Of her inability to stop it. Slowing the reaction, yes, that was something she would try to do. But Gwendolyn had not failed at anything since that fateful day when she was unable to save Alastair.  
 
    I am not scared of you, my soul. You are beautiful. You always have been. You always will be. But that’s not all you are. 
 
    My soul? 
 
    You are strong. You are a warrior. You are what the world needs right now. 
 
    I’m scared, the dragon said. 
 
    You have nothing to fear when you’re with me.  
 
    Siri purred, her wings undulating in even beats at her sides, the movement so gentle it might’ve rocked a baby to sleep. She wanted to take Siri far, far away to some distant, uninhabited land where they could live in peace together, away from the violence and the loss and the war. Perhaps there that second neck would stop growing. Perhaps there she could save the dragon’s soul. And mine, she thought. 
 
    Which was why Gwen hated herself for what she knew she’d be forced to make the dragon do. For what she’d be forced to do.  
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    She saw the smoke almost the second they passed beyond the desert’s borders. Siri saw it too. 
 
    Burning, she said. Not me. 
 
    No, Gwen agreed. Not you. Something is afire.  
 
    It could not be a coincidence, she knew, for her world had never been a place of happenstance. No, she knew the Tangle was burning.  
 
    Faster, she urged, and Siri angled her body into a steep, swift dive, swooping toward the ground as the harsh brown desert transitioned into the lush green fields the east was known for. The large area in between was hard, cracked ground, but little by little, blades of grass sprouted from the landscape, which grew more rich and fertile, the climate slowly changing until they reached the edge of where the rain fell more consistently.  
 
    Once she would’ve called this place home, but not anymore. She didn’t feel at home anywhere. Except… 
 
    Here, she thought, surprised by her conviction. With Siri, she felt at home. The bond of dragons was stronger than anything she’d ever experienced.  
 
    My soul? Siri said, thinking the command was directed toward her.  
 
    Nothing, my heart. Make for the smoke. We must learn what has become of the forest.  
 
    Dangling from her neck, the lockets grew heavier and heavier, until she was forced to grasp them in both hands to bear their weight. Siri dove once more, angling toward the mighty river, the Spear, which was not far now, just to the west. The dragon released a shriek as she cut across the water and turned to skim upstream, spray bursting up from her scaled sides as her clawed feet dipped into the current.  
 
    Gwen hung on with her knees and ankles, still clutching those damn lockets, which weighed so much now her arms were aching.  
 
    Smoke roiled in the distance, on the western bank of the river, where the beginnings of the Tangle had appeared. Well, sort of. The small trees and hedges that typically signaled the start of the ancient forest were gone. The ground was a field of ash, curling ribbons of smoke wafting up until they disappeared.  
 
    And beyond…a burning forest. Gwen knew this very same wood had once burned with an unnatural fire caused by the death of Fire Sandes, but eventually it had been extinguished when the rainy season known as Wrath’s Tears had begun. But now… 
 
    There was no sign of rain. And this fire was not unnatural nor natural. No, it was very real fire set by very real hands and Gwendolyn only needed one guess as to who would perform such an insidious act.  
 
    The Horde. They must be close, she thought. Anger rushed through her, because to she and her people forests were sacred places. The Tangle was no exception, even if it had long been ruled by an enemy to the Orians—the wood nymphs. The current nymph queen was dying because Gwen had smashed her locket of souls, but the queen’s sisters were, as far as Gwen knew, alive and well.  
 
    But not for long, not if this fire continued its path of destruction.  
 
    I must stop it, she thought. Not only for the nymphs, but for the Four Kingdoms, to show the Horde that they would not be intimidated, that there was still fight left in them.  
 
    We will stop it, Siri corrected, and Gwen was humbled to hear the conviction in the dragon’s voice inside her head.  
 
    Siri skated across the river, dipping her head to fill her mouth with water. She rose once more, cutting sharply left where the hungry line of fire continued its march northward. An enflamed tree cracked and fell in a shower of sparks. A burst of flames shot upwards, right into Siri’s path, where she released a waterfall. The fire shrank back, hissing smoke and spitting sparks. And then continued its march, albeit more subdued.  
 
    It was only one small portion of the forest fire. But it was a start.  
 
    Siri wheeled about, shrieked, and went back for more water.  
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    Those Who Slept 
 
      
 
    Colya, Lina, May. Three sisters, wood nymphs all of them, ran. They’d outdistanced the main line of fire, but still the flames moved faster on their western flank, driven by a stiff wind that seemed to spur the inferno on.  
 
    They had not seen their eldest sister, Felicity, in many years, though they’d felt her presence in every breath. She was the queen, even now. Even broken and dying, they felt the power inside her, lying dormant now. Waiting…for something. They’d found her in the highest boughs of the tallest tree in the forest, lying in a hammock made of vine and leaf, stitched together with sunbeams. They’d coaxed her and shouted at her and rough-handled her until one drowsy eye had opened and they’d told her what they needed.  
 
    Felicity had whispered something, several words spoken in the ancient tongue, and then promptly fallen back to sleep. They hadn’t been able to rouse her since, and could only hope whatever Felicity had said had worked.  
 
    “Make for the river!” Colya called now. She was the second eldest, and had naturally taken on the role of leader.  
 
    “We can’t leave the forest,” May said, but she followed her sister anyway, Felicity slung over her shoulders. Physically, she was the strongest of the three, and had taken on the lion’s share of the lifting.  
 
    “We have to try,” Colya said, grabbing Lina under the arm when she stumbled, her vine-like hair brushing the forest floor.  
 
    Onward they raced, until the forest began to thin and the waters of the Spear rushed up to meet them at the forest’s edge.  
 
    The heat of the flames scorched the air behind them as they ground to a halt. Lina glanced back, fear in her eyes. “Our lives are cut too short,” she said, though they had lived for many years. For them, time passed slower, filling the spaces between dreams.  
 
    “Not yet,” Colya said, her teeth clenched behind her blueberry lips. “We have to try.”  
 
    The fire was upon them now, having bypassed them to the north, curling around beyond. They were surrounded on three sides. The river was their only escape. “Jump!” 
 
    Arms linked together, they sprung from the forest, closing their eyes in preparation of the plunge into the swiftly moving water.  
 
    Incandescent waves rippled through the heated air around them as they slammed into an invisible barrier. The edge of the forest.  
 
    Their home had become their prison.  
 
    And soon it would become their tomb, the flames devouring the final few trees and bushes that separated them from certain death.  
 
    “May you return as a butterfly,” Colya said to Lina, for she knew that was her wish.  
 
    “And you as a faun with white-spotted ears,” Lina sad, tears welling in her eyes.  
 
    “I will become a tree,” May promised. “The strongest in the history of the world, impervious to fire.” 
 
    The sisters laughed and cried at the joke, their arms encircling each other as they waited to die.  
 
    Felicity lay on the ground, oblivious to the danger she was in.  
 
    Somewhere in the distance, a dragon shrieked.  
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    Gwen 
 
      
 
    Siri’s black scales were covered in soot. Gwen’s skin was so dark she might’ve been Calypsian. She was burned in several places when Siri had gotten too close to the flames.  
 
    They’d been toiling for what felt like days, but which was only hours. Tirelessly, Siri made trip after trip to the river, filling her maw and releasing the water onto the flames. In some areas of the forest they’d managed to stop the fire’s progression, though hot coals continued to smolder beneath the ash, but in other areas the flames had outdistanced them, dancing from branch to branch, tree to tree.  
 
    And all the while, the lockets grew heavier, until she’d been forced to unclasp the necklace and rest them between her legs on Siri’s back.  
 
    They drag me to the ground, Siri said now, the first she’d complained of their weight.  
 
    What do I do? Gwen said, growing frantic.  
 
    You must drop them. Or at least some of them.  
 
    Gwen knew she was right. They wouldn’t do anyone any good if they perished on this day. She plucked up the broken one first, surprised that it was no heavier than a normal locket. She wondered if it meant the nymph queen, Felicity, was dead.  
 
    Without thinking, she tossed it away, watching it fall toward the river where it vanished with not more than an unheard plop.  
 
    Another, Siri said. One of the heavy ones.  
 
    Gwen grasped one of the other tiny lockets, requiring both hands to lift it even with her heromark pulsing on her cheek. She had no argument with the other wood nymphs, for they’d been betrayed by their own sister. But she had no choice, she knew, hefting the locket to the edge of Siri’s scales, being careful to drop it somewhere out of range of her beating wings…  
 
    Something caught her attention on the riverbank, an area where the flames were the thickest. Three forms, huddled together. Not human but standing upright, they might’ve been created from the forest itself, their every feature born of nature’s beauty.  
 
    There! she cried, forming a picture of what she saw in her head. Siri got the message and shrieked, diving toward them, beating her wings heavily to stop overhead, hovering. 
 
    Gwen dropped the first of the lockets, which plummeted faster than should’ve been possible. The wood nymphs looked up, and one of them caught it as easily as if it weighed the same as a feather. Her countenance shimmered for a moment and then one of her sisters shoved her into the water, away from the flames.  
 
    Gwen pushed another locket across Siri’s back, forcing it to slide away. She didn’t watch it this time, immediately going back for the third. 
 
    When it was done, Siri beat her wings and made for the far riverbank, safe from the flames.  
 
    She set Gwen down gently where she fell atop the dragon, pressing her hands against Siri’s ash-covered skin. And she laughed. For the first time in many months, she really laughed.  
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    “You heard our call,” one of the wood nymphs said, the one who’d introduced herself as Colya.  
 
    “Yes,” Gwen said, though it didn’t sound like a question. The nymph was almost as beautiful as her eldest sister had been, her locket hanging in the hollow in her blue neck, threaded with long, woven grass.  
 
    Colya nodded. “Our sister saved us,” she said.  
 
    Gwen felt a shred of anger creep through her. “Felicity.” 
 
    The thickset sister with the bark-like skin who’d called herself May, said, “Yes. She managed to arouse herself for long enough to whisper the spell that called you to us.” 
 
    “The lockets grew heavy,” Gwen whispered, understanding. Felicity had admitted to killing her own mother and stealing her own sisters’ lockets of souls, but still…in the end she’d done the right thing. She’d saved them, even if she’d been unable to save herself. 
 
    The last of the three sisters, the smaller, dainty one with the green cheeks dotted with rose blossoms named Lina, said, “They wanted to come home.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I took them,” Gwen said. “I had no argument with you three. Felicity tried to take my…friends’ souls. I felt I had no other choice.” 
 
    Colya said, “We don’t blame you. But why didn’t you smash them when you smashed hers? Our people are no friends to each other.” 
 
    Gwen had to admit she’d been tempted to do just that. “One of my…friends,” she said. “He’s…different to other men. He wants peace in these lands. In all lands.” 
 
    “You love him,” Lina said, and Gwen’s heart broke just a little at her perceptiveness.  
 
    “I don’t deserve to,” she said. “There is another who deserves him more. My other friend.” 
 
    “We don’t choose who or what our hearts deserve,” Lina said, vines growing from her fingertips to caress Gwen’s jaw. It should’ve been awkward for a stranger to touch her that way, but it wasn’t. These three sisters had a way about them that made them feel like old friends.  
 
    Siri purred in agreement.  
 
    May said, “Your dragon has lost someone.” She gestured to the nubby neck. Gwen bit her tongue as she noticed how much longer it had grown over just the last few hours.  
 
    “She’s not mine. A dragon is no one’s. But yes, she has lost her first soul. I am her second.” 
 
    May nodded. “She wears her loss on her scales.” 
 
    Loss? Siri said. My soul? 
 
    Gwen stroked her under the chin, and she resumed her purring. “Please. It is too fresh. We must not speak of it while the pain is close.” 
 
    Colya nodded. “We understand pain. Our mother…and now our sister.” 
 
    Gwen said, “I am sorry.” 
 
    “The fire was not natural,” Colya said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “The Horde,” Gwen said. “Barbarians from across the great western sea. They are led by a powerful man. They burn and pillage and kill. They seek to destroy the world.” 
 
    Lina said, “I can feel their hate. It clouds the air.” Gwen looked around, but saw only the smoke from the fire, which continued to eat away at what was left of the Tangle.  
 
    “We have to stop them. The kingdoms and empires are divided. They refuse to fight together, each protecting their own borders. I fear it will not be enough.” 
 
    “It won’t,” Colya agreed. “Which is why we must retire to the north. There are places we can go that the Horde cannot.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” 
 
    “Sister,” May said. “We must fight. They destroyed our home, would you let that go unanswered?” 
 
    “We are the last of our people,” Colya said. There was sadness in her tone. Regret. “We bear the responsibility of ushering in the next generation. If we die…” 
 
    “Then we die for something,” May said. Gwen was beginning to like the strongest of the three sisters. She reminded her of herself.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Colya said, and Gwen felt it was an apology to her more than anyone. “Thank you for heeding our call. Thank you for saving us. But now we take our leave. May we meet again under more favorable circumstances.” 
 
    Gwen wanted to plead with them to stay, to fight, but she’d learned recently that you could not change the mind of another. They had to change it for themselves.  
 
    So instead she bowed and pressed her fingers to her lips. “Go in safety and without regret. May we meet again in peace.” 
 
    As the three sisters turned and walked away, only May looked back, her eyes fierce with anger. There was a promise in her eyes.  
 
    Of what, however, Gwen could not discern. 
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    Why? Siri asked.  
 
    Gwen didn’t know how to answer, for how did one explain the actions of humans and Orians, of barbarians and nymphs, of evil and good and everything in between. Explaining such things was for the scholars and historians, and anyway, a dragon was as pure a creature as any Gwen had come across in all her days.  
 
    I don’t know, was all she could say.  
 
    What now? 
 
    The Horde, Gwen said without hesitation. She knew they couldn’t defeat the entire army of barbarians on their own, but if they harried them, slowed their progress… 
 
    Maybe that would give Roan time to form an alliance of nations, unifying the respective rulers and the other fatemarked.  
 
    But I am fatemarked, Gwen thought. I should go back. I should speak my heart plainly to him. 
 
    Yet, for all the strength she had coursing through her body, her heart remained as weak as a single blade of grass bending in the wind. Only her bond with Siri seemed to keep it from breaking.  
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    Hiding a massive, ten-stone dragon was no easy feat. Convincing one to stay put was even harder.  
 
    Don’t leave, Siri said.  
 
    I will be right back. 
 
    I should come, my soul.  
 
    I don’t want a fight. If you come, there will be one. I’m going to spy. That is all. They won’t even know I am there. 
 
    Siri didn’t respond, pouting. Gwen rested her head on the dragon’s chest, feeling her breath filling her lungs, feeling the powerful drumbeat of her heart. My soul. I shall return.  
 
    Go. 
 
    That was the best Gwen knew she was going to get, so she turned and ran, pushing strength from her heromark into her legs as she raced along the edge of the river. It was the perfect night for a mission that required stealth—dark and cloudy. The ground was soft beneath her feet, her footsteps nearly silent, akin to the swishing of wind through the grass. None would hear her approach.  
 
    Still, she was cautious as she grew nearer to the pale shapes she’d seen from dragonback, as Siri had soared high above the clouds earlier that day. The Horde was positioned on the eastern side of the lake in the town of Portage. From such a height, it had been impossible to count their numbers, but there were a lot. At least a thousand. Perhaps more. Portage wasn’t a densely populated place, and most were old-timers experienced in the art of lake and river shipping. They were usually defended by several hundred legionnaires, but all able-bodied soldiers had been recalled when the alliance with the west had been struck.  
 
    Gwen tried not to think about those she knew who lived in the village, guarding her heart with the familiar iron armor she’d donned a long time ago.  
 
    The first structure came into view, a ramshackle hut on the outskirts of town. One of the walls was splintered, the window shattered, the roof caving in on one side. Nearby, other structures were in similar states of partial destruction. In the dark, her heromark flared and her night vision improved until she could see the smears of blood on the walls and spattering the ground.  
 
    More concerning was the lack of bodies.  
 
    Barbarians had to eat too, the thought causing bile to burn the back of her throat.  
 
    She willed her heromark to cool, though she knew her eyes would continue to shine in the dark. That couldn’t be avoided—all she could do was hide in the shadows.   
 
    The village was empty, the Horde having moved on. 
 
    Where? she thought, immediately worrying for Gareth and her own people. She hoped they were clustered within Ironwood. A direct assault by the Horde on the iron forest might give them a chance. If they met them in open battle… 
 
    Ore save us all. 
 
    Gwen raced through the village, occasionally stopping to inspect the mish-mash of thick, heavy footprints in the dirt. It had rained recently, and it was not difficult to follow their progress. The blood, too, had softened the ground, making tracking easy for one as skilled as Gwen. To her surprise, however, the lion’s share of the prints led not eastward, but southward, backtracking the same way they seemed to come from, leading all the way to— 
 
    She stopped abruptly, squinting in the dark. The clouds were clearing and there, upon the recently rebuilt Bridge of Triumph, which spanned the width of Hyro Lake, backlit by green and red moonslight, were the barbarians.  
 
    By the Great Forest… Gwen thought, her jaw dropping slightly as she swallowed thickly. From this distance, she could calculate the size of the enemy army more easily. They did not have a thousand. Nor ten thousand.  
 
    Twenty to thirty thousand, she thought, watching as the pack stretched from one end of the bridge to the other, pouring out on both ends, hundreds of bodies thick.  
 
    Gwen turned and ran. The Horde was heading west again, and she was certain they would soon turn south, cutting like a scythe across the Forbidden Plains, sweeping over the four western border cities like a red tide. And from there: 
 
    Phanes.  
 
    None would survive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Seven 
 
    The Western Kingdom, the edge of Hyro Lake 
 
    Bane Gäric 
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    He stumbled along, not shackled with chain or manacle, but bound just the same, the fog twisting around him, leaving his deathmark cold and dead.  
 
    Appropriate, Bane thought. My deathmark is dead. 
 
    Had he just made a joke? He had. Perhaps he’d been spending too much time with Roan. Despite the Peacemaker’s seriousness, he had a quick, clever tongue.  
 
    Waking nightmares pushed against the edges of his mind, but he growled and shoved them back. He’d been fighting them for hours, days…or had it been longer? Caught in this fog, time lost all meaning, as difficult to determine than if he was living in the heart of a mountain.  
 
    “You cannot fight it forever,” the Horde leader said. Klar-Ggra, Bane had heard the barbarians call him, their voices clear and crisp, even when they spoke in their guttural language.  
 
    Bane knew the man was right, for each time he shoved the nightmares back, he felt a part of him go with them. It was unnerving to feel a part of him unravel like that. “I will kill you,” Bane managed to spit.  
 
    Klar-Ggra only laughed, raising a single finger in threat.  
 
    Bane couldn’t help it—he flinched, stumbling over his own feet in his haste to escape. He couldn’t bear any more of that pain, like a thousand hot pokers shoved under his skin at once, twisting and probing, burning his insides, cutting pieces of him open…. 
 
    The man dropped his hand and laughed again. “I suspect many have feared you, and yet you cower before me like a child before a lion.” 
 
    “Give me my power back and I will not cower.” 
 
    Klar-Ggra shook his head and tsked. “You think men and women who rule armies are arrogant. You think they can be manipulated. You are right. In most cases, they can. But I am not them. I am he who destroys them. My every move is plotted and calculated. This is a game; the only difference is that the losers die.” 
 
    “Why don’t you kill me then?” Even as the words left Bane’s mouth, he realized he didn’t want to die. Not anymore. Not if it meant he wouldn’t get to see this man laid low. 
 
    “Because you might still prove to be a useful piece,” Klar-Ggra said without emotion. “You are the other side of the same coin, right? The Peacemaker and you share a bond the others don’t understand. He will die for you, won’t he?” 
 
    “What? Never. Roan almost killed me himself.” 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    Bane paused, because he’d never really thought about it. No, despite the angry words they’d exchanged, Roan had not once laid a finger on him. And in the end, he’d saved him. But would Roan die for him? “No,” he said, but it was the answer to the man’s question and not his own. For, somewhere in the depths of his blood-soaked soul, he knew Roan would. 
 
    I can’t let him. 
 
    With that thought, he turned away from the Horde leader, pretending indifference. Resignation. Waiting, feeling for that perfect moment when the fog’s hold slackened, when there was an opening for him to attack, to fulfill his promise of death. Two more rulers needed to die before it was all over, Bane knew, but perhaps this man could be one of them.  
 
    The King of the Horde.  
 
    Instead of weakening, the tendrils of mist strengthened their hold on him, the nightmares pressing in once more.  
 
    Bane would bide his time, and then he would strike.  
 
    Klar-Ggra laughed as Bane started to scream, his defenses giving way at last.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Eight 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    “I’m not forcing any of you to fight,” Gareth said. He’d just received strange tidings from one of his scouts. The Horde had crossed the lake and destroyed Portage, only to turn back and cross back over into the west.  
 
    The news of Portage’s demise was devastating. Though he’d urged the people to evacuate before he’d traveled to Crow’s Nest, he knew many of them had refused. They were a proud people and would not abandon their homes. 
 
    And now they’re dead, he thought sadly. Am I destined to watch my people cut down like the northerners have been? 
 
    He marveled at how Queen Annise Gäric stood before him, her chin lifted slightly in defiance. How is she not broken? he wondered.  
 
    She spoke: “My people have their own minds. I have my own mind. We shall not sit back while others risk their lives for the Four Kingdoms.” 
 
    Gareth sighed. “I wasn’t just talking to you.” He looked pointedly at his generals, Jormundar in particular, who stood like a statue to one side.  
 
    “Your Highness?” the Orian said. “You are our king. We are yours to command.” 
 
    “You have your own minds, too. I know you joined up of your own free will—all of you. But things have changed. We must maintain order and the chain of command, but each soldier must be given a choice. To fight or to flee. I cannot decide for them.” 
 
    Jormundar nodded, though his shadowed eyes told Gareth he didn’t agree with the decision. “I will issue your proclamation, though I assure you they will fight.” 
 
    Gareth already knew that, but it didn’t change the fact that he needed them to decide. Jormundar cleared his throat—he had something else to say. “Yes?” 
 
    “You plan to ride out to meet them beyond our borders. Why?” 
 
    “This is not our fight,” Gareth said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Jormundar said, not understanding.  
 
    “I mean, this is not only our fight. It is not enough for the Horde to move beyond our kingdom’s boundaries, for they will return.” 
 
    “Yes, but their numbers will dwindle as they meet resistance in Phanes and Calypso. Then, perhaps, we can defeat them. We can survive.” 
 
    Though Gareth thought he now understood the Orian general’s intentions—and they were pure, in a way: to protect his people, his friends, his family, his loved ones—he also could not agree with them. “Survival is no longer enough,” he said. “Not if it means losing our souls. And I for one, will not lose mine. I will ride out on the morrow in pursuit of the Horde. Alone if needs be.” 
 
    “You will not be alone,” Annise said, shooting a wary look at the general. “I can promise you that.” 
 
    Gareth nodded. He had a feeling Annise would be twice the ally that she was an enemy. “I am honored. The east is honored. Now take your leave, for there is much to prepare and decisions to be made. I will see you at first light.” 
 
    The proud queen nodded and turned, flanked by some of the greatest warriors the north had ever known. It didn’t surprise Gareth in the least to find that she fit in amongst them perfectly.  
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    Gareth was awakened by screams and the ringing of iron bells. At first he thought perhaps his nightmares had chased him into waking, but then he recognized the warning tone—five short clangs followed by a long one. Every Ferrian knew exactly what such a clangor meant: 
 
    A dragon had been spotted.  
 
    He was on his feet in an instant, already fully dressed and wearing his armor. His bones and muscles were sore and he had a crook in his neck from sleeping in his steel, but now he was glad for the decision.  
 
    He drew his sword and ran from his quarters, stumbling through the door into the iron throne room, through the outer archway and onto the platform that descended to the castle’s inner keep. He scanned the sky, searching… 
 
    He sucked in a breath when he saw it, his eyes widening when he saw the dragon’s color. For it was not red like he’d expected, but as black as obsidian, shimmering in the moonslight. What the hell? There was only one dragon left he knew of, and that was the mighty Siri, ridden by Raven Sandes and occasionally Gwendolyn Storm.  
 
    Must be a trick of the dark, he thought, his attention drawn to the Orian archers rushing along the outer wall’s ramparts, taking position, aiming skyward. Once the dragon was in range, they would unleash a storm of arrows.  
 
    Gareth hesitated for just a moment before giving way to his instincts, rushing to the iron bell hanging from the edge of the roof. Having never operated one of the bells himself, he counted off the appropriate tones in his head before moving his hand to mimic them, the tones ringing forth clear and loud, resounding across the castle and beyond.  
 
    Stand down, they commanded, the sound slightly different than the other bells, enough to tell all within their reach that this order came from the king himself.  
 
    Gareth stepped back, slightly breathless, because he’d just made history.  
 
    I am the first eastern king to permit a dragon to fly into Ferria unscathed.  
 
    The days of fighting Calypsians and dragons were over. They had to be, else they might as well all surrender to the Horde on this very night. Still… 
 
    He hoped he hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of his life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventy-Nine 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Gwendolyn yipped with joy when she heard the royal bells sound the command to stand down. While she’d hoped Gareth would recognize Siri despite her physical changes, she’d feared what might happen.  
 
    You made the right choice, she thought, though she’d still felt the fear as she’d turned away from the Horde, deciding then and there to go not to Phanes, but to Ferria. I’ll still have time to warn Roan, she thought, willing it to be true.  
 
    Siri swooped down, and Gwen stroked her, sending soothing thoughts through her mind. Siri purred beneath her touch.  
 
    Gwen waved to the surprised, confused Orian archers standing atop the walls. She understood their confusion—who would ever expect to see one of their own riding a dragon? She could scarcely believe it herself.  
 
    Siri, as she had done once before, angled herself toward the highest roof in the castle, the one directly over the iron throne. Also like before, she landed deftly. Gwen was already sliding off, landing on her feet. Stay here, my soul, she said. None will harm you. 
 
    She sprang forward and fearlessly threw herself over the edge, feeling the familiar thrum of ore through her. Yes, she thought as she fell. This is still home, and I was a fool to think otherwise. Tendrils of ore shot from the roof’s edge, hardening as she grabbed the iron wires, using them to swing down, landing in front of Gareth, who was already smiling and shaking his head.  
 
    “You always have to make an entrance, don’t you?” he said.  
 
    “I wouldn’t want to disappoint you,” she said.  
 
    “You never have and you never will.” There was a serious edge to his voice now, one she’d never heard in any of their prior banter-filled conversations. It hit her so hard she almost staggered, barely managing to stride forward and into his arms, their armor clanging, their cheeks pressing together.  
 
    Aye, they loved the same man, but their friendship could not be broken by jealousy or any other human emotion. Not after everything. Especially not when there was so much left to come.  
 
    “Tell me everything you know,” Gareth said, finally breaking off their embrace. “Our very existence may depend on it.” 
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    Siri 
 
      
 
    Sitting on her haunches on the roof, Siri watched the two-leggers watching her. She could smell their fear. This place…it was familiar. I’ve been here, she realized.  
 
    And yet something was different.  
 
    She’d had a rider then, too, but not Gwendolyn Storm. Not her soul.  
 
    Another.  
 
    Memories flashed before her, of dragonfire and iron arrows biting at her scales and of a brown-skinned woman with short dark hair, refusing to fight, refusing to give in to the violence that had been bred into them from the moment they were born, long before they’d been bonded together.  
 
    Bonded. 
 
    My soul. A groan rose from within her, her heart aching, and she could sense it was broken and that a huge chunk of her soul was missing, leaving only a sliver behind.  
 
    And though she tried to cling to that single shard of what she’d been before, it wasn’t enough, and she felt herself slipping, falling, spiraling into the depths of a dark place that called for her—had always called for her—its voice growing louder and louder, swallowing her whole.  
 
    Her second neck grew and grew, until the base of a giant skull began to form.  
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    Gwendolyn 
 
      
 
    “What is happening to her?” Gareth asked as they watched the dragon sleep.  
 
    Gwen wished she knew for certain. When she’d left Siri on the roof, she’d seemed all right. The growth of her neck had slowed and the dragon hadn’t argued with Gwen when she’d left. But she’d felt something was off even as she and Gareth were catching each other up on all that had transpired since they parted ways.  
 
    Gwen had rushed up to the roof to find Siri rocking back and forth, her neck having finished its growth, now sprouting a head. The growth of the head was taking longer than the neck it seemed, but still, once it was finished… 
 
    “She’s descending into madness,” Gwen said, each word quivering. “It’s not enough. I’m not enough.” 
 
    “Gwen,” Gareth said. “You’ve done everything you can for her. But…” 
 
    She knew it was only their friendship that stopped him from finishing the sentence. He wanted her to suggest it herself. “But we need her to fight. I’m not a naïve fool, you know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I do know. I just feel…awful.” 
 
    “Because of a dragon?” He’d changed even more than she thought. As much as she had, perhaps.  
 
    “Well, partly I suppose. But more because of what you’ve been through. Raven was your friend, right?” 
 
    She almost laughed at the simplicity of such a statement when her relationship with the fierce Calypsian empress had been more complicated than a love triangle between a Peacemaker, an Ironclad king, and a fatemarked Orian.  
 
    Is my entire life destined to be complex? she wondered.  
 
    “She will fight,” Gwen said. “When the time comes, she will fight. So will I.” 
 
    Gareth nodded. “And the Calypsians?” 
 
    Gwen shook her head. “Whisper is as stubborn as her sisters. Maybe more so. She will fight the Horde only if they enter the Scarra. And for that to happen, we will all have to be destroyed.” 
 
    Gareth smirked. “Then let’s hope the Calypsians don’t have to fight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Whisper Sandes 
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    Whisper was so tired of people trying to manipulate her. Men. Women. Her aunt. Even her own sisters. Godsdamn Gwendolyn Storm and her dragon.  
 
    And now, the latest: Goggin.  
 
    She never understood what Raven had seen in the man. Though she knew he was in pain, as she was, it didn’t bring them any closer together. If anything, it had the opposite effect.  
 
    Yet, he wouldn’t leave her alone. “Raven would’ve wanted you to fight,” he said now. He’d used his position to bully her guards and barge into this very room, where she sat upon the dragon throne, relishing the way its barbed metal edges cut into her skin. Her mother had always told her that a throne wasn’t meant to be plush and comfortable to sit in, else the empress grow too complacent and decide never to leave. Well, she would prove her mother wrong. Barbs or no, she would sit in this throne as long as it took to protect her people. No one else had to die. No one.  
 
    “You know nothing of my sister. I saw the way you were around her. Foolish japes. Drunk on simpre half the time. It was a wonder she suffered your presence at all.” 
 
    She expected him to lash out—she almost wanted him to—or to grow sullen and leave, or perhaps laugh it off with a pointless quip, which would only prove her point for her. Instead, she got something else entirely. “I wondered the same thing,” Goggin said. “But she didn’t suffer me. She honored me. There’s something I want to tell you.” 
 
    “Make it quick and then leave me in peace,” Whisper said with a flip of her wrist.  
 
    “I am alive because of Raven.” 
 
    Whisper huffed out a breathy laugh. “Wrong, Goggin. You almost died because of her. She commanded you all to attack Ferria.” 
 
    “Aye, and she also commanded us to stop. To retreat.” 
 
    “It was too little, too late. I tried to stop her weeks earlier, but do you think she listened to me? No, she listened to fools like you and to the very same man, Shanolin, who would eventually betray her. So what does that make her? A savior?” Whisper knew what she was doing—replacing sorrow with anger—but she didn’t care. Whatever it took to keep herself from melting into a puddle. She never wanted to be that broken girl again.  
 
    “She was my savior, yes,” Goggin said. “When I lost all strength, only the memory of her kept me from sinking into the ocean. For the rest of the journey, it was she who guided me home.” 
 
    “And you brought monsters with you. How chivalrous.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to be noble—I’ve never been that kind of man. I only wanted to take back what had been stolen from her.” 
 
    “She didn’t need you.” 
 
    “I know that now. But I needed her. Raven was the most capable woman I’ve ever met. You remind me of her.” 
 
    Whisper scoffed. “You think flattery will work on me? Did it work on my sister?” 
 
    Goggin chuckled. “No. It didn’t.” 
 
    “She didn’t love you, you know. So you don’t have to mourn her as if she did.” 
 
    Goggin’s smile didn’t vanish, but it grew thin, the greater part of his lips tucked behind his teeth. When he spoke, his voice was husky. “That’s where you’re wrong. She did love me, enough to lie to me to the very end, when she suspected her life was forfeit. And I will mourn her till the day I die. I don’t care if you respect me, or honor my wishes, but honor hers. Ride into battle and I will follow you to the ends of the earth. I will give my life to protect yours, even if you don’t want me to. That is how I will honor Raven. I’ve said my piece; the rest is up to you.”  
 
    “Begone!” Whisper said, feeling a sharp spike from the throne scrape across her arm as she stood too quickly. Goggin had already turned and lumbered from the room.  
 
    When Whisper glanced down at her arm, it was wet with blood.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-One 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Fay?” 
 
    “Don’t come in yet, I’m not ready!” a voice hollered from the back of the forge, where sparks were flying.  
 
    “Fay, I’m coming in,” Tarin said, easing the door closed behind him. 
 
    “No!” The sparks fell away, there was a clank, and Fay came around the side of the largest workstation, her face smudged with ash and glistening with sweat. She was wearing long, thick gloves and holding a large hammer. “I said I’m not ready.” 
 
    “I know,” Tarin said. “I came to tell you we are leaving very soon. There’s not enough time for you to construct a full suit of battle armor. You’ll need days if not weeks for the armor I designed. I’ll have to settle for whatever you have so far and piece together the rest like I did before.” 
 
    “Tarin, I’m—” 
 
    “Really, it’s fine,” Tarin said. “The armor doesn’t make the warrior, right?” 
 
    “Tarin, let me exp—” 
 
    “What do you have so far? A couple of greaves? The helmet? Whatever you’ve got, it is enough and I’m thankful—” 
 
    Fay slammed her hammer down on a nearby anvil with such force it made Tarin’s teeth ring. “Shut your oversized, black-lipped mouth, you big lug, and let me talk!” 
 
    Tarin’s mouth clamped shut. He waited, wondering what this strong woman might’ve become if she’d decided a career as a she-knight, like her mother, was the path for her. A powerful ally for some, he thought, and a dangerous enemy for others. 
 
    “Your armor is done,” she said.  
 
    “What?” Tarin said, dumbfounded. The sketches he’d made her do were complicated. Particular. “Even the engravings?” 
 
    “Yes, although I had plenty of help. Within the bounds of the forest, the top Orian channelers can make the impossible possible when it comes to ore.” 
 
    It made sense. He’d seen all the beautiful armor worn by the legionnaires. He’d also seen how even commoners wore bits of armor, almost like decoration. And the Orians themselves…their armor was the most spectacular of all, like it was a part of them. Like his armor had once been… “Then why were you telling me to wait—that it wasn’t ready?” 
 
    “The other project you gave me,” she said pointedly. “The secret one.” 
 
    Ah yes. He’d almost forgotten. “The channelers couldn’t help with that one, too?” Tarin asked, immediately wishing he hadn’t when he saw the scathing look on Fay’s face.  
 
    “Sometimes good, old-fashioned forging is better than forest magic,” she said. “Makes you appreciate the finished product.” 
 
    “Of course, I, uh, just need the finished product before we leave.” 
 
    “It’s nearly finished. It will be finished. Sit down and wait. Better yet, grab a hammer, I could use those luggish muscles of yours.” 
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    An hour later Tarin had a much greater appreciation for what Fay did, and for all the effort she’d put in on his behalf over the years. He was dripping sweat, his pale arms and face covered in a layer of ash. He had three small burns because he hadn’t listened to Fay’s instructions carefully enough.  
 
    But they were done.  
 
    “It’s perfect,” he said, watching steam rise from the cooling bath as Fay dunked the hot iron.  
 
    “Of course it is,” she said. She wasn’t being arrogant, Tarin knew. The confidence she had in her abilities with iron came from years of experience, starting from when she was a little girl working in her father’s forge and her mother was off gallivanting as one of the rare she-knights in the northern realm.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Tarin eyed the sheet covering a portion of the wall. He knew exactly what was behind it. He’d tried to peek twice, but had only earned himself a hard whack. “Now can I look?” 
 
    She drew the iron from the first cooling bath and slid it into the second. It would undergo seven distinct cooling periods before it was ready. “You can be such a child sometimes, you know that? A big, eight-foot-tall monster of a child. But yes, now you can look.” 
 
    Tarin didn’t have to be told twice, and he did feel like a boy again, clambering out of bed and rushing to the hearth to see what pressies the fairies had left him for his name day.  
 
    He took two big steps, grabbed the edge of the sheet, and flung it away, half-expecting to find, despite his instructions, another white-painted suit of armor.  
 
    He did not.  
 
    His breath caught. This one was as dark as jet, the cuirass breastplate made to look like the powerful upper body of a man, each muscle in the chest and abdomen perfectly formed. Protecting the shoulders and arms were the most seamlessly connected pieces of armor Tarin had ever seen: broad, rounded pauldrons were capped by spiked gardbraces. The rerebrace and vambrace had not gap nor imperfection from shoulder to wrist, each side finished with a gauntlet with a long tail for added protection for the wrist. The backs of the gauntlets also had spikes, so if Tarin were to backhand an enemy it would leave more than a mark—it would draw blood.  
 
    The stomach, lower back, and torso area were guarded by well-crafted plackards, faulds and culets. Further down, a pair of cuisse and greaves would ensure Tarin’s legs wouldn’t be cut out from under him, his ankles and feet further protected by beautifully forged sabatons which looked to be just the right size.  
 
    Rather than a gorget, the suit utilized an aventail constructed of small-linked mail to protect the vital neck region while allowing the greatest range of motion for Tarin’s head, which would be guarded by the crowning piece in the entire set: 
 
    The helmet, which covered the whole of the head and face, bore not the standard look of a close helm or barbute, but the visage of a monster. Tarin had seen the barbarians up close, as had Fay, and he had to admit the detail was so well-rendered he almost shuddered. Almost.  
 
    “This should work,” he said between clenched teeth.  
 
    “Oh really?” Fay said. “I’m glad you think so. I was worried I would have to start all over.” 
 
    Tarin turned toward her. “I’m sorry. It’s exactly what I wanted, it’s just…” 
 
    Fay turned away to remove the hot iron from the cooling bath and move it to the next. He counted it as the sixth—somehow he’d missed three, four, and five. “I know. You’ve been running from the monster inside you for so long, it’s hard to look into the face of it and realize it was you all along.” 
 
    Her words stung, though he didn’t think she intended them to. When she turned back, her expression was tight. “I get it, I really do, Tarin. I’ve been there. I’ve done things. But that doesn’t make me a monster. Nor you. You’re not the monster, even if you’ll be wearing the face of one. You never were. Not from the first day I met you. Monsters don’t have souls. And you most definitely have a soul. A good one. The best one.” 
 
    Tarin’s eyes were wet. “Thank you for…” The armor? Her kindness? No, it was more than that, an all-encompassing gift she’d given him back when he was just a scared not-so-little boy who everyone was afraid of. “…your friendship.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now do the honors and then you can repay me.” She nodded toward the cooling baths.  
 
    Tarin frowned, but obeyed, using tongs to draw the iron, which was no longer red or even orange, the heat leeched from it by the cooling bath. Chains clanked. Spiked iron shrieked against spiked iron. He dipped the metal into the seventh and final bath. There was no sizzle or steam this time. “How can I repay you?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s finished,” she said, ignoring his question. “The seventh bath is the shortest. You’ll find the iron is quite cool. You can touch it.” 
 
    Tarin did, reaching into the bath and gripping the handle, which was so familiar to him, his oldest friend besides Annise. Fay had used the same handle and chain, switching out only the deadly ball at the end. Tarin lifted the weapon high into the air, the chain nearly reaching all the way to his feet. Hanging from the end of the chain were three smaller chains, linked together at the connection point by a single iron loop. At the end of each of the smaller chains was a spiked ball. 
 
    No, Tarin thought, not a ball. Not anymore. For in the place of the solid iron balls were skulls of steel, the dead hollows of their eyes and toothless maws the last thing their victims would ever see.  
 
    “To beat the enemy, sometimes you must become them,” Tarin whispered.  
 
    Fay said, “You can repay me by ending every last one of the barbarians.” 
 
    Tarin gripped the handle tighter, remembering all those the Horde had killed. Archer. Innocents by the dozens. Soldiers by the score. Oh yes, they would pay. They would pay with their lives.  
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    Tarin was nervous. He’d hurt Annise too many times in his short lifetime, and he feared to see her reaction to his appearance. He hadn’t told her anything about his new armor nor weapon. 
 
    He was aware of all the other eyes on him as he marched from the forge to where the northerners had set up camp. Orians and humans alike gawked at him, many of their mouths falling open. They had only just gotten used to seeing his too-pale skin and dark, protruding veins, and now this? His armor made him look taller, bigger, monstrous.  
 
    But Tarin didn’t look at any of them through the narrow slits, his eyes trained only on Annise, who had her back to him, organizing her soldiers for the impending march from Ferria.  
 
    She turned, her back stiffening when she saw him.  
 
    Tarin stopped, gauging her reaction. Her face was stony, her eyes steel.  
 
    She walked toward him, pausing when she was just out of arm’s reach.   
 
    She will never touch me again, not after seeing me like this. A true monster, at long last.  
 
    “Frozen hell, Tarin,” she said, and he waited for her to continue. “Tarin, you look…” 
 
    Barbaric. Horrifying. Monstrous. More like an enemy than ally.  
 
    “…you look amazing,” Annise finished, and the breath emptied from Tarin’s lungs.  
 
    “I—do I?” 
 
    Annise snorted out a laugh. “Perhaps have a little more self-confidence when you meet the enemy in battle. But yes.” She slid closer, standing on her tiptoes to grab his helm and draw his ear down toward her. “In fact, I’ve never wanted to bed you more than right now,” she whispered. “How long will it take to get all that plate off?” 
 
    “Faster than you think,” Tarin said.  
 
    “Then let’s get started.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Two 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    Finally, the Horde had been spotted. In some ways, Roan felt relieved. After all the time spent waiting, hoping to hear from Gwen or Gareth, or even Raven Sandes or Sai Loren, just hearing something felt better than nothing.  
 
    War was coming. After everything Roan had done to try to prevent it, somehow it felt right. Fated. No, he didn’t want violence, didn’t want his friends to march into battle, but that didn’t mean they shouldn’t. Once he’d thought peace was about preventing war, but now he knew that was only part of it. The other part was ending war, which sometimes meant you had to win the day, defeat your enemies. Not everyone could be your ally or your friend. Evil had to be snuffed out before it burned the world to the ground.  
 
    Roan would fight, too. With sword if it came to it, but mostly to protect and heal his allies, his friends. He would save as many of them as he could. He might be the king of the west now, but he’d learned that a ruler did not sit back and let others fight his battles for him. He’d learned that from, of all people, Rhea, who was now walking toward him. She had Noura in her arms, and was gently tapping the baby’s back to burp her.  
 
    “I heard the news. When do we leave, brother?” Rhea asked.  
 
    Something in her tone gave him pause. “We?” 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “Rhea,” Roan said. “You must stay with Noura. I know there are wet nurses available, but nothing can truly replace a moth—” 
 
    “I’m not leaving Noura,” Rhea interjected.  
 
    “I don’t—I don’t understand,” Roan said, frowning. Rhea didn’t respond, watching him carefully until light dawned in his eyes. “You can’t mean…” 
 
    “Noura is coming too.” 
 
    Roan’s first instinct was to argue, to try to convince her to change her mind, to stay here with his niece where it was safe. He opened his mouth to do just that, but then closed it just as quickly. Yes, Noura was just a baby, but she was also fatemarked. Peacemarked. Thus far, each of the fatemarked had a purpose, for good or ill, each driving the fate of the Four Kingdoms forward toward…something. Everything hinged on their ability to work together to face the worst of them all.  
 
    “All right,” he said.  
 
    “All right?” Rhea squinted. “Are you feverish, brother? Shall I call a healer?” 
 
    Roan shook his head. “I am the healer. And yes, I’m fine.” 
 
    “No argument? No talk of duty and responsibility? No lecture? Ever since you became king, you’re losing your touch.” 
 
    Roan laughed. “You will stay at the back. A dozen of the finest Phanecian guards will protect you and Noura. Understood?” 
 
    “There’s my brother,” Rhea said. “But yes. Understood. Then again, you know me—I’m not exactly one for rules.” 
 
    “Rhea.” 
 
    “Yes, dear brother?” 
 
    Roan could only shake his head.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Three 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Falcon Hoza 
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    Shanti sat on the floor in the corner of the cell, one knee up, elbow resting on it, her head cupped in her hand.  
 
    Falcon watched her for a moment, wondering where she was, what she was thinking. If she even knew he was there, she gave no indication.  
 
    The black tears on her cheeks were invisible in the shadows, which seemed to cling to her like a second skin.  
 
    Falcon’s heart was heavy. He’d meant everything he’d said to her that day on the cliffs, but it didn’t change the fact that their friendship—and the more that he’d always hoped it could become—had been changed forever, altered in a way that he wasn’t sure was fixable. 
 
    He cleared his throat, but Shanti didn’t react. “Shanti,” he said. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    At that, her head jerked toward him and she shoved to her feet, moving quickly to the bars. “We are?” The hope in her voice was enough to break him in two.  
 
    “Shanti…” he said, hoping he wouldn’t have to explain further.  
 
    “Oh,” she said, closing her eyes. “Of course.” She backed away from the bars, slumping heavily onto the bed positioned against the wall.  
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry.” 
 
    Shanti stared at her feet. “You don’t need to be sorry. You’ve done nothing but try to help me. I’m the one who…” She trailed off, and Falcon had the feeling she was seeing the same images he was. Smoke and fire, shattered stone tumbling away. That look in her eyes, a mixture of fear, relief, and determination. In the end, determination had won the day, but now Falcon wasn’t certain that was enough to save her.  
 
    He wished more than anything that he could whisk her away from this place, these lands, take her to some remote island where they could be happy. He blinked away the perfect hope-filled thoughts, for changing location wouldn’t change what she’d done. What she’d wished for. He wanted to say something to start the healing process. Something to help her while they were gone. 
 
    But there was nothing left to say except, “Goodbye Shanti. If I return we will talk again.” 
 
    She didn’t answer, only rolling onto the bed and turning away.  
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    “Help her,” Falcon pleaded. “At least talk to her.” 
 
    Sonika’s dark eyes narrowed, making the black tears tattooed on her cheeks shift. The rebel leader and her Black Tears had only just returned from Calypso, travel-worn and weary, bearing dark tidings of a fight to the death between Raven and Viper Sandes. And her brother, Gat, who she’d gone to find, had decided to stay in Calypso. Falcon knew he wasn’t being fair, but he was desperate.  
 
    “She tried to destroy Phanea,” Sonika spat. “I know you tried to make it sound like something else, but that’s what it was.” 
 
    “She needs a friend.” 
 
    “Then find her one. My friends don’t try to blow up my allies.” He’d heard this cold, uncaring tone from Sonika before, and he knew she used it to mask her true feelings.  
 
    “I’m sorry about your brother,” he said.  
 
    “I’m not. He made his choice.” 
 
    “Please speak to Shanti. You can’t say anything harsher to her than what she’s already thought about herself.” 
 
    “What’s the point?” 
 
    “The point is that she’s still alive.” 
 
    Sonika’s eyes met his, but he didn’t look away. She blew out an exasperated breath. “Fine. I’ll talk to her. But I won’t promise to play nice.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to. And thank you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Sonika Vaid 
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    Sonika hated being sad. Which made her mad. Ever since her parents had passed into the Void and she’d fallen apart, relying on her brother, Gat, to pick up the pieces, she’d vowed never to be that way again. Yes, she’d lost friends and been separated from Gat for many years, but none of that had broken her. 
 
    If anything, it had made her stronger, each loss like a new piece of armor strapped to her body. She fought for them. For all of them.  
 
    “Gat,” she spat, using his name like a curse. At first their reunion had been full of emotion, but then she’d seen what a fool he’d become. He was still that loyal-to-the-last man that he always was, but that didn’t change the fact that he was a fool. Viper Sandes was a snake of a woman, regardless of what she’d done for Gat. Still, Sonika couldn’t bring herself to hate the elder Sandes, not if she’d saved Gat’s life all those years ago. That fact frustrated her—she should be able to hate who she wanted to hate.  
 
    “Shanti,” she said next, and it made her even angrier that her tone softened at the end. “Why?” Sonika knew her friend was hurting, perhaps more than she knew. Images flashed before her eyes, bits and pieces of memory. Subtle touches between Shanti and Jai, hidden smiles. How happy Shanti had been after the first time they’d lain together, practically glowing. Shanti loved Jai, she knew. His death would’ve been devastating.  
 
    And I left. When she needed me most, I left. 
 
    To find my brother, she reminded herself. Didn’t she deserve happiness too? For so long she’d strived to help others at her own expense. Yes, she felt happy each time she liberated another group of slaves, but was she truly? 
 
    Finding Gat was supposed to make her happy. Then why did she feel more alone than ever? 
 
    “Sonika?” 
 
    She’d been so caught up in her own thoughts she hadn’t even realized Shanti had turned toward her from the cell she was being kept in. The cell. Like a common criminal. She tried to blow up the canyons, she thought. Where else were they supposed to put her? A grand suite? 
 
    Still, Falcon had explained how Shanti had chosen a time when no one would be in the caves on the eastern side of the cliffs, how they’d found a significant amount of unused powder in her quarters, enough to actually blow up the canyons. Shanti was hurting, and she’d done something mad, but in the core of her soul she’d tried not to.  
 
    Shanti stood up from where she’d been sitting on the bed. Slowly, she made her way over to Sonika, gripping the bars lightly. “Did you find your brother? Did you find Gat?” 
 
    Any anger fell away in that moment and the years vanished and they were back in that cave, less than a day after Gat had saved her life. They’d given each other black tears. Sonika had always thought she’d created them; but in truth, they’d done it together.  
 
    Of course Shanti would ask about Gat first. Of course she would. 
 
    The first tears Sonika had allowed in years bit at her eyes, but she reached up to brush away those that were already falling from Shanti’s. Her thumb lingered on the fresh, black one—the one for Jai. “Gods, Shanti, I’m so sorry. For everything. For not staying. For running off to find Gat when you were grieving. I just thought if I could see him again, if I could—” 
 
    “I know,” Shanti said. “And I’m sorry for not going with you. I should’ve gone with you like I always have. I should’ve been there with you, and—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Sonika said, hugging her through the bars. “Don’t put this on you too.” 
 
    “Only if you won’t put my actions on you either,” Shanti whispered, her body shaking. “They’re mine. I accept them.” 
 
    They held each other for a long time, sharing tears like the sisters they were. “I’m going to break you out of here,” Sonika said, letting the grit return to her voice.  
 
    “Sonika,” Shanti said, meeting her eyes. “No, you won’t. Even if you do, I’ll stay right here with the door wide open.” 
 
    “Then I’ll carry you out.” 
 
    “I will fight you like a wildcat.” 
 
    “I was always the better warrior.” 
 
    “Try me,” Shanti said, and Sonika managed a laugh. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Sonika asked. 
 
    “Face the consequences of my actions. I will accept them. That’s the only way I can move forward now.” 
 
    “What if…” Sonika took a deep breath, forcing her voice not to break. “What if they execute you?” 
 
    Shanti bit her lip hard enough to leave an impression but not break the skin. “Then I shall go to meet Jai in the stars.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Her younger brother was too smart by half, so Rhea didn’t have to say anything, just look at him.  
 
    “You’re leaving me again, aren’t you?” he asked, a hint of frustration in his voice. “I can fight, too, you know. I’m not a child anymore.” 
 
    “I know,” Rhea said. She tried to touch his arm but he flinched away. “But you are the future. I need you to be safe in case the battle goes awry. I need you to protect everyone we leave behind in Phanea.” 
 
    Leo chewed on the inside of his cheek, eyeing her skeptically. “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly. We are taking every other able-bodied man and woman. The children and elderly will stay behind. And you. You will be their protector.” 
 
    She expected Leo’s face to brighten at that, but instead his expression fell. “What if I—what if I hide again?” 
 
    “You won’t,” she said. “Not this time. This time you will fight, because you are my brother. You are a Loren.” 
 
    He nodded, his jaw firming up. “I will fight. I will protect the others.” 
 
    “If it comes to it,” Rhea said. “But I hope it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Rhea?” 
 
    “Yes?” This time, when she placed her hand on his shoulder, he allowed it. Baby steps, Rhea thought, feeling warmth spread from him into her.  
 
    “Be careful. I want you to come back to me.” 
 
    “Me too,” she said with a small smile. “Me too.” 
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    “You should speak to your sister,” Rhea said to Grey, kissing his neck. They were lying in bed, their legs folded neatly together like two interlocked puzzle pieces. Strange how two imperfect pieces can fit together perfectly, Rhea thought. 
 
    “I’m not ready for that,” he said, nibbling on her earlobe. The sensation was driving Rhea to madness, and she retaliated by licking him. He arched his back slightly, exposing his neck more. An invitation. 
 
    She took it, biting slightly as she devoured more and more of him, speaking between kisses. “It’s not…about…being ready,” she said. “It’s about…time. There’s…none left.” 
 
    “Less talking, more kissing,” he said, his hand sliding down the thin silk shift she wore. His fingers found her hips, lingering for a moment before descending lower, skirting the edges where fabric met skin. Rhea released a small sound as they slipped beneath the shift. “And anyway, I don’t recall you rushing over to talk to her.” 
 
    Rhea’s mind went fuzzy for a moment as they moved together. She was still too sore to let this go much further, but there was plenty they could do… 
 
    She tilted her head back so her lips could find his, their tongues circling playfully, around and around, tasting, connecting. With Grey, it was never enough, and moments like this could only be made better if they lasted forever.  
 
    Alas, they could not, and though Rhea was teetering on the point of no return, she drew herself back, regaining control. “By the gods,” Grey whispered, still grinding against her.  
 
    “I can assure you, that was all me,” Rhea said slyly. She grabbed his hand and dragged it up to her lips, kissing each finger, sucking on the last one just to see his expression morph into one of pure delight. “And you are mine,” she reminded him. 
 
    “I am,” he said breathlessly.  
 
    “Until next time,” she said, laughing. “Now go talk to your sister.” 
 
    He shook his head. “This is the evilest thing you’ve ever done to me,” he said.  
 
    “Oh trust me, I can be way more evil,” she said, shoving him slightly. “Now go. And don’t forget to take your blade hand with you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Grey Arris 
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    Grey had taken a while to compose himself, going so far as to dump a bucket of cold water on his head. Still, the memory of Rhea lingered in his mind. Every time he was with her, he left feeling drunken.  
 
    As soon as he saw Shae, however, he sobered up, thoughts of Rhea vanishing. As usual, she was with Erric, sitting close together almost like lovers, though he knew their relationship was something completely different, forged of magic and power beyond comprehension.  
 
    He approached, and they both turned to face him. “Grey,” Shae said, sounding surprised. It broke his heart that she should be surprised to see him. That she would think him such a coward. 
 
    “Can I speak to you? Alone.” 
 
    “This concerns us all,” Shae said. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. This is between us. Please.”  
 
    Erric looked at Shae and she gave a slight nod. He stood, pausing as he crutched past Grey. “I’m sorry,” he said. “For everything. I’m truly grateful for what you did for me.” 
 
    “I know,” Grey said neutrally. “And I’m grateful for all the support you’ve given my sister.” 
 
    Erric nodded and then departed. Grey waited until the sound of his creaking crutches died away before he spoke. Shae cut him off before he could stop. “Grey, before you say anything, I just want to say that it wasn’t about you or Rhea or…Noura. It was about trying to stop the Horde and saving the Four Kingdoms and I didn’t want to—” Her voice cracked and tears sprung from her eyes, but she soldiered on, each word fighting its way out. “I didn’t want to die, but I was willing to. I had to.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Grey sighed. He’d been thinking about what he would say to Shae for a long time. So many of his thoughts were filled with righteous indignation and anger and betrayal, and a whole bunch of other fiery emotions. In the end, it had been Ennis who had changed his mind. Not by anything he’d said, but by the loyalty and commitment he had to his family—going all the way back to Knight’s End to support his brothers even when he didn’t fully agree with them, even when they were making foolish mistakes. Ennis had persevered through so much, problems caused by everyone else—not by him—deflecting all the crap like he was made of iron.  
 
    Seeing him the way he was now was a reminder of how quickly everything could change, how swiftly one could be destroyed.  
 
    Grey was reminded that he’d not only almost lost his daughter, but he’d almost lost his sister too. He realized how hard the choice must’ve been. He realized that Shae didn’t want to die, even if it meant she could save the world. But he also knew she would, because that was who she was now.  
 
    All these thoughts circled through Grey’s mind in an instant, coalescing into what he said now. “You don’t have to die. I might not be soulmarked like Lisbeth, but I know that. And I might not be halfmarked like you and Erric, but I can still support the fatemarked in the battle to come. I’m not swordmarked like Sir Dietrich, but I will wield my weapon against the enemy just the same. We will all march into battle soon, but none of us must die. Only the enemy does. The rest of us can survive.” 
 
    “Grey…” 
 
    “I’m not being naïve. I know that people will die. I might. You might. And I’m prepared for that. But we don’t have to die. Like Roan said, the fate of the Four Kingdoms doesn’t rest on any one of our shoulders, but all of us. Now give me a hug and watch out for my blade.” 
 
    Shae stood and ran to him much like a younger sister would to an older brother. And though he knew she was wise beyond her years, Grey also knew she was still his baby sister and always would be. She needed him just as much as he needed her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Seven 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    Lisbeth didn’t need either the power of sight or her soulmark to tell her Sir Dietrich was watching her. Ever since their souls had entwined, she felt a greater connection to him than any she’d touched with her mark before. 
 
    “You needn’t worry,” she said.  
 
    “I know. But I will anyway.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    She did know. Because she worried too, not for herself, but for him. She worried he would die to protect her, and she didn’t want that. “Your swordmark is too valuable. You can’t be my personal guard in the battle to come.” 
 
    “Yes, I can. Because you are too valuable in the battle to come.” 
 
    She knew it was a lie, albeit a kind one. “Not because you love me?” 
 
    Sir Dietrich’s arms surrounded her and she melted into his warmth. She wanted to protect him from everything, but… 
 
    How do I protect him from myself? 
 
    Before she knew what was happening, her soulmark flared, shooting out, roiling around his beautiful blue soul, melding with it even as her lips found his. She felt his desire to protect her, full of determination and oaths and honor and love—so much love. And for the first time in her short life, she tore down her own walls so he could see her too. All of her.  
 
    His lips stopped moving against her and he pulled back sharply, his soul fading slightly. “Lisbeth?” he said.  
 
    “It’s all true,” she said. “My power is too great and I have little control over it. You’ve witnessed my inability firsthand. My only purpose was to usher in the Fall of All Things. Not to stop it. If I march to war, everyone will die.” 
 
    She expected David to shun her, or worse, to deny what she’d said. Instead, he only held her once more, drawing her cheek to his chest, where she felt his heart beating. “I shall risk it,” he said. “For you are worth dying for.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Eight 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    After all the waiting, it felt strange to be leaving. Though the sweltering canyons didn’t feel like home—not that anywhere had ever really felt like home to Roan—he was sad to leave them.  
 
    The army had been prepared for days, drilling and waiting. Their force was comprised of an odd assortment of peoples, if Roan ever saw one. There were the Teran soldiers who’d been trained as slaves, but whom were now free to choose their own path. They still had that lost look about them, but Roan thought they looked slightly more self-assured than before. A few had even decided to leave the army and sail to Teragon. Roan didn’t fault them—he was glad they could follow their hearts. Beside them were ragtag lines of leather-clad Phanecians trained in phen ru, the martial art of attack. Their wrists and ankles would be strapped with blades prior to battle, and Roan had seen what they were capable of in the Bloody Canyons. Hundreds of other ex-slaves—Teran mostly but with the occasional Dreadnoughter amongst their ranks—had also decided to join them. Roan still couldn’t believe how many had stayed. After everything they’d been through, they were willing to fight for a place that had done little for them in return.  
 
    Sitting in the shade tight against the canyon wall were the Black Tears. Though their numbers were down to less than a dozen, Roan knew they were a staunch ally and he was lucky they’d returned from Calypso in time to march with them.  
 
    Finally, set in a line near the mouth of the canyons were those members of the original council who’d remained in Phanea. Rhea, holding her daughter. Grey Arris, standing between Rhea and Shae. Shae beside Erric, their fingers a whisper apart. Falcon Hoza, standing apart from the rest, his narrow eyes staring at something Roan suspected only he could see. He wished things had been different and that Shanti could be here for this. Even in dark times such as these, he knew as well as anyone that one could not pretend nothing had happened. Especially in times such as these. Finally, there was Ennis. His hair hung in greasy tendrils around his face and his lips were moving, though nothing was said. Roan wondered whether it was a mistake to bring him. They could’ve bound him, held him captive for his own safety… 
 
    In the end, however, Roan knew he had every right to participate in whatever was to come—perhaps more right than anyone else.  
 
    “Windy, Yela,” Roan said, turning to his two companions standing closest to him. “You don’t have to come. None would fault you. You’ve helped in your own way.” 
 
    “Don’t patronize us,” Windy said. “I am still a Sandes and Yela may be as clever as a whip, but I’ve seen her wield one too. She’s no novice.” 
 
    Roan shook his head and managed a smile. Her response didn’t surprise him in the least.  
 
    He turned away, not to give a speech—it was too hot for that—but to signal it was time to march. He stopped, however, when he spotted a dark shape speeding across the sky. 
 
    A dragon.  
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    “Peace isn’t some mystical force that happens to us. 
 
    We are peace, all of us.” 
 
    Roan Loren 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighty-Nine 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    Her heart soared when she saw the army.  
 
    Images of battles fought long ago ratcheted through her mind. Not battles she or Siri had participated in, but those that had occurred years before either of them were born.  
 
    My soul? she said, in question. 
 
    These lands are soaked in blood, Siri said. They all are. 
 
    I know, Gwen said. And there is more to come. But it will be worth it. 
 
    Siri’s second head was half-formed now. It had no eyes or mouth, but there was clearly no stopping it. She only hoped the battle was finished before it completed its growth or she didn’t know what would happen.  
 
    My soul? Siri said, picking up on the tone of her thoughts.  
 
    These are friends, Gwen said. Be at peace. 
 
    Siri circled lower, cresting the edge of the canyon. Below them, some of the people seemed frightened, backing away further into the canyons. Others just watched or pointed.  
 
    Her heromark flared, her vision magnified as she picked out individual faces, some strangers, some familiar and then— 
 
    Him.  
 
    Roan watched her as they swooped overhead, and there was something in his expression that made her breath catch. He looked…relieved, happy, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips.  
 
    She no longer feared her failures or how she might’ve disappointed him, for that was all in the past and she had changed, and so had he. But that didn’t make them strangers unless she let it.  
 
    And I won’t. I won’t.  
 
    The two-legger is your soul too? Siri asked, feeling her swell of emotions. 
 
    Gwendolyn smiled broadly, feeling real joy. No, she said. You are my only soul. Roan Loren is a friend. A dear, dear friend. 
 
    Then he shall be my friend too. 
 
    Siri dove, pulling up just before the ground, her wings beating the dust into a frenzy and forcing Gwen to shield her face as she slid down. Her feet blindly found purchase as she shoved off. She ran, her heromark pulsing as she 
 
    slammed into Roan and they were clutching each other and it was like no time had passed and she hadn’t broken what they had, only  
 
    changed it into something that mattered just as much and 
 
    she would not waste it, not for one second longer.  
 
    “I’ve missed you, Gwendolyn,” Roan whispered in her ear.  
 
    “Ore, Roan, I’ve missed you too.” She didn’t say she was sorry, because she knew it wasn’t necessary.  
 
    They pulled apart slowly, and when they did, she could see it in his eyes. He knew. They could’ve been each other’s destiny, but too much time had passed, and now?  
 
    They were something else. Something no less valuable. They were allies. They were comrades. They were friends.  
 
    Friends, Siri said, and Gwen knew Roan heard it too because he jumped.  
 
    Gwen laughed. “I don’t think you’ve been formally introduced. Roan, meet Siri.” Siri, meet Roan. 
 
    “She’s a different color,” Roan said in wonder. “And she has another…” 
 
    “Not yet,” Gwen said. “But yes. It is growing. Don’t hold it against her.” 
 
    “Raven,” he said, closing his eyes. They opened and he touched her face. “Gwen, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Her eyes remained dry, but not because she didn’t care. Because she cared too much to waste Raven’s sacrifice on sorrow. Not until this was done. “We have come to warn you,” she said, drawing Roan’s hand away from her cheek. “The Horde has crossed the Bridge of Triumph to the west and is marching south.” She looked around at the gathered soldiers. “But I suspect you already know that.” 
 
    Roan nodded. “What else do you know?” 
 
    What a fool I’ve been, Gwen chided herself. She should’ve started with news of Gareth. “Gareth is fine.” Roan’s face relaxed slightly as she continued. “The Horde attacked Portage but not Ferria. They slaughtered many of the northerners, but Annise and a band of refugees escaped into the east.” 
 
    “The east?” 
 
    “Aye.” Gwen smiled. “Gareth welcomed them into Ironwood. Even now they are preparing to give chase to the barbarians.” 
 
    She could see it in Roan’s eyes—the hope she’d brought. “Thank you for coming,” he said. He raised one hand over his head and then brought it down sharply. All around them, soldiers began to march, steering well clear of the dragon sitting on her haunches in the desert.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calypso 
 
    Whisper Sandes 
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    Whisper had no dragons. The guanik that remained were small and weak—the strongest of the reptilian beasts had drowned in the ocean off the coast of Ferria. The empire’s elite warriors, the guanero, were wiped out save for the initiates standing before her now. And Goggin, who stood at attention as an example for them, his barrel chest puffed out, his eyes squarely facing forward. They darted to meet hers for a moment and then flitted away. 
 
    Behind the two-hundred or so guanero initiates was the rest of the Calypsian army—four thousand strong. They’d lost thousands in Ferria, but Raven had been wise enough to leave a portion of her strength at home. Over the last few days, Whisper had rallied them from the corners of the empire to the capital city.  
 
    She could see it in their eyes—their willingness.  
 
    To fight. To die. For Calypso. For her.  
 
    It made her angry.  
 
    “Why should any of you have to die? I know what my mother would’ve said—my sisters too. Fight for Calypso. Die an honorable death. That’s foolishness.” 
 
    She watched their eyes. Their expressions. How they changed, from readiness to confusion.  
 
    Goggin’s was the only one that didn’t. He was prepared for this. He expected this.  
 
    She spotted Gat Vaid amongst the foot soldiers. As she’d commanded, he’d been outfitted with sturdy-looking leather armor and twin daggers, each of which were sheathed at his hips. He watched her with interest.  
 
    “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be prepared to fight. If any enemy tries to enter our borders via the Scarra, we will show them why we are known as dragons.” She paused, wetting her lips. “I know many of you think I’m a soft-hearted girl, known for painting and daydreaming. I know many of you think I’m weak.” She transitioned the gentle lilt of her voice to a harsh shout. “Do not mistake my tactics for weakness. I have fought foes both man and beast in the pits of Zune and have emerged forged of fire and blade, walking in the shadow of death but returning to the brightness of Calypso prepared to fight. Your training is nothing compared to mine, for your lives have never been in jeopardy. No, I will not send you to your deaths to fight battles for other kingdoms, but that does not make me weak nor a coward. It makes me strong.” 
 
    There was silence for a heartbeat, then two. And then: 
 
    Roars across the men and women, louder than lions, louder than dragons, loud enough for the gods to hear. She saw Gat’s mouth open in a roar, too, but his eyes told a different story, one of disappointment.  
 
    Goggin was the only one who didn’t shout, shaking his head.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Once, Whisper knew, they would’ve had something to look forward to as they approached the famed comforts of the desert oasis of Kesh. A break in their march, shelter, warm food and cool drinks. The easterners had destroyed the small village, burned it to the ground, killing all the servants along with the owner, a man named Guta.  
 
    Her sister had told her this, using it as the final excuse in an entire list of excuses as to why she needed to attack the Ferrians in their iron stronghold.  
 
    “By the gods,” Goggin murmured as his guanero picked through the sand. “I knew Kesh was gone, but I didn’t expect this.” 
 
    Whisper said, “The desert claims all, in the end.” 
 
    Goggin nodded thoughtfully. “Even its empress, so it seems.” 
 
    Whisper whirled on him, her temper spiking. Her blade was out in an instant and she leapt forward like a wildcat, realizing too late the large warrior wouldn’t defend himself. Still, she couldn’t seem to stop herself and she was back in the pits again and it was kill or be killed and her knife was at his throat and he was staring at her, not with fear, but with something like resignation and, perhaps, a little bit of hope.  
 
    Her resolve shattered and she took a deep breath. “Enough of your insolence,” she spat, shoving off him and sheathing her blade, ignoring the stares of the other guanero and soldiers as she walked away.  
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    Campfires had been lit across the dunes. Sitting atop the largest of the sand hills in the area, Whisper had to admit they looked beautiful, spots of orange and red blazing in the darkness of the vast desert.  
 
    Above her was a world of stars flanked by two half-moons, each seeming to gaze upon each other with desire. As a young girl, Whisper could have spent hours gazing upon them, watching their path across the sky, hoping that they would kiss even though she knew it wasn’t their time. Back then, she thought anything was possible, that if the moons’ wills were strong enough they could kiss every night, instead of only twice a year.  
 
    “What a damn fool I was then,” she muttered, dragging her gaze back to the lights of the fires.  
 
    A voice from behind startled her. “I say the same thing whenever I think about my past.” 
 
    She was on her feet in an instant, blades drawn, instincts firing.  
 
    “Whoa, Your Highness,” Goggin said, his hands raised over his head. “I come in peace.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t sneak up on people. Especially not the kind who would slit your throat.” 
 
    Goggin chuckled and flopped down. “Gods, watching you is like seeing your sisters smashed together into one person. Fire’s passion meets Raven’s logic and calculation.” 
 
    She didn’t want his words to hurt, but they did. “I’m nothing like either of them.” 
 
    “You’re exactly like both of them,” he said. “It’s meant to be a compliment. I respected them. I fought for them. I—” His eyes closed and he turned his head to the side, wincing like he’d been slapped. “Look at me,” he said, “I’ve never been an emotional man, unless you count the times I cry after a night of too much simpre, but here I am, blubbering away.” 
 
    “Goggin, you can’t sway my mind.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to,” he said. “I shouldn’t have tried before. It never worked with your sisters and it won’t work with you. And anyway, I trust your judgment.” 
 
    “Is this supposed to be a new tactic?” 
 
    “No tactics. Did your sisters ever tell you about the assassin in Kesh?” 
 
    “What? No. What assassin?” 
 
    Goggin shook his head. “They were always trying to protect you. Though I understood it at the time, I see now that it was their biggest mistake. They underestimated you, as I have.” 
 
    Whisper frowned, but she wasn’t offended. She understood why he’d thought that way. “I was different then. Now tell me about the assassin.” 
 
    “I bedded a woman, one of the servants, the first night we were in Kesh,” Goggin said quietly. 
 
    So what? she thought. She’d heard the guanero commander brag of his exploits before, and never had he sounded so ashamed. “Glad you enjoyed yourself.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I mean, I did, but only because of the simpre. Fire had commanded that none of us partake of simpre, but I knew the proprietor and I gave him some extra coin to fill my flask with the good stuff. The second night too. I can handle my drink, but only to a point. I went too far. I looked for that same woman, but couldn’t find her. Eventually I passed out under a palm tree.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Goggin took a deep breath. “The woman I was with the first night was the assassin. She tried to kill Fire. If not for Raven’s awareness, she might have.” 
 
    Oh. “I see.” 
 
    “That’s it? I see?” Goggin threw up his hands in exasperation. “Finally, I give you a real reason to pull a blade on me and you’re not in the mood.” 
 
    “Would you like me to? I still can.” 
 
    To her surprise, Goggin’s somber mood gave way to a loud guffaw. He slapped his knee as he laughed. “See? Raven and Fire. And now Whisper.” 
 
    Whisper smiled. “You loved my sister, right?” 
 
    “In the end. Yes. I only wish I’d realized it sooner. Things might’ve been different. I was a fool.” 
 
    Whisper nodded. “I don’t disagree, but that doesn’t make you a bad man. And I think she loved you too. In the end.” 
 
    Goggin’s lips tightened and she could tell he was trying to hold back the emotion, damming it like a swift-moving stream. “I think so too.” 
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    “Gat Vaid,” Whisper said. She sat upon one of the few guanik they had available. It was small, but her frame was slight and the beast had no trouble bearing her weight as it clambered over the dunes.  
 
    Gat turned his head, halting his march. All around him, other soldiers continued onward up the next rise, the sun beating down on them. In the manner of the Calypsians, Gat wore a leather visor, which cast his face in partial shadow.  
 
    “Your Highness,” he said.  
 
    “Walk with me. I wish to speak with you.” He nodded and she dismounted, slapping the side of her guanik. It lumbered forward, but at a slower pace, staying at her side as they walked.  
 
    They climbed the rise together. Once, Gat stumbled, but managed to use both hands to regain his balance. “You Phanecians aren’t used to the thick sand we have here,” Whisper said when they reached the top.  
 
    Gat chuckled. “It’s true. Our ground is hard and cracked and doesn’t move beneath us. Unless, of course, there’s a red pyzon moving through its burrow.” 
 
    “Come on, you can’t be serious. That’s something you’d tell a child to frighten them.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “If you say so.” They started down the hill, half-sliding as the soft sand tumbled away under their feet.  
 
    Whisper skidded to a stop in the trough, looking up at the next rise, which was steeper than the last. “Why didn’t you leave when you had the chance?” she asked, not meeting Gat’s eyes. “My sister pardoned you. Your sister had come to reunite and return to Phanes with you. All you had to do was walk away. So why are you still here?” 
 
    “Because I realized something. My life is not my own—not anymore.”  
 
    Finally, Whisper turned to meet his gaze. There it was: the turmoil she’d seen in him when he’d tried to commit treason so she’d be forced to execute him. “Explain.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “When I was captured and taken to Zune, I was a stubborn man who thought himself invincible. I refused to fight. Generally, that meant I would be killed, either by the pitmasters or by another competitor in the pits. Non-fighters weren’t good for business.” 
 
    “That’s madness.” Whisper would never have considered not fighting while in the pits.  
 
    Gat shrugged. “I was a man of principle back then. I refused to kill another who might not deserve it.” 
 
    “Not even in self-defense?” 
 
    “I didn’t see it that way. They were being forced to fight me. In another situation, we would’ve passed in the street and not given each other so much as a sideways glance.” 
 
    “Fair enough. What happened? Why aren’t you dead?” 
 
    “Viper saved me. She saw something in me. She created a new standard in the pits.” 
 
    “She built an army of traitors.” 
 
    “I—I know. But she also made us believe in her vision. We didn’t realize it was a false vision until later, until after we’d already helped her usurp the dragon throne.” 
 
    He wasn’t lying, of that she was certain. “Fine. And then you helped us, got your pardon, so why not leave while you still could? You didn’t owe Viper anything.” 
 
    “Just my life.” 
 
    “You already earned that ten times over by helping her.” 
 
    “Things weren’t so simple.” 
 
    Something in his voice flipped a switch of understanding in Whisper’s mind. “You were her lover.” 
 
    Gat nodded. “Yes. For many years. Everything she did was with such fervor. I loved that about her. I had to give her one last chance to change things. I thought maybe if she fought for the throne and Raven submitted, she would spare her life. I thought maybe it would make her realize that she had the chance to do it all over again the right way—the way she’d always talked about doing it.” 
 
    Whisper wanted to hate this man, but she knew the truth: Raven hadn’t died because of him. “Raven would’ve fought Viper even if you’d left,” she blurted out.  
 
    Gat stared at her, his eyes roaming across her face, as if searching for a hint of falsehood. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because I know my sister. She never backed down from a fight, and she believed in upholding Calypsian law to the letter. She was somewhat of an idealist.” 
 
    “And you? What are your core beliefs?” 
 
    The question caught her by surprise, because no one had really asked for her opinion on anything. They preferred to tell her what she should do. Gat had trusted Viper and followed her. Now he seemed to be trusting and following her without question. 
 
    “I believe in living. Yes, there are causes worth fighting for, but why leave our borders when we’re safer within them? If our enemies are bold enough to attack us directly, then we shall end them. Otherwise, let them do as they wish.” 
 
    “Fair enough, empress,” Gat said. He motioned toward the hill and she nodded. Then they started to climb. 


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-One 
 
    The Western Kingdom, the Forbidden Plains 
 
    Helmuth Gäric 
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    He spurred on the Horde, tendrils of fear-drenched mist snapping like whips. He wouldn’t linger on these barren, forsaken plains. He had kingdoms to lay low, empires to trod under his feet.  
 
    The one known as Bane was becoming a problem. The young man was stronger than he’d thought at first. Slowly, Helmuth was wearing him down, but it was taking its toll. He had to be alert every minute of every hour, for he could feel Bane probing at his walls of mist, searching for weaknesses.  
 
    I could just kill him, he thought. It would certainly make his barbarians happy. They were constantly prowling around, sniffing the air, just waiting for Bane to die. No. Stay strong. He would make an example of Bane to break the will of the others. It was the smart move. Assuming his strength and numbers would be enough was a fool’s strategy. And he was no fool.  
 
    There it was: the push, the probe. Bane’s scalp glowed dully, his mark of power trying to pulse, to flare to life. Helmuth shoved back, his mist curling around his prisoner like great chains, snapping tight.  
 
    Bane screamed, his entire body going rigid. He screamed and screamed and screamed and then, mercifully, went silent. “Carry him,” Helmuth said in the language of the Horde. He was Klar-Ggra again, feared barbarian leader.  
 
    Two of his many obeyed, cringing when they entered the mist. They picked up the unconscious man and hefted him across their shoulders.  
 
    Helmuth relaxed at last, drawing his mist back inside him, his painmark winking out. He was exhausted and needed time to recover.  
 
    And then he would be ready for war.  
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    Bane 
 
      
 
    He felt his body being lifted roughly, but he didn’t react, flopping his arms at his sides, as limp as a ragdoll.  
 
    His strength was sapped, but he thought he had enough to escape if he was quick enough while his captor’s guard was down.  
 
    It was tempting. The pain was…extraordinary, and not just the physical side. In many ways Bane preferred the agony coursing through his body to the nightmares flashing through his head. They were memories. Things he’d done. Things he regretted. Happy times, too, with Bear Blackboots. They hurt the most. He didn’t want to remember. He wanted only to end this journey, finish what he’d started when he first shoved his own father down the staircase, turning to find his sister watching him.  
 
    I will end this, he thought, determined not to slip away like a ghost in the night. No, he would bide his time a little while longer, the patient spider spinning a web, waiting for the fly to unwittingly run into it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-Two 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, the Eastern Trail 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Amidst the thousands of eastern legionnaires, Annise felt their losses more than ever. Their small group of survivors was like a sapling next to a mighty iron-sheathed oak.  
 
    But we’re still here, she thought. We’re still willing to fight. 
 
    All they had left was to make the deaths of those they’d lost count for something. Now, we live for them. For her mother. Her brother.  
 
    For my father, she thought, catching herself by surprise. Her father had been a tyrant. He had ruled with a frozen fist, using fear as his weapon. She didn’t mourn him when he died. So why consider him now?  
 
    Because he’s a part of me, she thought, whether I like it or not.  
 
    The Eastern Trail wound away from them on a southwesterly course, where it would eventually find its way to the Bridge of Triumph. It was a narrow, rocky trail, and most of the soldiers were scattered well off to both sides else their train extend miles in either direction.  
 
    “You’re frowning,” Tarin said from beside her. Clad in his black armor, he cut an imposing figure even more so because of the trio of spiked skulls dangling from his waist. His helmet was off, tucked under one arm.  
 
    “So are you,” she pointed out.  
 
    “Because you are.” 
 
    “Your mood depends on mine?” 
 
    “Mostly,” Tarin said.  
 
    “That’s sad.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’m sad too.” He smirked.  
 
    She wanted to smile, but she could hear her father’s voice in her head now, that arrogant, condescending monologue of instruction.  
 
    “Annise.” 
 
    “I’d rather not talk right now.” 
 
    “Fine. Then I shall hum until you cheer up.” Nearby, Zelda snorted, listening in on their conversation.  
 
    “Frozen hell,” Annise said as Tarin began to follow through on his promise. He wasn’t a good hummer.  
 
    “Shall I stop?” 
 
    “Please, but I still don’t want to talk.” 
 
    “Very well. Then I shall do the talking. I can picture our lives when this is over.” 
 
    The abrupt change to the conversation gave her pause. She could scarcely picture how the rest of the day would look, much less anything further into the future. “How does it look? Did they burn or bury us?” She’d meant it as a dark jape and Tarin grinned broadly. I love this man, she thought. He actually gets me. 
 
    “Neither, because we’re not dead,” he said. “You’re standing atop one pile of barbarian corpses, and me the other. Frozen gods of the north, you look…beautiful.” Tarin’s eyes widened theatrically. “In a mad, bloodthirsty warrior-queen sort of way,” he added. Annise felt her foul mood begin to crack.  
 
    “Maybe I can see that…” she said. “What else?” 
 
    “Wait ’til you see our house—it’s a castle!” He raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Fancy that,” Annise said. 
 
    “And you’ll never guess what it’s filled with.” 
 
    “Is Zelda living with us? If so, I’d say pastries and apples. Lots of them. We’re swimming in them.” 
 
    “Least we won’t go hungry,” Zelda said. She bit into an apple, fruit shrapnel flying. 
 
    “Wrong,” Tarin said. “There are no pastries nor apples because the children ate them all.” 
 
    “Children?” Annise said. “Whose children?” 
 
    “Our children,” Tarin said. “Lots of them, all running around with strong jaws and broad shoulders, pale as the day is long with black protruding veins like their da. Ten, twelve, fourteen. So many you have to take off your boots to count them. Maybe more. It all depends on how often we…” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.  
 
    “If it’s based on that, we shall have an army,” Annise said, playing along. 
 
    Tarin laughed but then moved closer, lowering his voice as his expression grew serious. “And you’re my wife,” he said. “Which I guess makes me the king, but I’m not the ruler. Because you are. And you are the best damn queen the north has ever known. They throw flower petals at your feet everywhere you go. I trail behind and pick them up…” 
 
    She stopped, reached up to grab the back of his neck, and kissed him. “Was that a proposal, Sir?” she said when she pulled away, breathless.  
 
    “No,” he said. “But I see that too.” 
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    Two days later they were encamped a stone’s throw from Hyro Lake, taking advantage of the large body of fresh water to refill their skins before they crossed the Bridge of Triumph into the west.  
 
    As each hour had passed, the group had grown more serious, the japes growing less frequent, as well as the marching songs.  
 
    Annise lay beside Tarin in their tent, listening to the low, muted conversations taking place around hundreds of cookfires. She couldn’t make out the words, but something about the sound gave her comfort. The north and east might not have seen eye to eye in the past, but now they were united in this one task. Maybe it would be enough.  
 
    Tarin combed her hair with his fingers. “Do you see the future yet?” he asked.  
 
    “No,” Annise admitted. “I see only the past. There are too many ghosts.” 
 
    Tarin drew her head against his chest. As a precaution, he was wearing his armor, but had placed a folded shirt on the iron for Annise to use as a pillow. “You will,” he said. “You will see it with your own eyes.” 
 
    “The gobs of children?” 
 
    A smile flitted across his lips. “Aye. And the husband trailing behind picking up rose petals.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to it.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I said it. Speaking of which, do you remember the hope flower?” 
 
    “You mean the one you gave me after Bane almost killed you? Don’t tell me you still have it.” 
 
    “Of course not. It withered away months ago. But its message has not. Because since its passing, a thousand others have grown elsewhere. In the cold. In the snow. Surviving in the harshest environments. Just like us. We’ve survived.” 
 
    It was a nice thought, but… “Not all of us.” 
 
    “Not all of us,” Tarin agreed. “But like you said, we live for them now. But I need to ask you something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He paused, seeming to gather his thoughts. His head was close to hers, his breaths a whisper away. “When we catch up to the Horde…on the morrow or the next day—a week from now, whenever—who do you want me to be?” 
 
    To most, the question would’ve been cryptic, but not to Annise, who had spent countless hours with Tarin since they were reunited. She knew his heart. She’d spoken with his monster on multiple occasions. She’d seen the good in him—so much good—but she’d also seen the darkness. The darkness that had saved her many times. “We must emerge victorious, no matter what it takes.” 
 
    She didn’t say the rest because she knew she didn’t have to. He heard it anyway: 
 
    I want you to be the monster. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-Three 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, the Bridge of Triumph 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    He watched the dark waters of the lake as they moved past. They’re like us, he thought. Never stopping, always somewhere to go. A constant cycle. But for what purpose? He’d always believed in what his father told him—that the east was blessed, and that their enemies deserved what was coming to them. He’d believed in the necessity of war.  
 
    He still believed in it when it came to a soulless enemy like the Horde, one that wouldn’t stop until they’d drowned the Four Kingdoms in blood. But the north?  
 
    Roan was right all along. We were fighting ourselves. He’d watched the northerners who were with them. They were just people—not good, not evil, just people. Like us. 
 
    A sound pulled him from his reverie in a rush and he spun around, sword already out and at the ready.  
 
    “Your Highness,” the enormous black-armored knight said. “My apologies. I couldn’t sleep.” In the dark, his face appeared less pale, more shadowed, and his large black veins were invisible.  
 
    “Tarin Sheary,” Gareth remembered. He was the northern queen’s protector and lover, a deadly combination for Annise Gäric’s enemies. “It is a hard night to sleep on.” 
 
    “Not for the queen,” he said, standing beside him to stare across the lake. “She sleeps like a babe on a cloud.”  
 
    Gareth chuckled. “She’s a…unique woman. I’ve heard many an exaggerated story.”  
 
    “The stories are understated, if anything,” Tarin said.  
 
    “Then she is a remarkable woman.” 
 
    “That she is.” There was a brief silence as they watched the silent current move past. “Thank you,” the knight finally said.  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For stopping the cycle of violence. For allowing us to fight with you. I know it wasn’t easy. I know it still isn’t easy.” 
 
    Gareth was surprised by the man’s candid words. “Something has to change, else we’ll all end up corpses.” 
 
    The knight laughed. “We all will anyway. But mayhaps we can delay it long enough to have a bit of fun before it’s over.” 
 
    Gareth had seen this man fight during the battle at Raider’s Pass. He was a monster then, speckled with blood, killing at will. This side of him was as different as the stars from the sun, but Gareth would still rather fight alongside him than against him. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Yes, though I can’t promise an answer.” 
 
    “Do you believe in the afterlife?” 
 
    “Frozen hell and all that?” 
 
    “The forest dwellers call it the Great Forest of Orion, but yes. Something like that.” 
 
    Tarin seemed to consider the question, his head cocked slightly to the side. “I believe there’s something after, though we are probably all wrong as to what it is.” 
 
    Gareth nodded. He’d often thought the same. “And if the people could see us, watching our actions, what would they think? Would they be proud or disgusted?” 
 
    Tarin’s eyes met his. “That depends on us. Right now? I’d say we’re somewhere in between. But that doesn’t mean we can’t still change things. You should get some sleep, Your Highness, we have a long march ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    With that, the knight turned and strode away. 
 
    Gareth still wasn’t tired, but after watching the lake for a few moments longer, he followed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-Four 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Bloody Canyons 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    The red canyon walls towered over them on either side. To Lisbeth, however, they were dark and soulless. She couldn’t see the bloodstains on the ground beneath her either, the lifeblood of the souls they’d lost having drained long ago. All she saw was a path forward.  
 
    She’d shown Zur and the Garzi everything she’d shown the others. For most of them, it had been enough. But not all. Hundreds of warriors had stayed behind. The rest, however, were now marching southward along the edge of a great, frozen lake, just as she had done what felt like an eternity ago. Back when the Sleeping Knights were her army and she believed they would destroy the world. 
 
    They didn’t, she reminded herself. You stopped them. The enemy they faced now, however, were soulless. This she knew in the depths of her own soul. Her purpose had changed, for she wouldn’t be able to destroy them, not like that. 
 
    Despite her efforts, she also knew that the Garzi would be too late. The distance from the Hinterlands to the Southron Gates was simply too far. Even if they marched day and night without stopping to rest, it would take a week—perhaps more—for them to arrive on the battlefield. By then it would be over, one way or the other.  
 
    I must bring them here, like I drew Roan from the water, she thought. She closed her eyes, concentrating on those many souls. She was careful not to touch them directly, not to hurt them, only to pull at them across the distance. They recoiled from her as if burned. Even Zur flinched away, memories of anguish washing over him.  
 
    I’m sorry, she said to him. I’m trying to help. 
 
    You can’t help us, he said. Not like that. 
 
    The connection was severed as Lisbeth’s frustration boiled over. She stubbed her toe on a rock and cursed. It was uncharacteristically careless for her.  
 
    “Lisbeth?” Sir Dietrich said. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “Not physically,” she muttered.  
 
    “The Garzi?” 
 
    Her soul gazed upon his, which was as blue as the sky. Thousands of other souls of many colors marched around them, some weary, some determined, some happy, some scared. “They won’t come to me,” she said.  
 
    “I thought you said they’d left the Hinterlands.” 
 
    “Some of them, but on foot only. They won’t come to me.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, his soul pulsing with understanding. “When we make camp, I will help you practice again.” 
 
    It was a kind offer, but what difference would it make? She couldn’t draw a rock to her, much less another person. Drawing an entire army that was many leagues away felt like climbing a mountain that rose all the way to the stars. “Thank you,” was all she said.  
 
    “Hey,” Dietrich said, his fingers grasping hers. “This isn’t all on you. We all have a role to play.” 
 
    She knew he was right, but it didn’t feel that way. She’d been the last of the fatemarked to enter the world, and something about that made her feel more responsible, not less.  
 
    A small, bright soul caught her attention just ahead. Its brightness was like the sun and the moon and the stars joining together. A tiny ball of bright white light.  
 
    She was not the last, she remembered, watching as Rhea Loren’s deep, crimson soul carried the pure white soul of her child.  
 
    The peacemarked came last.  
 
    And that had to count for something.  
 
    She just didn’t know what.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Southron Gates 
 
    Roan Loren 
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    Roan stood atop the wall, staring into the distance. There was a strange haze over the Forbidden Plains, somewhere beyond the western border city of Felix. It had been three days since they’d passed through the Bloody Canyons. They stopped only briefly in Sousa before making their way toward the wall.  
 
    Roan squinted as a dark mass moved slowly across the sky. It was heading their way. “Do you see that?” he asked.  
 
    Beside him, Gwen said, “Yes. A flock of birds.” 
 
    “Birds?” 
 
    “More specifically, crows. A lot of them. They’re scavengers. They’re following the death.”  
 
    Roan’s chest felt tight. Not from fear—from thinking about how many would still die, regardless of what they did. His lifemark provided no warmth, as cold as stone in the winter.  
 
    Next to Gwen, Siri growled low and long, the sound reverberating through the wall. Others had climbed the steps to the top of the wall too, but there was a large gap between them and the dragon.  
 
    The crows flew closer and Siri seemed to tense.  
 
    Gwen patted her scales and Roan sensed they were silently communicating. He snuck a look at the dragon’s second head, which now had a lidded eye and a portion of its nasal slits. If its head fully formed before they met their enemy on the battlefield… 
 
    I must trust Gwen, he thought. If she thought the dragon was a danger, she would not be here. 
 
    He could hear the beating of feathery wings now, a constant background noise to the series of caws. Are they going to attack us? he wondered.  
 
    He took a step back as the entire flock seemed to dive right toward him, screeching.  
 
    He drew his sword. A series of caws rang out as the crows swept overhead, pulling up just out of range, their calls a cacophony now. Several archers shot at the birds and a few fell, landing on the wall or tumbling to the ground far below. Siri released a gush of dragonfire, a wave of heat washing over Roan. He closed his eyes as ash fell like rain, the birds incinerated.  
 
    Those that were unscathed wheeled about, turning back toward the north. Through the ash and mist, Roan watched them go. Eventually, they vanished into the gray haze, as if they’d been swallowed whole. Roan frowned because he swore the fog had grown closer than before.  
 
    He bent down to inspect one of the dead crows, its breast pierced by a well-aimed arrow. Its beak and feathers were stained with blood. Some was its own, fresh. But most was not. 
 
    The crows were a warning.  
 
    The Horde was coming.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “We can do both,” Falcon said. The discussion had gone around in circles for almost an hour. The fog had almost reached Felix now, the city looking small and insignificant next to the mass of gray. They were trying to decide whether to march out to meet the Horde on the plains, or wait behind the wall. Falcon continued: “The Phanecians can sally out. Our warriors do not fight in lines and formations. We can harry them from all sides, using our speed and agility to pick them off. The rest of our force can hang back. The archers can fire from the wall. We will use the break in the wall as a place to bottleneck the barbarians.” 
 
    “The Black Tears will go too,” Sonika said. “We will cut them down.” 
 
    It made sense, though Roan was no battlefield general. Still… “That’s a suicide mission. None who go will survive.” 
 
    Falcon jutted out his jaw, but it was Sonika who spoke. “Battle isn’t about feeling, it’s about doing. We all must sacrifice on this day. We are not afraid of death.” 
 
    Roan shook his head. Why should they go and not the rest? How did one decide who to send to die? “We could all remain behind the wall,” he suggested.  
 
    Windy Sandes said, “Against a normal enemy that outnumbered your force, that would be the standard approach. But I think we can all agree this enemy is unlike any we have ever faced. We know little of their tactics, which are known to be ruthless and cunning. Even the great line of Crimean rulers, the very Conquerors of the World, were confounded by the barbarian hordes even when they were disparate tribes who hated each other as much as they hated all other species. United? They will swarm over the walls like ants. It might even give them the advantage. Not to mention we know next to nothing about their leader, save that he’s fatemarked and likely more powerful than any of us can imagine.” 
 
    Silence hung for a moment, until Noura made a cooing sound as Rhea rocked the babe in her arms. “Pessimistic much?” she muttered.  
 
    Roan heard his own words played back to him, along with Windy’s, and he knew something about them felt off. “Lisbeth?” he said. “What say you?” 
 
    Her soulmark flared, blue light shimmering. “I—” she started. Her milky eyes flitted back and forth, as if she was seeing something behind them. “Everything is gray. Forlorn. There is lightning and thunder. Blood. So much blood.” 
 
    “That’s helpful,” Rhea said, her mood seeming to grow darker by the second.  
 
    Lisbeth’s soulmark winked out and she said, “I’m sorry. That’s all I see.” 
 
    Roan felt a deep sense of foreboding. The leader of the Horde seemed to have the power to defend against other fatemarks. Roan wasn’t certain what that meant for the impending battle, but it couldn’t be good.  
 
    He tried not to think about Bane’s absence, though that only made him think about it more. What if he was already dead?  
 
    No, he chided himself. The boy comes and goes as he pleases. If he were dead, I would feel it. After all, they were two sides of the same coin, linked in a way Roan was only just beginning to comprehend.  
 
    “Shae? Erric?” Roan said. 
 
    The halfmarked nodded and linked hands, light coursing through their palms, meeting in the middle, brightening. Their bodies began to shake, their eyes rolling back in their heads.  
 
    “That’s normal, right?” Falcon said, watching them with a frown.  
 
    “Normal might not be the right word for it,” Grey Arris said, taking Noura from Rhea. “But yes. This is what they do.” 
 
    Roan watched the halfmarked, hoping they would find the answer they sought. Suddenly Shae’s eyes burst open and she cried out. Their hands separated and they crashed to the ground, still shaking. Grey quickly handed Noura back to Rhea and went to his sister’s side while Roan dropped down to help Erric.  
 
    “Shae?” Grey said, trying to hold his sister still so she wouldn’t hit her head. “What’s happening? What’s happen—” 
 
    Her body stopped convulsing at the same moment as Erric’s. They gasped, lungs heaving as they fought for air. “He saw us,” Shae said. “The painmarked one. He saw us. There is no hiding behind wall or fortress. His power transcends the things of this world. His mist of nightmares cleaves stone and shatters bone.” 
 
    There was a grunting sound as someone stumbled into their circle. If anything, Ennis Loren looked even more haggard than before, his eyes as wild as those of a cornered beast. “It’sh true. If ee hide behin’ za wah, za battle will be over before ih beginsh.” 
 
    “You know this for certain?” Roan asked.  
 
    “Aye. I know.” 
 
    “Ennis. Tell us what happened in Knight’s End.” It was Rhea who spoke, her voice soothing.  
 
    Her eldest living cousin winced. “No,” he growled. “No. No. No.” 
 
    The mania was back, the moment of lucidity gone as quickly as it had arisen, and Ennis began pounding his own forehead with the heel of his palm, again and again and again— 
 
    Roan grabbed one of his arms while Falcon secured the other. Ennis began to scream, a deep-throated bellow that resembled how a man might sound as he was being tortured. Roan struggled to hold him as he fought them, feeling frantic, worrying that this man, who was once a proud, strong warrior, was a glimpse into the future of what they would all become if they faced the Horde. Instinctively, he willed his lifemark to life, a narrow beam of white light extending from his chest to Ennis’s temple. At first, he only bucked and fought harder, but then, abruptly, his cry was cut off and his body sagged.  
 
    Mercifully, unconsciousness took him.  
 
    Roan and Falcon laid him on the ground while Yela went to fetch a pillow.  
 
    “I will try to heal him,” Roan said. “His mind.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried such a thing?” Falcon asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I expect it’s much the same as healing the body.” 
 
    Rhea had handed Noura back to Grey, and now she knelt beside him and said, “Brother. Please, be careful. He’s endured much already.” 
 
    Roan met her eyes, their normal cerulean blue almost navy as shadows crept across the harsh terrain. “I will,” he said. “I promise.” 
 
    He laid his hands on Ennis’s head and closed his eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, the Southron Gates 
 
    Ennis Loren 
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    A light cut through the thick billows of gray mist.  
 
    Ennis stumbled, trying to push toward it but feeling bone-weary, every part of him wanting to lie down and rest. At the same time, he knew what waited for him in the dark quiet of sleep.  
 
    Don’t sleep, he commanded himself, taking another staggering step forward toward that spot of light. The beam turned away, as if searching for something.  
 
    It’s looking for me! he realized, suddenly frantic. It felt like his last hope for escape, one final chance to drag himself from the cold depths into which he’d sunk.  
 
    He ran, his knees bending too much as he struggled to remain on his feet. Each time he approached the light, it flitted away, searching, searching… 
 
    There! It was right before him now, just another step— 
 
    Something grabbed his leg from behind and his neck twisted to locate his foe but there was only mist, the tendrils of fog having shaped themselves into a hand complete with fingers and a thumb, clutching him with the strength of muscle and bone and flesh.  
 
    He tried to scream but could conjure no sound, his throat constricted, choking him.  
 
    His mouth open in horror, he watched the light fade away as he was dragged back, his fingers clawing at the ground until they bled from their tips, carving lines of scarlet in the dirt.  
 
    There is no escape, a voice said, seeming to thunder from all around him. Not for you and not for your friends. 
 
    Finally, his throat opened and he screamed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ninety-Seven 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Felix 
 
    Helmuth Gäric 
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    He could see through Ennis’s eyes, could see the fatemarked gathered against him. Fools, he thought. They were arrogant types, like the boy stumbling along before him, muttering nonsense under his breath.  
 
    They thought they would kill him, because they were good and he was evil. Little did they know there was no good and evil, only those who conquered and those who fell. The world had tried to conquer him so many times, bringing him to his knees.  
 
    He’d been mocked and abused and berated. But he hadn’t fallen, not all the way. When he was forced to the ground, he crawled. When he was shoved further down, he’d wriggled like a snake in the dust.  
 
    And now he conquered.  
 
    His mist swirled around his Horde and he could feel their fear, but he didn’t touch them. No, he needed their minds clear and focused for what was to come. The final western city before the Southron Gates stood before him. The staunch defenders rang their bells, calling all able-bodied to their stations. Arrows flew shortly after that, but they could not aim through the mist and most fell harmlessly around them. Occasionally a lucky shot hit one of his many, but most were flesh wounds. One fell, pierced through the eye, but it was a small loss next to the thousands that lumbered forward, reaching the walls and beginning to climb.  
 
    The first of the screams rent the oncoming night in two.  
 
    This shall be a night of vengeance, Helmuth thought, watching as the Horde took the city.  
 
    That’s when he realized someone was missing.  
 
    The boy known as Bane.  
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    Bane 
 
      
 
    Bane ceased his muttering, which had never been real, his madness faked. Yes, he had felt the madness coming on, but had held it off the way a beggar might use a cane to fend against a vagabond.  
 
    Through the mist he ran, no longer chained by the gray tendrils, his deathmark having flared just enough to break free. He concentrated, trying to go to another place—any other place—so he could rest and recover. He would return once he was strong enough to face the man forged by pain.  
 
    His deathmark was as cold as ice.  
 
    Dammit, he thought, trying to understand how he’d been stripped of his power. What am I without it? A weak, useless boy, that’s what.  
 
    Something launched itself at him from the side, a massive, muscled shape. The barbarian knocked him to the ground, its claws biting deep as it landed atop him, teeth gnashing as it tried to rip out his throat. Releasing an animalistic scream, he managed to shove it off, feeling his deathmark pulse slightly, lending strength to his arms and legs.  
 
    It wasn’t much, but it was enough for him to kick to his feet, going on the offensive, slamming a powerful fist into the creature’s face, hearing an audible crunch as bones shattered.  
 
    The barbarian howled, clutching at its mouth and nose, trying to roll away.  
 
    He leapt atop it, clamping his hands around its head and twisting with all his might. With a brutal snap, its neck broke and it slumped to the ground.  
 
    He whirled about, searching for the next enemy.  
 
    Shadows crept in. Not from one side or another, but from all around. They growled, baring their teeth. A dozen. Two dozen. And then they attacked.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    In the end, it was no decision.  
 
    As soon as they heard the screams from the city ensconced in mist—oh gods, there are people in there! Roan had thought—he knew they had to try to help.  
 
    Falcon and the Phanecians were first through the gate, roaming far to the west as planned. The masters of phen ru were strapped with blades on their wrists and ankles, their leather armor tight against their skin to give them the greatest possible range of motion. The Teran army sallied to the east, marching in that perfectly synchronized way of theirs. Roan hoped that by flanking the enemy they would gain an advantage. They needed any they could get.  
 
    “What would you have me do?” Gwen asked now. She had clambered onto Siri’s back and was looking down at him with an intense look.  
 
    Roan was torn. He feared for Rhea and her child, but the dragon could turn the battle in their favor. There is another who can protect Rhea, he thought. “Fly,” he said. “End them.” 
 
    Gwen nodded with clenched teeth and then whispered something to Siri. The dragon released a shriek and leapt into the sky, her wings buffeting the air around her.  
 
    Roan shielded his eyes and watched them go, hoping against hope it wasn’t the last time he would see either of them.  
 
    “Sir Dietrich,” Roan said, turning back to find the knight. He was the most capable warrior they had. “Protect Rhea at all costs.” 
 
    The knight’s eyes flitted to Lisbeth, who was staring into the distance. “Sir,” she said, not looking at him. “Do this thing. It is important. More important than me.” 
 
    Sir Dietrich pursed his lips, but then nodded, having come to some decision. “I will do what I can,” he said. It will have to be enough, Roan thought.  
 
    “I can protect myself,” Rhea said. “And Noura.” 
 
    “And I won’t leave their side,” Grey added.  
 
    “I know,” Roan said. “But I can’t risk you or the baby.” 
 
    Rhea nodded and said, “Thank you. And brother?” 
 
    Roan had started to walk away but turned back at his sister’s voice. “Yes?” 
 
    She took three steps forward and hugged him, Noura pressed between their heads. She smelled of lilac and incense. “Be safe, Roan. Come back to us.” 
 
    “I will,” he said, though it was a false promise.  
 
    They broke apart and he strode forward, waving the others on with his hand. They were few. Shae Arris. Erric Clawborn. Lisbeth Lorne. Windy Sandes.  
 
    And Roan Loren, his lifemark already burning hot in his chest.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Falcon 
 
      
 
    We’re too late, Falcon thought as the walls of the city emerged through the mist. The stonework was painted with strange lines, and at first he wondered whether it was some western tradition he was unaware of.  
 
    Until he realized they were rivers of blood, streaking down the mortar, pooling on the ground. There were still screams issuing from within, but they were few and far between. Then came the Horde, snarling and snuffling as they clambered down the walls, landing with heavy thumps before the Phanecians.  
 
    “Give them Void!” he shouted. And then he charged.  
 
    The first barbarian sprang toward him with a snarl, swinging a massive club. Falcon ducked under the blow, raking his blade across the barbarian’s gut, but no, it moved so fast it was a blur, spinning away, his attempted strike whistling through empty air.  
 
    The impact came from the back as his foe swung its club the opposite way; it was only instinct that saved him, Falcon barely managing to duck to the side, the blow landing on his shoulder. Pain bloomed, but Falcon was no stranger to combat and he was already throwing himself out of reach of the next swing, which whooshed past his ear.  
 
    How do they move like that? he wondered. As fast as lightning but with the power of thunder.  
 
    All around him was chaos, Phanecians performing aerial maneuvers, most of which were ignored by the barbarians, who were content to wait for their foes to come down, bludgeoning them with clubs, large stones, or clawed fists.  
 
    Oh gods, Falcon thought, narrowly avoiding another hit to the head. We stand no chance.  
 
    He lashed out with a high, hard kick, but the barbarian simply slapped his foot away, the impact so solid it spun him halfway around. Sensing the barbarian’s next move, he tried to dive forward, but the club clipped the back of his knee, shooting agony all the way up his spine, his back arching as he fell.  
 
    I am done, he thought. He would never have the chance to talk to Shanti again, to try to heal all that had been broken inside her. He could only hope that Roan and the other fatemarked could find a way to defeat this vicious foe.  
 
    He rolled over, kicking out his uninjured foot in a final effort to pierce his enemy’s heart.  
 
    His eyes widened as he saw the barbarian clutching at its neck, blood pouring from a long slash. It fell to its knees, revealing a leather-clad woman with deadly intent in her eyes, which dripped tears as black as night.  
 
    “That’s the last time I save your sorry ass,” Sonika Vaid said, whirling around and sprinting toward another barbarian.  
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    Shae 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked Erric as he crutched along beside her. 
 
    He glanced at her and nodded. “Three times,” he said. “We must choose wisely.” 
 
    Shae saw Roan stiffen. “What do you mean?” he asked.  
 
    Shae knew they needed to tell him, but she didn’t want to see his disappointment. Not at the information, but at her, for withholding it from him.  
 
    To her surprise, however, it was Windy who answered. “The halfmarked can only use their power thrice in short succession, else they will grow too weak to be of much use.” 
 
    Roan stopped, glaring at Windy, then Erric, and, finally, Shae. “Is this true?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    Roan snorted in disgust. “That explains why you thought a single burst to kill all the fatemarked might be the best option left.” 
 
    “We were wrong,” Shae said. “We see that now. And I didn’t tell you about this because…because hope felt more important. And we can strengthen you and Lisbeth and Sir Dietrich. But only thrice.” 
 
    Roan looked like he wanted to say something else, but then decided against it. “Fine. But save me for last. Lisbeth first. See if you can help her draw her friends from the Hinterlands. We could use them right now.” 
 
    Shae nodded and Erric said, “It’s a good plan.” 
 
    “If you sense Rhea is in danger,” Roan added, “strengthen Dietrich. With your help, he can protect them.” 
 
    “We will do it,” Shae said.  
 
    “Me last,” Roan reiterated.  
 
    Shae nodded, but knew it was another lie. There would be no last. We will never get to the third time, she thought, something she and Erric had already agreed. They would use the last of their energy to kill the fatemarked—all of them. 
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    Lisbeth risked a look back. Through the gloom, she could just make out Dietrich’s soul, a glimmering blue pylon standing as still as stone, watching her go.  
 
    She didn’t fault him for not coming. He trusted her and they both had their own roles to play in whatever was to come.  
 
    But what is my role? she wondered, turning around and pushing heat into the eye on her forehead. She searched the mist for souls, but all she saw were dark shapes moving with predatory glee. They might’ve been the rocks from the canyon brought to life—soulless, empty husks without compassion or kindness or mercy. Somewhere amongst them, she sensed a soul, however, powerful and menacing. The sounds of battle intensified. Shouts, clashing steel, cries of pain. The roar of the dragon, so loud it might’ve been thunder. 
 
    “Lisbeth,” Roan said, placing a hand on her shoulder. She turned toward him, and saw how his soul had brightened, clarified.  
 
    Her blue eye flared. “You are…” she said, trying to choose the right words to describe a man whose soul was akin to that of a star. 
 
    “Just a man,” he said. “A man who needs to save them. Will you help me?” 
 
    “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “You do,” Roan said.  
 
    “They have no souls.” 
 
    “Then draw other souls to you. Your friends in the north.” 
 
    “They aren’t my friends,” she said. “I don’t know what they are.” 
 
    “Allies,” Roan said. “Bring them here. Shae, Erric—lend her your strength.” 
 
    The two halfmarked nodded, dropping to their knees. They clasped their hands together and raised them to their foreheads, which pressed together as if in prayer. Their eyes closed as tremors rolled through them.  
 
    Lisbeth had felt the surge of power once before, but it didn’t prepare her for the jolt she felt now, a thrust of strength that allowed her blue eye to cut through the mist, seeing everything. 
 
    All-Seeing. 
 
    No! she wanted to scream, but her lips were pressed tight. Barbarians ran amok, killing at will. There were no living souls within the castle, and all around it colorful souls winked out one at a time, beautiful columns of light shooting into the heavens as each soldier died.  
 
    Focus, Lisbeth. The voice came not from without but within, and it spoke not the common tongue but Garzi.  
 
    Zur? she said, having not realized her soulmark had roamed so far. It was the power of the halfmarked, she knew.  
 
    I am here, Lisbeth. We are coming. 
 
    For a split-second her heart soared, but then Zur showed her what he saw: 
 
    Snow-capped mountains standing sentinel. A fast-flowing river cutting between them, creating a narrow pass. Beyond, a forest afire, spouting clouds of black-gray smoke.  
 
    Zur and his army of Garzi were still north of the Mournful Mountains. They might as well be a world away. The battle would end on this night, one way or the other.  
 
    Zur, she said.  
 
    Yes? 
 
    Come to me. 
 
    Lisbeth screamed, a high-pitched sound as intense as the edge of a sword.  
 
    She blinked, feeling her soulmark begin to fade, drained of power. Whirling around, she searched for the familiar souls of the Garzi. She looked for Zur. 
 
    Souls vanishing, snuffed out by shadowy forms.  
 
    And then— 
 
    Lightning split the sky in a dozen places as dark clouds rolled in. The ground shook as thunder crashed.  
 
    And Lisbeth’s soulmark flared once more.  
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    Gwen 
 
      
 
    The mist was all around them, as thick as pea soup. Gwen’s heromark flared but it didn’t help, her vision obscured by the fog. The sky was changing. Night was falling, yes, but this was a different kind of darkening. Something was coming.  
 
    All around, lightning flashed, so bright and hot and close she felt her hair stand up in response. The air itself felt burnt, seared.  
 
    For a moment, the mist could not hide the horrors of the battle, the lightning illuminating humans slashing at barbarians. Barbarians clawing at humans. Death on all sides.  
 
    Several barbarians were struck by the lightning, their bodies going rigid, their fangs locked together as they fell, steam rising from their skin.  
 
    What the hell? Gwen thought. What new power is this? 
 
    Darkness fell once more, thunder rolling.  
 
    My soul? Siri said, and Gwen could hear the note of alarm in the dragon’s tone. There are bad things here. Bad, bad things. 
 
    I am here too. We are in this together. 
 
    They call to me. 
 
    I call to you. Don’t leave me. 
 
    I—I—I— 
 
    Siri? My soul? 
 
    The dragon didn’t respond, tucking her wings behind her and banking sharply, diving deeper into the mist, air rushing around her.  
 
    Oh ore, Gwen thought, clinging to one of the dragon’s spikes and digging her heels into her scales. Siri! 
 
    No answer, and Gwen could sense the approach of something through the mist—the ground perhaps. She tensed, preparing to leap from the dragon’s back.  
 
    The impact was like an explosion, the dragon’s powerful shoulder hitting first, crashing through the tower, rubble spraying around them. Gwen’s hands were ripped free from the spike and then she was falling, pelted by stone and mortar, tinkling like bells off her armor.  
 
    Siri! she cried, not a call for help but of fear for what was happening to her soul.  
 
    She landed hard on a balcony that ringed the half-destroyed tower, her armor pressing in on her skin, bruising her at the hip and shoulder. She rolled as a fully intact stone came crashing down, breaking the railing and a portion of the balcony. Where is she? she wondered. Where is my soul? 
 
    The roar was like a thousand lions, rending the world in two. Gwen pressed her hands over her ears, frantically searching the sky. A shadow soared overhead, cutting through the mist. It turned toward her and her breath caught.  
 
    Two fully formed heads faced her, their eyes narrowing as they locked on her lying prone on the balcony. 
 
    The two-headed dragon roared, an ear-splitting sound. Fire roiled from each head’s nostrils and maw.  
 
    And then the dragon dove, lightning sizzling all around her.  
 
    My soul! Gwen screamed. 
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    Rhea Loren 
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    “Can you see what’s happening?” Rhea asked, peering into the gloom. “Whether we’re winning?” The mist continued to shroud much of the battle, the castle hooded in fog, but occasional bursts of lightning provided a staccato glimpse of the violence.  
 
    “Not really,” Grey said. He held Noura in his arms, bouncing her slightly. She was wide awake, her big, round eyes staring up at her father with an intense look too serious by half for an infant. “That storm moved in fast. It’s unnatural. Do you think it’s caused by our enemy’s fatemark?” 
 
    “I should be out there,” Dietrich said, pacing. He’d drawn his sword a while back, and now it slashed through the air as the knight stalked back and forth.  
 
    “Then go,” Rhea said. “We will be fine.” It wasn’t a rejection of his services. She sensed the battle hung on a knife’s edge. The swordmarked knight might just be able to tip the balance.  
 
    The knight stopped to look at her. “I am sworn to protect you.” 
 
    “I will stay,” Grey said. “They’re my family.” 
 
    Uncertainty washed over Dietrich’s expression, but then he shook his head. “No. I will stay.” 
 
    Rhea nodded. “Thank you.”  
 
    Thunder shook the very ground and Rhea almost fell, clinging to Grey who clung to Noura.  
 
    “It’s Lisbeth,” Dietrich said, crouching to maintain his balance.  
 
    “She’s causing the storm?” Rhea asked.  
 
    “Yes. I can…I can feel the power surging through her. I think the halfmarked are strengthening her.” 
 
    “Good,” Rhea said, clenching her teeth. She felt the familiar desire for vengeance rise into her chest. “This is good.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Dietrich said uncertainly. “She was supposed to draw the Garzi to the battle. She’s never done anything like this before.” 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything,” Rhea said, speaking from her own experience.  
 
    “Rhea,” Grey said, drawing her attention. “Look!” 
 
    Rhea expected Grey to be gesturing into the distance, pointing out some aspect of the battle she hadn’t noticed. Instead, her eyes widened when she saw he was speaking of Noura.  
 
    “Give her to me,” she said, practically grabbing her daughter from his arms.  
 
    She looked down upon her daughter’s face. So beautiful. So innocent and sweet.  
 
    Though there was no torchlight, her skin glittered, markings appearing on every scrap of exposed flesh, a tapestry of the Four Kingdoms. A tapestry of peace. 
 
    Noura smiled.  
 
    Dietrich said, “Lisbeth, I come to you will—” but never finished the statement, because he vanished.  
 
    There one second and gone the next.  
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    The lightning was her. She was the lightning. Each strike was a piece of her soul, breaking off and soaring into the dark clouds, only to come slashing down a moment later. She targeted the dark shadowy forms of the enemy, her aim improving with each attempt.  
 
    She was killing them. She was killing them all. 
 
    Strong arms grabbed her, breaking her concentration. She struggled against them, but when she tried to touch her attacker’s soul, it blocked her, as bright as the noonday sun.  
 
    “Roan,” she said.  
 
    “Lisbeth, you have to stop!” he shouted above another crash of thunder. “Your body can’t take the strain!”  
 
    She knew he was right, but her soul could. At least for a little while longer. “We all have a role to play, and this is mine,” she said, the words coming slowly. Strained. She felt her energy start to flag. The halfmarked had given her all they could.  
 
    More! she thought, conjuring more lightning. She collapsed, a nasty fall prevented only by Roan, who lowered her gently to the ground. “Stop, Lisbeth. Please. You can’t kill them all. We need you.” 
 
    Perhaps she couldn’t kill them all, but she could kill a lot of them. She could help the cause in her own way. She’d failed to bring an army here, but she was her own army now.  
 
    Lisbeth. This time, it wasn’t Roan who spoke.  
 
    Dietrich? she replied, answering with naught but a thought.  
 
    Are you hurt? 
 
    She couldn’t lie. Yes. 
 
    I must see you. Draw me to you. 
 
    I can’t. So weak. Everything was spinning now, darkening around the edges. And then she was floating, her body trapped on the ground while her soul rose. I am returning to the stars. 
 
    Lisbeth, listen to me. No. Don’t. Draw me to you. Lisbeth, I come to you willingly. 
 
    She wanted him to come, even if it was only to look upon his beautiful soul one last time before she left this world. Yes, she said. Come to me. 
 
    And he did, amongst lightning and thunder.  
 
    He came.  
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    Sir Dietrich 
 
      
 
    “Lisbeth,” he said, seeing her fallen form so empty of life. He fell upon her, cradling her chin in his hands, searching her face for any signs of the woman he’d grown to love.  
 
    Nothing. Her skin was already growing cold.  
 
    “Help me,” he said, though he didn’t know to whom he spoke. The halfmarked kneeled nearby, but their eyes were closed and they seemed to be in their own world. Roan! If anyone could save Lisbeth, it was the lifemarked. “Please,” he implored, their eyes meeting.  
 
    Roan shook his head. “I already tried. Her soul escaped me. She doesn’t want to be saved.” 
 
    Dietrich didn’t understand. “Why not? Why would she leave?” Streaks of heat, wet and fierce, slashed down his cheeks.  
 
    “She wanted me to save my strength for the others,” Roan said softly, his head hanging.  
 
    And there it was—the reason David Dietrich loved Lisbeth above the sun in the sky and the stars in the heavens. Above his own life. Because she was the most selfless person he’d ever met. 
 
    He kissed her cheeks, her forehead. He smoothed her dark hair with his trembling fingers. His tears splashed upon her too-pale face.  
 
    The lightning and thunder had ceased. All was quiet, mourning the loss of a woman whose life was cut too short. Far too short.  
 
    “No!” Dietrich said, feeling for that connection to her, the one they’d forged through love and shared experience, through loss and failure and victory and defeat. Lisbeth, he said, shouting her name into the void. Lisbeth! I’m here! I’m still here!  
 
    Come back to me. Please, come back to me. 
 
    He fell upon her chest, his body shaking as he wept.  
 
    Thus, he did not see when her finger moved, ever so slightly. 
 
    Nor when her eyes flashed open, milky white and unseeing.  
 
    But he did hear her voice. “David. I came back.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Siri 
 
      
 
    Her thoughts were not her own—not only. Another voice was there too, speaking of a better, darker place. A place without loss. A place where her soul would be whole again. That other voice was loud, a tempestuous roar that shook the very firmament of her being. She wanted to listen, to go to that place. 
 
    And the only way to get there was to destroy. 
 
    She dove for the ruined tower, determined to bring the rest of it to the ground. She would taste this place with her fire, melting stone and bone, the crackle of flesh a brutal accompaniment to her symphony of destruction.  
 
    My soul! 
 
    The cry was loud enough to rise above that other voice, that roar. As she flew, she scanned the tower for the source, seeing everything from two different angles.  
 
    There! She saw a small form standing on a half-crumbled ledge. There was something familiar about her… 
 
    She is a stranger, that other voice said. The enemy. They are all your enemies. 
 
    Confusion washed over her, because of what this woman had said. My soul… 
 
    Look at her, that other voice said, sounding angry. She is nothing to a goddess like you. She is as insignificant as a speck of dust in the desert. Destroy her. Destroy everything and be free. 
 
    Siri rushed closer, but then reversed the course of her wings to stop just before the woman, hovering in midair. Their eyes met, and she could sense the fear in this woman, this two-legger. Not for her own life. No. 
 
    She’s scared for me, Siri realized.  
 
    You are my soul, the woman said. In a rush, it all came back to her, the block in her memory shattering like the ruined tower before her. 
 
    Oh Raven, she said, feeling a great ache in her heart. Oh Gwen. 
 
    Yes, Gwen said. Now you see?  
 
    It is too much. I cannot—I must—there is another place, a place without pain or loss, a place I can be free. Siri felt herself slipping again, that comforting darkness folding its wings around her.  
 
    No! My soul, stay with me. It hurts, I know, but I am not dead and neither are you.  The pain is worth it for the chance to live.  
 
    How would you know? Siri fired back, anger flaring in her chest. Flames licked at her fangs. You know nothing about what I feel. I’ve lost my soul. You are not enough. You will never be enough. 
 
    I lost my soul once too.  
 
    The words were spoken so simply, filled with the truth of experience. But Siri didn’t want to believe them, for none could survive such a loss. Lies. 
 
    I will show you. 
 
    Images flashed in Siri’s mind, a familiar place in an unfamiliar time. Dragons roared. Men and women fought men and women. People died, bodies piling up. What is this place? Siri asked. 
 
    My home before you, Gwen said.  
 
    The Iron City, Siri remembered. She’d been there once. No, twice. It felt like a lifetime ago. More images. This very woman fighting, performing remarkable feats with her bow. Defending her home. And then— 
 
    The end. The battle was over and there was a man in her mind and she was searching for him and— 
 
    She found him. He spoke to her, his words like music, the saddest, happiest music and Gwendolyn Storm was shattered into a thousand pieces, each shred of her soul filled with exquisite pain beyond reckoning.  
 
    The same pain she felt now.  
 
    She searched Gwen’s soul for that pain, and it was there, but now its measure had faded. She was filled with the pain and loss, and yet she was whole.  
 
    Siri wanted desperately to be whole again. The darkness called, but she was afraid of what it offered. Was solace worth madness? Was comfort worth blindness? 
 
    It is your choice, Gwen said. It has always been your choice. But know that I will help you. Know that I will never abandon you. Know that I am your soul, forevermore.  
 
    Siri knew. She dipped her head—an offering.  
 
    And when her soul landed atop her back, she released a roar from two mouths, flames crackling. Together, two souls made one, they flew into battle.  
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    Falcon 
 
      
 
    The battle had turned against them the moment it started. For every foe they managed to cut down, Falcon watched ten or more of his soldiers fall. They were men and women, some too young to know such horrors and some too old to experience more.  
 
    At least three of the Black Tears had fallen. Every so often he saw Sonika through the mist fighting like a wildcat, killing more enemies than should be possible for any one man or woman, even a warrior as great as she.  
 
    More barbarians pressed toward them, an endless horde. Once more, Falcon resigned himself to his fate, determined to go out fighting, taking as many as he could with him. Then something changed, fear washing over the enemy like a tide. They parted in the middle, skittering away with wide eyes.  
 
    A man emerged from the mist, his legs bound with yew and iron. He radiated confidence. There was no anger in him, just a cold calculating intensity that seemed to waft from him like the smoke that roiled from his chest.  
 
    Beneath his shirt was a marking, glowing through the fabric. Black drops ringed with light, three of them. Blood.  
 
    Sonika appeared by Falcon’s side, a snarl on her lips. “Come then,” she said. “Let’s end this.” 
 
    The man cocked his head to the side, an amused smile playing on his lips. “End?” he said. “There is no end. My Horde cannot be defeated. My pain will wash over these lands like a flood. None shall escape its torment. It was foreordained the moment I was born into this world marked with pain and two useless legs. This world made me what I am, and now I shall break it.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” Sonika said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    The man strode forward. Falcon crouched into a fighting stance, his bloodstained blades winking from each wrist. Sonika was the first to move, twirling like the dancer that she was, her movements full of lethal grace, the twin blades she wielded so expertly slashing the air to ribbons.  
 
    Falcon had seen her fight. Typically her opponents would gawk at the sheer beauty of the way she moved, until a dagger ended up in their heart or throat.  
 
    This man, however, didn’t move, didn’t stare. Instead, he stepped forward and thrust out his hand, catching her wrist as she slashed toward him.  
 
    She screamed, twisting around, her eyes settling on Falcon, her expression laced with pain.  
 
    A single word he never thought he’d hear from the bravest woman he’d ever known issued from her lips. “Run.” 
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    Helmuth 
 
      
 
    In some ways, it was too easy. Always underestimated, he thought. Even now. 
 
    The woman’s scream morphed into a shriek, the black tattoos on her cheeks straining upwards, as if trying to tear themselves from her face. She was clawing at her own head. Helmuth saw the same images she did: A man surrounded, killed by a half-dozen foes; a woman falling from a great height, her broken body unmoving on the ground below; other deaths, each like the beat of a great, aching heart. 
 
    The woman was muttering now, spit dribbling from her lips as she writhed on the ground.  
 
    “What did you do to her?” the man with ankles and wrists strapped with blades said, a horrified look crossing his face.  
 
    “Showed her my pain through her own,” he said. “All shall know the same before this night is done.” 
 
    The man issued no threat like his female counterpart, he simply ground his teeth together and shook his head. And then he attacked.  
 
    Helmuth rose to his feet, taking three quick steps back as the man launched himself through the air, a whirling tornado of blades. As the man landed, Helmuth took a deep breath. The warrior spun a high rounded kick toward his face and Helmuth blew out his breath, a burst of mist streaming from his lips.  
 
    The fog enshrouded the warrior, who grunted, his kick falling harmlessly to the ground. Only his foot was visible, but it was clear from the way it kicked out, the blade stabbing into the ground again and again, that he was in agony.  
 
    A smile was just curling its way onto Helmuth’s lips when the attack came from behind, strong arms wrapping around his throat, locking together, rearing back and cutting off his airflow. He almost toppled over backwards, but with a groan managed to regain his balance and grind forward, slinging his assailant over his head and onto her back. 
 
    He was shocked to see that it was the woman with the black tears on her face. Her expression was wild, her hands trembling. It was a good thing, too, because if she’d had the strength to grip a weapon she might’ve slit his throat. As it was, it was a wonder she’d been able to drag herself to her feet, sneak around behind, and try to choke him to death.  
 
    He’d made a mistake, he knew. A mistake he wouldn’t make again.  
 
    Helmuth clamped a hand on her throat, sending a jolt of pain through her. She convulsed, her eyes going wide, her back arching. He retracted his power, pausing, letting the fear creep in. Not knowing when the next bolt of pain would come was almost as effective as the pain itself. Nearby, he noticed the man dragging himself from the mist, his fingers curled like claws, digging into the dirt, using elbows and knees to propel himself forward.  
 
    In that moment, Helmuth knew he was up against a fierce opponent, for their wills would not be easily broken. But their flesh will, Helmuth thought. “Horde!” he shouted. “To me!”. 
 
    All those within hearing distance came. He stepped back from the man and woman, who would be a gift for his many. He turned away, heading south, for he sensed the approach of a far more dangerous enemy.  
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    Bane 
 
      
 
    Blood wept from a hundred cuts and scratches, as well as several deep puncture wounds where his enemies’ fangs had sunk into his skin. His enemies who were now dead, piled up around him, sightless eyes staring at the one who’d laid them low. 
 
    Bane’s energy flagged and he dropped to one knee, the world spinning, a kaleidoscope of corpses. I need rest, he thought, but immediately shoved that idea aside. By the time he fully recovered, the battle would be over, and not in their favor.  
 
    He shook his head, trying to clear his muddled mind. Stars danced across his vision. He was so tired. Even just a few minutes of sleep would help. He would just lie down for a while…hidden amongst the dead… 
 
    Curled up in the circle of corpses, Bane fell asleep. Thus, he was not aware of the man stalking in his direction, mist curling around him, crows wheeling about overhead.  
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    The stars were still calling her name, but they were fading, the mist providing a barrier to sight and sound.  
 
    David Dietrich had kissed her cheek, his tears wetting her skin, her name soft and earnest on his lips.  
 
    As his soul looked at her now, she saw the question pulsing from it. “I came back for you,” she said. “But not only.” 
 
    His faded blue soul brightened. “You drew me to you,” he said, his voice full of wonder. 
 
    “I did,” she said.  
 
    “I wanted you to.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Roan was nearby, watching them. Windy Sandes stood beside him. She looked at them curiously, like she’d discovered a new species of animal.  
 
    “She must rest,” Dietrich said. “I will return after I get her to safety.” 
 
    Lisbeth knew why he said it, but she also knew neither of them were going anywhere. “No,” she said. “There is no retreat for any of us.” 
 
    Dietrich looked upon her with resignation in his eyes. “I will not leave your side again.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    A dragon roared, and Dietrich’s head jerked toward the sound of battle.  
 
    Windy Sandes approached, holding a leather flagon. “Drink this,” she instructed. “It will give you strength.” 
 
    “You might not want to do that…” Roan said, but Windy flicked an irritated glare in his direction and he raised his hands.  
 
    Lisbeth took the skin and pressed it to her lips, drinking deeply. The liquid was thick and warm, and she immediately felt a surge of energy as it worked its way down her throat. “Good, child,” the woman said. “Good. Now you have work to do. You drew Sir Dietrich across a great distance, but your love for him helped. Drawing the Garzi army from beyond the Mournful Mountains will be far more difficult.” 
 
    There was a snarling sound and one of the barbarians burst through the mist, a dark soulless shadow gnashing its teeth. Its eyes darted from Roan to Windy to Dietrich, before settling on Lisbeth.  
 
    The instinct to protect her friends coursed through her. She could feel the lightning in the dark clouds and her body tensed as she prepared to send it hurtling down on this foe. “No,” Dietrich said, reading her intentions. “This is not all on you. Let us carry the load.” 
 
    He sprang to his feet, drawing his sword in one smooth motion. 
 
    The barbarian growled, baring its teeth, leaning back slightly on its powerful hind legs. It sprang forward, claws raking the air. Dietrich’s soul flared and what was hidden beneath his burn scars was revealed, and she could see his swordmark, a weapon of beautiful craftsmanship etched into his back. He moved with the lithe grace of water, his sword less a weapon and more an extension of his very soul, a blue blur that cut once, twice, thrice, before returning to his side.  
 
    The dark shadow stopped suddenly, bobbing back and forth. And then it fell, breaking into three distinct pieces.  
 
    More shadows emerged, snuffling and growling.  
 
    Lisbeth ignored them, sending her blue eye northward, roving over the land, which was devoid of souls until she reached the great mountains. Nestled between their shoulders were several hundred souls of many colors, which were moving swiftly now—running. They were days away from the battle still, but she knew she could change all that.  
 
    Zur, she said. 
 
    Lisbeth? I am here. We are coming. 
 
    Tell them to open their minds to me, she said. Don’t fight it.  
 
    I don’t understand. 
 
    You will. Come to me. Please. Come to me. 
 
    I—yes. We will.  
 
    She looked to the stars, pouring her remaining strength into this one thing. 
 
    And like Sir Dietrich, they came. They came by the hundreds.  
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    Helmuth 
 
      
 
    He could sense the memory of great pain nearby—pain he had inflicted. “Bane!” he said. “You cannot hide from me. Not anymore. Your pain is a part of me now, as mine is a part of you.” 
 
    A ring of barbarian corpses appeared, and Helmuth felt a swell of shock. The Kings’ Bane was stronger than he’d given him credit for. He vowed not to underestimate his enemies any longer. He would kill them swiftly.  
 
    Instead of climbing the pile of bodies, he grabbed the ones at the top, flinging them aside, scattering them around his feet. Bane lay beyond, his knees tucked to his chest. Is he dead? Helmuth wondered, but then saw the telltale sign of life in his rising and falling chest.  
 
    He started to take a step forward, but then stopped when the very air around him shimmered. What new magic is this? he wondered, searching about himself for another of the fatemarked. To the south, a bright, blue light cut through the layers of mist he’d created. 
 
    It was in the shape of a great eye.  
 
    Hundreds of warriors appeared on every side, wielding blunt, brutal-looking weapons not dissimilar to those of his Horde.  
 
    Helmuth’s eyes narrowed as he recalibrated the situation in his mind. Even with these reinforcements, his Horde outnumbered the enemy three to one at the least. Casually, deliberately, he extracted the hollow horn from his belt, raising it to his lips. And then he blew a single, clear note, calling his barbarians to him.  
 
    He turned to meet the enemy, pain tingling the ends of his fingertips.  
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    Siri roared, fire spewing from both her mouths, dusting the ground with flames. Several barbarians flailed, their bodies on fire. Gwen fired arrow after arrow into them until they fell.  
 
    The mist had lifted some, giving her a greater view of the whole of the battlefield. A new army appeared from thin air, their bodies covered in thick furs. They were humanoid, like the barbarians, with long triangular heads and thick bodies. Allies? Gwen thought, watching as they attacked the Horde. Still, it wasn’t enough. Next to the barbarian Horde, her allies appeared small in number, a few thousand staunch defenders who were bending but not yet breaking. Even a two-headed dragon wouldn’t be enough to turn the tide in their favor.  
 
    Gareth, where are you? she wondered, looking to the north. The easterners should’ve crossed into the west hours ago, making their way along the Spear to skirt the Forbidden Plains. They should’ve arrived by now, unless something had diverted their path.  
 
    Something heavy clanked against her breastplate, drawing her attention back to the ground below her. A large stone fell away, having rebounded off her armor. A small group of barbarians had rallied together, gathering stones that they were now launching skyward. Many fell short, but several glanced off Siri’s scales. Another stone rose high enough to reach Gwen, but she snatched it from midair, whipping it back toward the barbarian that had thrown it.  
 
    It slammed into his head and he fell. Finish them, Gwen said, and Siri dove earthward, flames already spouting from her mouths.  
 
    The barbarians might be bloodthirsty mongrels, but they were no fools. They’re learning, Gwen thought, watching them scatter in different directions. Siri managed to incinerate one and Gwen hit another square in the back with an arrow. The dragon banked sharply to the right and clamped her claws down on another, picking it up and launching herself back into the air before dropping the barbarian from a great height.  
 
    Wheeling about, Gwen scanned the new battlefield that had formed when the thick-furred warriors appeared. The fight was fierce, with numbers on both sides diminishing, but little by little she could see the Horde gaining the advantage. Perhaps we can change that, she thought, her mind falling into sync with Siri’s, who growled in response.  
 
    High above the mist, something caught Gwen’s eye as they raced toward the action.  
 
    Specks of brown on a white-sand background. Gwen’s breath caught. Could it be? Had Whisper Sandes changed her mind? Had she answered the call of unity, marching to meet the Horde? 
 
    Even as hope bloomed in her chest she watched the brown specks stream over the last of the dunes, descending toward the burnt earth separating the desert from the great river that marked the boundary to the west… “Come on, come on,” she said, going silent when the lines of Calypsians stopped.  
 
    No, she thought. They are not coming.  
 
    The Calypsians were only here to defend their own borders. Nothing more.  
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    Whisper 
 
      
 
    Beyond the dark waters of the spear, Whisper saw dragonfire cutting through the unusual mist that had descended over the night, blanketing it in a gray shroud.  
 
    The battle had already started, and though it was difficult to see, her spyglass revealed a field littered with the dead, while the living fought hand to hand, weapons flashing. She watched as a barbarian leapt atop a Phanecian, tearing out his throat.  
 
    She looked away. You can help them, she thought, the notion taking her by surprise. Gods, I’m beginning to think like Goggin. 
 
    Was that such a bad thing? The stalwart man might be a damn fool, but he’d always been loyal to Calypso. First under her mother’s rule, and then under both her sisters’. Now, he’d followed her to this place, and she had to admit, she’d enjoyed his company more than she expected.  
 
    No, she thought. Our responsibility is to protect our borders. I will not lead my soldiers into a suicide mission as my sisters did before me.  
 
    “Whisper,” Goggin said, appearing at her side.  
 
    “Not now.” 
 
    “They’re losing.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “You will watch them be destroyed and do nothing?” 
 
    “I will watch my people survive. This fight isn’t ours. Not yet.” 
 
    Goggin spat in the dirt. “I’m going to fight,” he said. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him, and he met her stare. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I’m going.” 
 
    “You would disobey my command?” 
 
    Goggin chuckled. “I’ve nearly died a half-dozen times in the last year. Disobeying you is the least of my concerns. If you want to stop me, you’ll have to kill me.” With that, he strode away. 
 
    She watched him go, expecting to feel angry. Instead, she felt only sad.  
 
    “Should we follow?” one of her other guanero asked.  
 
    “No,” she said. “We stay. Unless the enemy crosses the river, we will not fight. And somebody shoot the traitor.” 
 
    The archers hesitated only a moment before raising their bows, aiming at the large man’s back as he walked away.  
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    Gwen 
 
      
 
    It had taken several minutes to soar over the battlefield and cross the Spear. Her eyes were trained on the front of the Calypsian lines the entire time, searching for any sign that they might march into battle.  
 
    Finally, one soldier separated from the rest, a lonely figuring bridging the gap to the mighty river.  
 
    Goggin, she realized, a swell of gratitude rising in her. She hadn’t known him well, but she knew Raven trusted this man who had long served the dragon throne. And Gwen trusted Raven. 
 
    Wait. Panic struck her as she saw the Calypsian archers nock arrows to strings. They’re going to kill him!  
 
    Siri! she shouted in her head, but the dragon was already diving, fully prepared to thrust her own body between Goggin and the archers. A command must’ve been given, because the arrows shot forth in a flurry.  
 
    Gwen’s heromark flared and she saw the truth. Based on the angle of the arrows’ paths, all the archers save one had missed their mark. She’d seen these very men and women shoot before, and they didn’t often miss. They missed on purpose, she thought, stringing her own arrow in a hurry, judging the distance and the wind and the angle of the one arrow that, soon, would plunge into Goggin’s back, taking aim, and releasing. 
 
    She watched it fly, clinging to one of Siri’s spikes with her ankles, leaning to the side with her arms extended.  
 
    Goggin turned just as her arrow struck the other one in front of him, both projectiles spiraling harmlessly to the ground at the large man’s feet. He glanced up and saw her, recognizing who had saved him in an instant, his eyes widening. Luckily, he had the sense to raise his own arms over his head far enough for her to grab him, hauling him aboard the dragon’s back as they took off into the night.  
 
    “You all right?” Gwen asked.  
 
    “Whisper tried to kill me,” he said in disbelief.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You saved me.” 
 
    “I know that, too.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I guess the Calypsians won’t fight.” 
 
    He shook his head. “There is no swaying her mind now. But I brought another ally.” He held up a small leather pouch tied with a string.  
 
    “You didn’t.” Gwen remembered this very pouch, which she knew was filled with sand from the Dreadnoughts. For each drop of blood that touched the earth, a monster would arise. “I thought you destroyed it all.” 
 
    “I lied,” Goggin said. “You never know when you might need a monster or ten.” 
 
    “It’s too risky,” she said. “You can’t control them.” 
 
    “You’re outnumbered and losing. We are beyond the point of worrying about the risks.” 
 
    Gwen knew he was right. She communed with Siri, determining the best place to release the sand. One area in particular showed a handful of Phanecians facing more than a hundred barbarians. “There,” she said, pointing.  
 
    “Oh yes,” Goggin said. “That will do nicely.” He untied the string, pinched the pouch between two fingers, and pulled it open. Without hesitation, he dumped the contents over the side.  
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    Sonika 
 
      
 
    Sonika had managed to grab the first barbarian’s wrist and shove it back into its own throat, its claws sinking through its flesh and spattering her face with gore. Beside her, she saw Falcon struggling against mist that seemed to press him to the ground. Two barbarians dove at him but collided, snapping at each other. The distraction was just enough time for him to roll clear as they tumbled to the ground.  
 
    Sonika’s eyes landed on a bone-handled dagger lying discarded within reach. Her entire body quivering, she stretched for it, only to watch as the blade was stomped into the ground under the heavy trod of one of her foe’s, which slashed at her wrist, opening up four even cuts in her skin. It reared back and opened its mouth, but then stumbled, landing hard just before her. Past its massive body, she saw Falcon clutching at its foot. 
 
    Thank you, she mouthed, stabbing two fingers into her opponent’s eyes, causing it to shriek in pain, clutching at its face. Bone weary and trembling, her body in shock from all the pain, she pushed to a knee, then two, and finally, to her feet, staggering.  
 
    Several barbarians prowled close by, two of them fighting each other. Falcon was still on the ground, but now he held the very bone-handled dagger she’d been trying to get. With a flick of his wrist, he tossed it to her. Catching it, she stabbed down, severing the barbarian’s spine. Then, feeling a surge of adrenaline, she snapped the blade toward another barbarian as it charged Falcon. The blade entered its chest, sticking solid. Its knees faltered and it tripped over Falcon, tumbling headlong.  
 
    On hands and knees, Falcon crawled to the body, rolled it over, and yanked the blade out, once more tossing the weapon to Sonika.  
 
    Not a moment too soon, either, as two more barbarbians approached from each side, wielding long clubs. One swung at her and she ducked, but the second struck a moment later, cutting her legs out from under her. She went down hard, biting her tongue, watching as an enormous winged shape soared overhead. Something sprinkled across her face and into her mouth. It was gritty, crunching between her teeth. Like sand, she thought, perplexed, even as one of the barbarians raised its club to smash her in the face. Everything seemed to slow down, and she saw the blood streaming down its cheeks, clinging to his chin, falling, drops of crimson spraying like windblown rain.  
 
    The spatter sizzled on her cheeks and on the ground around her, spouting steam. Sonika frowned and the barbarian hesitated, its club hanging in midair.  
 
    The impact was so powerful Sonika skidded across the ground and then rolled, crashing into the corpse of one of the barbarians she’d killed. Where she’d lain a moment ago, something grew.  
 
    And grew and grew, until it stood taller than the barbarians all around it. With powerful back-bent legs and a body that seemed to be constructed from cracked stone interlaced with scars of fire, she knew this was a demon of the Void. It was no ally, but it was also no ally to her enemies.  
 
    “Falcon,” she shouted, once more fighting to her feet. “Get clear! Get clear!” 
 
    She turned tail and ran as the demon released a bellow.  
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    Whisper 
 
      
 
    What have I done? Whisper thought, her cheeks burning.  
 
    She refused to look at the brave soldiers standing around her. If not for Gwendolyn Storm’s quick actions, Goggin would be dead. No, she had not fired the arrow that would’ve killed him, but giving the command was much the same. And for what? To prove a point that traitors were not to be tolerated, that she ruled with a dragon-scaled fist? I’m just trying to protect my people, she thought, but her words rang false even to her own ears.  
 
    Goggin was not the enemy. Then who is? 
 
    She didn’t know anymore. “Empress?” someone said. “What is your command?” 
 
    There was still time to change her mind. The battle continued to rage, though it was clear it would not go in the Phanecian’s favor. But she could not back down. War had only ever brought heartache to Calypso.  
 
    “We wait,” she said. “We defend our borders.” 
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    Gwen 
 
      
 
    “It’s not enough,” Gwen said, watching as several monsters emerged from the ground, beating their massive chests and bellowing loud enough to rise over the cacophony of battle.  
 
    The barbarians threw themselves upon the newcomers, fighting tooth and nail. A dozen died. Then another dozen. Slowly, however, the monsters were subdued, torn apart by the sheer numbers of the Horde.  
 
    “No more sand,” Goggin said. “Let me down at the nearest barbarian.” 
 
    “What? No. You’ll be destroyed.” 
 
    “I’ll take three or four with me into the Void,” Goggin said.  
 
    Gwen shook her head. She could hear the desperation in his tone. This man wanted to die in the hopes that he would see Raven again. “You’re not going to die,” she said. “And when you do, you won’t end up in any Void.” 
 
    The large man chuckled. “I’m starting to like you, Orian, but seriously, let me down. I’ve got barbarians to bludgeon.” 
 
    “Fine,” Gwen agreed. “But I won’t leave your side.” 
 
    “No deal,” Goggin said. “I’m doing this alone.” 
 
    “Try to stop me.” 
 
    Goggin snorted. “Gods, you’re as stubborn as Raven was. As stubborn as her sisters too. And you’re riding a dragon. You sure one of your parents wasn’t a Sandes?” 
 
    “Dead sure.” 
 
    “Not dead yet,” Goggin said. “Fine. I’ll fight with you. But don’t even think about saving my life.” 
 
    Gwen grinned. “You either.” Siri, it’s time to fight aground. Are you ready? 
 
    I’m ready, my soul. 
 
    Siri’s wings tilted and she slid smoothly toward the ground, well away from the fighting. Again, Gwen searched the Forbidden Plains for any sign of the east-north alliance. She squinted, spotting someone. No, three someones, racing across the flatlands.  
 
    It can’t be, Gwen thought, her heromark lending distance and clarity to her sight. For it wasn’t Gareth Ironclad who ran toward the battle.  
 
    Gwen smiled.  
 
    It was the three nymph sisters, vines already snapping from their fingertips like whips.  
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    Those Who Slept 
 
      
 
    They hadn’t slept in days, but that didn’t matter. Sleep was something they enjoyed but didn’t need.  
 
    Colya had needed the most convincing, but May and Lina had been up to the task. In the end, it was her righteous anger at the burning of their forest that had tipped her scale of vengeance in the direction of the Horde. And once Colya had agreed to fight, she’d been the most relentless of the three, urging them to ever-greater speeds as they charged southward. 
 
    Now, she led them forth, watching the dragon land before them, dipping its heads so the Orian could dismount. Her eyes gleamed with strength and the marking on her cheek flared bright orange. “You’re late,” she said.  
 
    “Apologies,” Colya said. “We ran as fast as we could.” 
 
    “I’m joking,” Gwen said. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    Lina said, “They killed our sister.” 
 
    “Invaded our lands,” May added. 
 
    “And burned our forest,” Colya finished, her vine snapping with a crack.  
 
    Gwen nodded. “I understand. There are plenty of barbarians left for you to exact your revenge.” 
 
    “Good,” Colya said, striding forward, her sisters at her sides. Beneath her feet, roots burst through the soil, the ground crumbling away.  
 
    You could chase the nymphs from the forest, but you couldn’t take the forest from the nymphs.  
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    Zur 
 
      
 
    The Garzi leader didn’t know where these three women had come from, only that they were not human. Vines shot from their fingertips and roots grew beneath their feet, shooting upwards into large trunks that sprouted branches, thick and gnarled.  
 
    Strange magic, he thought, watching as one of the branches lashed out, impaling a barbarian through the chest, picking him up and shaking until he ripped into two pieces.  
 
    More than half of Zur’s army were dead, but these three women, along with the barrel-chested man and armored woman with the dragon, had given them new hope that they might still win the day.  
 
    Another barbarian was skewered, his mouth flying open in shock, while nearby a vine wrapped around another enemy’s throat, choking him to the ground.  
 
    Zur released a war cry and charged, rallying his warriors around him. He expected the Horde to retreat, but these barbarians didn’t seem to understand fear, meeting his soldiers head on with claw and tooth.  
 
    The violence was breathtaking, but Zur was no stranger to death, and if this was to be his last act, he would go out the way his daughter had all those years ago: with courage, fearless to the end. He didn’t want to die, but if he did, he would do it the right way.  
 
    You are my friend, he heard in his head. He saw her blue eye. As he fought, he smiled. As his men died, he smiled.  
 
    And you are mine, he replied as three barbarians surrounded him. One was gored by a tree branch, another was yanked away by a vine. The third took a slash from Zur’s large blade, but managed to slip through his defenses, sinking its teeth deep into his throat. He slashed helplessly at its side, but the blows held no power, his strength sapped.  
 
    Now you go to your daughter, Lisbeth told him. She is in the stars, and soon you shall be too. I am sorry, my friend. 
 
    Don’t be, for you reminded me of what I am. What I should always be. 
 
    Goodbye. 
 
    Zur died, and his was a glorious end.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    He watched Lisbeth mourn the loss of her friend. Roan had known there would be death on this day, but it was still hard to accept, especially when he knew he could save so many.  
 
    The Garzi were dying, as were the Phanecians and Terans. Gwen and Siri had, to Roan’s utmost surprise, been joined by three wood nymphs, but already the Horde were flocking toward them by the thousands. Eventually, they would be overcome. The Calypsians had appeared to the east across the Spear, but showed no signs of joining the battle.  
 
    We need greater numbers, Roan thought. If I can heal those still alive… 
 
    Maybe there was still hope.  
 
    “Strengthen me,” he commanded the halfmarked. They’d already used their power to strengthen Lisbeth so she could bring the Garzi army down from the north. Next, when the Horde swarmed them, they’d lent strength to Sir Dietrich, which was the only reason any of them were still alive. His sword moved like lightning, struck like thunder, felling foe after foe, the bodies piling up around them. Powered by Shae and Erric, the swordmarked knight was an entire army unto himself.  
 
    Still, the barbarians kept coming. They were spattered in blood and gore, and Roan could hear the cries of the dying, eclipsed only by the silence of the dead he’d already failed.  
 
    I need to save them. 
 
    “Shae,” he said, louder now. “Lend me your strength. Please.” 
 
    The young girl bit her lip, refusing to look at him. 
 
    “Erric?” Roan tried next, but the man merely leaned on one of his crutches, still clutching Shae’s hand. He looked away, watching Sir Dietrich end life after life.  
 
    And Roan understood. They would not use the last of their strength to help him, not if they might need to use it to destroy the fatemarked leader of the Horde.  
 
    Perhaps that’s the right thing to do, he thought, though he hated himself for it. Gwen would die, as would Lisbeth and Sir Dietrich. 
 
    Rhea’s daughter too, the very thought clamping down like a vise around his heart. Was this really the way things were meant to end? Was this really the Western Oracle’s plan all along? To bring all surviving fatemarked to this place, this time, only to have them destroyed in the name of peace? Why give the final fatemark, the peacemark, to a newborn babe only to cut off her life before she’d known true happiness or sadness, peace or war, love or hate.  
 
    No, nothing about it felt right. The Western Oracle wasn’t the woman Roan had expected her to be, but she wasn’t evil either.  
 
    She was merely human, as imperfect and flawed as any of them.  
 
    “Wait,” Roan said. “Please wait.” 
 
    Shae nodded, finally meeting his eyes. “We cannot wait much longer, else all be lost.” 
 
    “I know,” Roan said. He looked toward the north, praying for any sign of Gareth.  
 
    Seeing only empty plains.  
 
    “Lisbeth,” he said. “Can you locate our allies to the east?” 
 
    “I will try,” she whispered.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Along the Spear 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    His blood felt supercharged as they raced through the night along the edge of the river. He’d lent several of his fastest steeds to the northerners—Annise and Tarin, Christoff and Mona, and Zelda—who now rode with his cavalry. The rest of the legionnaires, as well as the northern infantry, would march through the night.  
 
    The reason for the delay had been the Horde. Not the whole of it, but a small group that had fought them on the bridge for hours. The memory of the battle continued to burn through his mind like a wildfire. He’d never faced a foe as merciless as this one. Their eyes were devoid of humanity, of compassion, killing as much for the sport of it as anything else.  
 
    And they had killed. Many. Gareth frowned at the memory. He’d lost several hundred. The northerners had lost fewer, but a greater percentage of their overall number. All at the hands of less than a hundred barbarians.  
 
    Ore save us all, he thought. Facing thousands of barbarians would take an army of tens of thousands. He only hoped they wouldn’t be too late.  
 
    General Jormundar rode at his side, mounted on a beautiful white steed, its back, flanks and head armored with light Orian-forged steel. “Your Highness,” he shouted across the staccato beat of dozens of horse hooves. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Gareth’s eyes met his for a moment before the roughness of the terrain thrust them away. “I don’t want your apologies,” Gareth said. “Only your sword.” 
 
    “You shall have it,” the proud Orian said. “It will be an honor to fight by your side.” 
 
    More than anything else, it was this man’s words that gave Gareth hope that people could change.  
 
    He just hoped the cost of change wasn’t greater than what they had left.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    “I think this horse is evil,” Annise muttered, cringing as another heavy bump shook her backside.  
 
    “Why is that?” Tarin asked. He was astride a massive stallion that had been loaned to him by Gareth Ironclad himself. Despite its size, the horse was beginning to labor under the weight of his body and armor.  
 
    “It seems intent on bruising my entire body,” Annise said, her teeth clacking together. 
 
    “Look on the bright side. I will nurse you back to health when this is all over.”  
 
    Under normal circumstances, Annise would’ve jumped at such an offer. Despite Tarin’s abundance of muscle and the magnitude of his stature, he excelled at pampering, always knowing when she needed a warm bath, hearty meal, or foot massage. But now, with her very bones aching and her muscles growing angrier by the second, all she could say was, “Urgh.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” Tarin grinned. Somehow he seemed unaffected by the rough ride, and Annise had to admit she hated him just a little for it.  
 
    “Distract me,” she said. “That’s what I need.” It wasn’t only a distraction from riding a horse that she needed. Their losses at the Bridge of Triumph had been severe. She was proud of her people—though they were smaller in number than the easterners, they’d led the charge on the Horde.  
 
    “Hmm,” Tarin mused. “My tongue isn’t long enough to tickle your earlobe.” 
 
    Annise was in too much pain to be amused. “Tell me a story.” 
 
    “There once was a princess who became a queen…” 
 
    “A different story.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me a story,” Tarin countered. “Something scary.” 
 
    Annise considered the request. The only truly scary stories she knew involved her father. And he was the last person she wanted to talk about right now. And yet, she couldn’t seem to stop thinking about him. Her memories of him were like a glass half-filled with water and oil. A line had formed between each memory. For all her father’s faults, he hadn’t been a foolish man. Misguided, prone to selfishness, yes, but not stupid.  
 
    “My father once told me something,” she said, thinking about those who had lost their lives on the bridge.  
 
    “Your father?” She could hear the surprise in his tone.  
 
    “Yes. It was something my grandfather had told him. He said it to my brother back before he became the champion jouster in all the north.” Sadness formed in her throat at the thought of Archer, but she swallowed it down. “My father asked Archer why he walked defeated before the battle was fought. At the time, I thought it was an arrogant statement by an arrogant man, but now I think I was clouded by anger and disappointment. His words ring true now. All this time we’ve assumed the Horde would overcome us, would defeat us. Even now, we charge into battle because it’s the honorable thing to do, but in our hearts we assume defeat.” 
 
    Tarin seemed to consider her words, and then said, “You’re right. The Horde is too great a force. Even if all the Four Kingdoms unite as one, we cannot defeat them.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Annise said. “So long as we have strength in our bones, the day can still be won. But we must do whatever it takes.” 
 
    She saw the understanding in his eyes. “I will. I swear it.” 
 
    “Me too,” she said. “And if we survive this night, you can be my nursemaid for an entire year if you want.” 
 
    “Deal,” Tarin said, but Annise barely heard him because a shout had issued from one of the other riders. She squinted ahead, seeing something strange. A wall of gray to the southwest, blocking visibility more than a few miles.  
 
    “The Horde,” Annise said. “We’ve caught them. Can I speak to your monster?” 
 
    Tarin frowned. “Not yet. I should wait until—” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Tarin took a deep breath, and then his jaw firmed up, his teeth grinding together. “Yes. I’ve opened up communication.” 
 
    “Hello, monster,” Annise said. “I have a favor to ask: Kill them. Kill them all.” 
 
    Tarin grimaced, but then nodded. With a clank, he slammed his shield down over his face. 
 
    Annise knew it was unkind, but she also knew they would all become monsters before the sun rose again. They might as well accept it early.  
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    Rhea 
 
      
 
    Rhea watched with awe as the markings on her daughter’s skin grew brighter and brighter, until she could no longer make out the individual designs. Noura did not cry, as content as if she were back in her bassinet.  
 
    “What’s happening to her?” Grey asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Rhea said, shielding her eyes with one hand. Looking upon her daughter was like trying to stare directly at the noonday sun.  
 
    “Look!” Grey said, pointing into the distance, where the light was pouring over the land. 
 
    The wall of fog began to diminish, pushed back by the babe’s fierce light. A castle appeared. To the east of it was a strange forest that seemed to be…moving. Rhea frowned, not remembering having ever heard of a wood in this part of the west. All around the city were the signs of battle: bodies strewn about, weapons discarded, men and women locked in struggle with massive white-skinned barbarians… 
 
    They stopped. All of them, turning southward to look— 
 
    “Oh shite,” Grey muttered. He stepped in front of Rhea just as several of the Horde broke away from the main battle and charged toward them.  
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    Dietrich 
 
      
 
    He was death incarnate, spinning, slashing, plunging his sword through thick bone and layered muscle, ending the lives of the monstrous vermin that had infested their lands. Being strengthened by the halfmarked was like nothing he’d ever felt before, and he felt as if he could defeat the entire Horde on his own. 
 
    Until he couldn’t.  
 
    His energy flagged as the halfmarked’s magic wore off, leaving him feeling faint, although his swordmark continued to pulse in the center of his back. Three more barbarians broke through. One wielded a spiked club, whipping it toward his head with incredible speed. He managed to duck, stabbing it through the gut, his blade exiting out the creature’s back and severing its spine. It was all he could do to wrench his sword back out before the next attack came from the side.  
 
    He hit the barbarian in the mouth with his sword hilt, blood bursting from its blunt-looking nose. He spun back the other way to remove the head from the third barbarian’s neck, but was a split-second too slow to leap away from the second foe, which had recovered from the blow to the face to leap atop his back.  
 
    Dietrich was saved by the light, which seemed to swallow the world whole, chasing the gray mist. The barbarian released him, drawn away by what appeared to be a new sun rising from the south. Dietrich, on the other hand, knew exactly what it was: 
 
    Noura. 
 
    He stabbed the barbarian through the heart and took off running, only a step ahead of the barbarians that followed. 
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    While everyone else looked to the south toward the light of the peacemark, Roan looked north, where the fog was lifting, chased away by the fatemarked child. 
 
    He didn’t need Lisbeth to locate the easterners, for they were riding with speed across what was left of the Forbidden Plains, almost a hundred strong. And at their head:  
 
    “Gareth,” Roan breathed. Speaking the name almost felt like a prayer.  
 
    Several of the barbarians charged south, and Roan felt a pang of fear for Rhea and her daughter. At the same time, he saw Sir Dietrich a step ahead of them. Lisbeth Lorne was moving in that direction too. They moved with purpose, certainty.  
 
    What is my purpose? he wondered. This was the greatest battle the Four Kingdoms had ever seen and he was no warrior. Now that their protector, Sir Dietrich, was gone, they were surrounded by barbarians who were locked in battle with Phanecians and Terans, easterners and northerners. He felt lost.  
 
    Roan turned back to locate his sister and her daughter, but his gaze landed on another form, a thick knot of muscle and fur high atop the Southron Gates. Roan immediately knew what—who—it was. He could sense the great man in bear form was watching him, too, waiting for him to do…something. But what? What I was born to do, he thought. He watched Bear Blackboots, long-lived son of the Western Oracle, for a moment longer before his eyes darted to his niece in the distance. He wondered whether Bear knew his mother was here with them, watching over the battle with keen interest.  
 
    But when he looked back to the top of the wall, the bear was gone, as Roan had imagined him.  
 
    He gritted his teeth and prepared for his next act. 
 
    There was only one thing he could do. 
 
    He turned toward the halfmarked again. “Strengthen me,” he said again. “I can save so many lives.” For the first time since this battle began, he felt the light of hope, borne from the flesh of a newborn babe held in its mother’s arms.  
 
    Peace was not only possible, it was within their grasp.  
 
    Shae and Erric looked at each other uncertainly. Looked back at him. “I’m sorry,” Shae said. “The painmarked still lives. Until he’s dead…” 
 
    Roan was tempted to unleash his healing power now, regardless of whether he received any support from the halfmarked. Instead, he returned his gaze toward the north, where the eastern cavalry and their northern allies were cutting their way through the thin forest that had sprung up. He could see the impact they were having, but it wasn’t enough. Finally, the Four Kingdoms had rallied together, and they were still outnumbered and losing.  
 
    And then he remembered Bane, and he knew: 
 
    I have to find him. 
 
    Without considering the danger all around him, Roan took off, his lifemark pulsing slightly as it searched for the dark to its light.  
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    Gwen 
 
      
 
    A heromarked Orian, three angry wood nymphs, and a dragon. I never thought I’d see the day, Gwen thought, stringing two arrows at once. She fitted them at odd angles, her mark guiding her fingers as she released them. Two more barbarians died. Nearby, several other enemies had surrounded one of the trees, setting it on fire. High in the branches was one of the nymphs, coughing as the smoke filled her lungs.  
 
    Gwen leapt forward, climbing the back of one of the torch-bearing barbarians, jumping high enough to grab one of the unscathed branches. She swung, releasing at the perfect moment to shoot higher, landing deftly feet first on another branch. It was thin, but she balanced easily, dancing along it, gaining enough speed to run up the trunk, kicking off and performing a backflip that allowed her to reach the nymph.  
 
    The smoke stung her eyes, billowing in thick black clouds now. “Can you create two vines?” she asked. 
 
    The nymph only coughed in response, but managed a nod.  
 
    “Good. On my mark.” Siri? 
 
    Yes, my soul.  
 
    A little help? 
 
    I’m coming. 
 
    “One, two…” On three, vines sprung from the nymph’s fingertips, curling around the branch and tying themselves tight. Gwen grabbed one and the nymph grabbed the other and then they swung down, down, down, their feet barely skirting the grasp of the flames as they climbed higher, and then they were free of the burning tree, arcing out into empty air with nowhere to land until— 
 
    With a shriek, Siri emerged from the trees and they released the vines, landing atop her back. Gwen reached out quickly, grabbing the nymph’s leafy shoulder, dragging her back just before she toppled off.  
 
    “Thank you,” the girl breathed.  
 
    “You can grow me a tree in return. Back in Ironwood.” 
 
    Siri ducked under a branch and then cut sharply to the left to avoid a tree that sprung up out of nowhere.  
 
    It was the next tree that got her.  
 
    The branch slammed into her neck, cracking under the force. Still, it was enough to throw her flight off-kilter and she twisted in the air. Another branch slashed through her wing, severing the broad flap of leather, air rushing through the breach. She clawed at the foliage, trying to hang onto something, but it was too late.  
 
    Gwen reached for the nymph to try to secure her, but missed, and then they were both falling. Part of Siri’s tail snapped out desperately like a whip and Gwen’s heart sank when it pierced the forest dweller’s fragile frame, the breath rushing out of her as she gasped.  
 
    Feeling ill, Gwen barely managed to contort her body in midair, landing on her feet but letting her knees buckle so she rolled. Nearby, Siri’s body crashed hard into the base of another tree, which snapped, teetering thrice before coming down on Gwendolyn, who covered her head with her arms.  
 
    Luckily, the trunk missed, though one of the larger branches held her leg tight against the ground. Siri! she cried. Are you hurt? 
 
    I’m…the two legger is not breathing. 
 
    It wasn’t your fault. It was— 
 
    Gwen stopped, sensing something different in the air. The mist was back, concentrated in this area, roiling over the land like smoke. A presence seemed to follow in its wake, a shadow she felt deep within her core, like the promise of great violence.  
 
    Siri, watch out. Get out of here. Fly. Fly! 
 
    My soul? 
 
    Gwen fought at the heavy branch, but without any leverage, her heromark was useless.  
 
    That’s when she heard the roar of her soul. Not in anger or determination. 
 
    No, this was a roar of pain.  
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    Helmuth 
 
      
 
    All it took was the barest of touches on the dragon’s tail, his fingertips resting lightly against it. The creature bellowed its pain for all the world to hear. Helmuth had to admit, the creature was impressive. In this kind of pain, it was magnificent, its two heads snapping back and forth in agony.  
 
    And then something incredible happened.  
 
    While it writhed, a third head sprouted between the first two, bursting forth from its scales, shooting skyward. Its neck was longer than the other two heads and it had red eyes burning with malevolence.  
 
    For just a moment, Helmuth lost his concentration, but it was enough of a lapse for the dragon to launch itself from its haunches, springing away. It tried to fly, but the damage it had sustained to its wing only allowed it to glide a distance away, crushing humans and barbarians under its landing. It ran in a jolting, lumbering way, sweeping its tail back and forth, devastating anything in its path. 
 
    And then it was gone, leaving the battle well behind.  
 
    Helmuth took a moment to appreciate the force of destruction he’d just witnessed before turning back toward the tree now pinning the fatemarked woman. An Orian, he thought, watching her struggle futilely.  
 
    “Hello,” he said. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” the Orian said. “I cannot hear her.” There was a hollow aspect to her tone that spoke of the numbness of suffering a great loss.  
 
    “I set her free,” Helmuth said. He was aware of the battle raging around him. His Horde was winning, as he expected, though this group of defenders had proven stauncher than he’d given them credit for. They were full of surprises, not the least of which was the light bursting from the south, chasing away his fog of fear. His Horde would soon snuff it out, whatever it was.  
 
    “You evil bastard,” the woman said. She continued to work at the branch, though her efforts were having no effect.  
 
    “Bastard? No. Sometimes I wish I was. Maybe everything would be different if I hadn’t had a claim on the northern throne at all. That might’ve been better than having it stolen from me. Alas, you cannot change your birthright.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Want? Nothing. Only for you and all the rest to die. Only for these lands to be razed to the ground. All I want is destruction, for I have been destroyed so many times myself. But never again.” 
 
    He stepped forward, shoving branches and leaves out of his way. The Orian kicked at him with her free foot, and he was impressed by her unwillingness to give up, fighting to the last. It was almost a shame to end such a warrior. Almost.  
 
    He drew his sword, inspecting her armor for weaknesses. He could plunge the blade through her eye, he supposed, though it would be a pity to devastate such a lovely face. No, he would try to go through the plate. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on him as he lifted the sword.  
 
    “You are going to die,” she said.  
 
    “We all die,” Helmuth said, and then he brought the blade down. 
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    Gwen 
 
      
 
    A part of her felt cored out, but not because of this man’s sword. The blade impacted her plate with a shriek, glancing away. She took the opportunity to kick him in the face, grabbing his ankle with her hands and twisting hard. A jolt of pain coursed through her at the touch, but was then severed as he cried out and fell, swiftly rolling out of reach.  
 
    He stood gingerly, inspecting the yew and iron bands strapped to his legs. When his eyes met hers again, gone was the easy confidence, replaced with fury.  
 
    “You’re like all the others,” he said. “You think I’m a cripple, don’t you? Don’t you!?” 
 
    Gwen didn’t know what to make of this new line of inquiry, but anything to keep him talking, for she’d just spotted a welcome face through the foliage. Gareth Ironclad pressed a finger to his lips as he crept closer.  
 
    The Horde leader picked up a spear. Gwen tried not to give away her fear, for this was Orian steel. Time was running out… Hurry, she urged Gareth in her mind.  
 
    The man tossed the spear back and forth from one hand to the other. “Let’s try this one more time,” he said.  
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “I don’t need luck. I have created my own fate.” 
 
    “You don’t create fate. It just is.” 
 
    He laughed but stepped closer, now within striking distance. Gwen weighed her options. If she could keep him talking long enough for Gareth to sneak up behind him… 
 
    But this man was no fool, and the strike came without preamble or warning, the Orian spear tip thrust through her armor like a knife through butter, entering her flesh, sliding between her ribs, penetrating deep.  
 
    Gwen gasped, alternating spots of shadow and light dancing across her vision. She tried to speak, to say something, anything, to shout for Gareth to run but everything was fading and she closed her eyes so she didn’t have to watch anymore of her friends die.  
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    Gareth 
 
      
 
    My fault, Gareth thought. He could’ve moved quicker, but he’d thought he had more time.  
 
    His guilt morphed into anger and he crashed forward through the foliage, bringing his sword to bear. The man spun like he was made of wind, catching Gareth’s wrist before he could strike, prying his fingers open one at a time until the blade fell from his grasp. 
 
    And then came the pain, like pins stuck under his fingernails, twisting, stabbing, bringing him to his knees.  
 
    Gareth could think of nothing as his body spasmed. Another bolt hit him and his eyes flew open wide enough to see the spiked ball arcing like a falling silver star. 
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    Tarin 
 
      
 
    The Morningstar would’ve taken the man’s head from his shoulders, but he ducked. The force of the momentum almost yanked Tarin’s arm from his socket as the spiked ball crashed into leaf and branch, ripping it to shreds.  
 
    The man—Helmuth Gäric, Tarin knew—lashed out, grabbing the chain, jerking it hard and almost pulling Tarin off his feet.  
 
    “No!” a voice screamed and then Annise was there, smashing her Evenstar into her uncle’s back, knocking him off balance.  
 
    Until that moment, Tarin was still just Tarin, mostly. But seeing the love of his life, the fierce warrior that she was, risking herself for him reminded him of the promise he’d made her.  
 
    He couldn’t be Tarin anymore, not only, not if they were going to win the day.  
 
    For the first time since the fateful day he was cursed with life, Tarin Sheary gave himself over to the monster. 
 
    Entirely. 
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    Her uncle’s back arched and she expected him to fall, but he didn’t, managing to leap a branch and dive through the leaves, vanishing amidst the undergrowth.  
 
    She turned to check on Tarin, only to find him charging like a bull after her uncle, his Morningstar trailing like a deadly tail.  
 
    The Orian woman wasn’t moving, but Annise placed her fingers before her lips anyway. Weak breaths brushed her skin.  
 
    Next she checked Gareth, who was curled up in the fetal position, muttering under his breath. “Are you hurt?” she asked. More muttering. She didn’t see any visible wounds, but she’d seen the way his body had convulsed at her uncle’s touch. “I’ll come back for you. Rest. I’m going to get help.” 
 
    She climbed back out of the mess of the fallen tree and into the light. As far as she could tell, it was still night, but the battlefield was as bright as midday, the light coming from somewhere southward, just before the massive wall that separated the west from Phanes.  
 
    What she saw took her breath away.  
 
    Her uncle stood amidst the Horde, which still numbered in the thousands.  
 
    Facing them were a familiar few, undaunted by the multitude gathered against them: 
 
    Tarin Sheary. Zelda Gäric. Christoff Metz. Mona Sheary.  
 
    Annise strode over to them, catching the eye of her aunt. “He’s my brother,” Zelda said. “He’s my responsibility.” 
 
    Annise shook her head. “We do this together. All of us.” 
 
    Behind them, every Phanecian, Teran, easterner or northerner still alive flocked to support them. Annise glanced back. Though they were now outnumbered four to one, she didn’t doubt their chances for a single moment.  
 
    “Attack!” she shouted, and the battle began anew.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-One 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Felix 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    Lisbeth flew, rocketing ahead of the barbarians and Sir Dietrich, reaching Rhea Loren and Grey Arris and their child. She could see directly into the babe’s soul, which was bursting with energy, so bright she had to look away.  
 
    “They are too many,” Grey Arris said. “Even with Dietrich, we will lose this battle.” 
 
    “If Noura dies, all is lost,” Rhea said, her voice full of conviction. She continued to cradle the child in her arms, a mother to the end.  
 
    Lisbeth glanced back to find Dietrich almost upon them, the Horde at his heels, running on all fours, loping along like bears.  
 
    “I can draw help to us,” Lisbeth said, considering the options. “The Calypsians are on the other side of the Spear. But they have to agree to come to me.” 
 
    “They won’t,” Rhea said. “They refuse to get involved.” 
 
    “I must try.” 
 
    “What if there is another army that will come?” The question came from Grey Arris, his brow furrowed in contemplation. Sir Dietrich skidded to a stop a small distance away, spinning on his heels and slamming his sword into the closest barbarian, whirling it back around to slash another. It wasn’t enough, the remainder flowing around him like water passing an object in a stream.  
 
    “Tell me,” Lisbeth said quickly. “Who is left? Who will come?” 
 
    Grey Arris stepped forward, his blade hand raised and at the ready. “The pirates in the Burning Sea,” he said. “They will come. Find Kyla Smithers.” 
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    Kyla 
 
      
 
    The open sea had almost always been good to her. Yes, on occasion it had taken from her—her father, her daughter—but that was the way of the world, not the sea. This was where she belonged.  
 
    Rut that bastard, she thought. Rut him to the bottom of the ocean. 
 
    Kyla didn’t truly hate Grey Arris—they’d shared too much living for that—but it didn’t stop her from cursing his name a dozen times a day. The worst thing wasn’t that he’d chosen Rhea Loren over her—she was a queen, after all, so what chance did Kyla stand?—but that he’d patronized her with talk of returning to Talis and finding the boy she’d once fallen in love with. Kyla knew, however, that love was a priceless, shattered vase, and once you dropped it there was no way to restore it to its original value.  
 
    No, she was done with men for a while. Though many thought of the sea as a woman—‘a nasty ol’ bitch,’ many of them like to call her—Kyla had always thought of it as something without gender, encompassing the whole of human emotion between the calm, patient swell of its tides and the fearsome, angry storms that dragged many-a-ship into its depths.  
 
    She squinted, watching the storm to the west. It was gaining strength and she knew they’d be wise to avoid it. She was just about to give the order to turn on a southeasterly bearing when she felt the tingle. It started on the back of her neck but swiftly made its way into her skull. It wasn’t unpleasant like a headache but was strange nonetheless.  
 
    And yet not as strange as the voice that came on its heels. Kyla Smithers? 
 
    A string of creative curses one could only learn at sea amongst a pack of crude seamen slipped from her lips. Because she knew that voice. 
 
    She knew that voice. She’d heard it once before, during the battle in the Bloody Canyons. It had preceded the images of the barbarians swarming the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    The Four Kingdoms she wanted nothing else to do with, full of too many painful memories. All she wanted was to sail toward the sunset in search of a different life—one that wasn’t hers.  
 
    “Leave me alone,” she muttered. Several of the sailors raised their eyebrows at her on account of the cursing and talking to herself. 
 
    You don’t have to respond out loud. 
 
    This better? 
 
    We need your help. 
 
    We? 
 
    Yes. All of us. The Horde are here. They are strong and great in number. 
 
    Despite herself, Kyla’s heart sank. Though she’d turned her back on the Four Kingdoms and Grey Arris, she didn’t want either of them to be destroyed. Then again… She frowned. Did Grey ask you to contact me? 
 
    Yes. But please, we must hurry. They are here and I don’t have long.  
 
    Grey asked for her. Though she fought the feeling, a sprig of hope grew leaves in her heart. The battle has begun? 
 
    It will be over soon if we don’t stem the tide. 
 
    Kyla didn’t understand what she was asking of her. We are many miles from land. There’s nothing we can do.  
 
    I can bring you here. I can draw you. 
 
    What does that even mean? 
 
    It means I need you to do something for me. 
 
    What? 
 
    Convince your sailors to come, to give their minds to me. It will only take a few moments. 
 
    Kyla didn’t know what to say to that, but she knew the woman known as Lisbeth Lorne was no normal woman. She was soulmarked, her power as enigmatic as Grey’s sister’s. What about my ship? 
 
    Your soul is tied to it. It will come too if you let it. Now please, hurry! Her voice took on an out-of-breath airiness. They are upon us! 
 
    I’ll do it. Give me thirty ticks.  
 
    She clapped her hands thrice and then drew her sword, naturally shifting into her ‘pirate voice’. “Men! Long’ve ye served me father, the nastiest captain in the Burnin’ Sea. An’ now ye serve me. Obey me command an’ prepare fer war.” The men looked around at each other, but Kyla knew there wasn’t time to explain everything. Hell, she didn’t even know everything. “When the blue eye calls ye, answer it or ye’ll end up alone in the drink.” 
 
    With that, Kyla raised her weapon and thought to Lisbeth, They will come. Do it. 
 
    She felt the pull and she gave herself into it.  
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    Grey 
 
      
 
    Grey leapt forward, barely avoiding a heavy fist from one of the barbarians as it tried to use its knuckles as a hammer. He’d grown up a street rat, and knew how to win a fight like this: 
 
    Fight dirty.  
 
    He spun and kicked the barbarian hard in the kneecap, dropping into a crouch in the same motion, scooping up a handful of dirt and tossing it into the creature’s eyes. It bellowed and scratched at its face, but Grey was already aiming another kick—this one for its midsection. He didn’t know whether it was a male or female, or even if it had the same…parts…as a human, but it seemed worth a shot. His foot connected solidly and the creature doubled over, clutching itself. He opened its throat with a slash from his dagger hand, splashing him with ichor.  
 
    Foul, he thought, rating the moment number two on the most disgusting moments of his life, sandwiched right in between popping the tentacled sea monster’s eye and brawling with the nude vampire mermaids known as the Drahma. 
 
    He spun about, locating Rhea, who had backtracked with their sun-bright daughter cradled in one arm. In the other hand she held a dagger, its steely glint mirroring the look in her eye. He’d never loved her more than in that moment, the emotion eclipsed only by his fear of losing she and Noura. 
 
    I won’t let that happen, he thought, searching for Lisbeth as he ran to cut off a barbarian charging toward Rhea. Something about their daughter’s inner light seemed to be attracting them, drawing them like moths to a flame.  
 
    The barbarian was so focused on his target that Grey managed to stab thrice into its back before it turned to take a swipe at him. He ducked, slashing across its thick ankle, severing the tendons he assumed were important. It stumbled and fell. Grey kicked it in the head on his way toward Dietrich, who’d caught up once again and was giving the barbarians all they could handle with his sword, which was naught but a blur as he slashed and stabbed.  
 
    Grey spotted Lisbeth, whose blue eye was shining fiercely as she concentrated on something distant, oblivious to the raging battle around her. He didn’t want to break her concentration, but needed to know what was happening—whether any help was coming. “Is Kyla coming?” he shouted.  
 
    Lisbeth responded with one word, spoken in his mind:  
 
    Yes. 
 
    The ship, the Jewel II, didn’t so much appear as explode into being, like a great act of cataclysmic creation. Where only a moment ago the space had been occupied by two dozen barbarians trying to breach the waning defenses of a swordmarked knight and a one-armed pirate, now there was slick, barnacle-crusted wood and massive salt-stained sails. Several of the barbarians imploded, their bodies unable to handle the pressure of such a large object shoving them. The event quickly rose to the top of Grey’s list but he didn’t care for he’d already scanned the ship’s decks and spotted Kyla clambering over the side and sliding down a rope she’d slung to the ground. Dozens of pirates followed, men Grey had fought with.  
 
    Kyla dropped the last few feet, landing in a crouch and looking just like the warrior that she was.  
 
    There was nothing Grey could say, but, “Thank you.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it for you,” Kyla said, glancing over his shoulder, where Rhea continued to protect their child. “I did it for everyone else.” 
 
    With that, she spun back toward the pirates and led them into battle.  
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    Ennis 
 
      
 
    This world of darkness and terror suited Ennis just fine, for it was the world he lived in now. Though he knew the pain Helmuth Gäric had bestowed upon him had long faded, the echoes of it rang out from time to time, and he’d grown to fear them.  
 
    But he didn’t fear Helmuth—not anymore. He only feared who the man might hurt next if he didn’t stop him.  
 
    Ennis had spent most of the battle skirting the fringes, picking off those barbarians who were isolated. It wasn’t an honorable way of killing, he knew, but he’d finally realized there was no honor in war, and death was death regardless of the manner of the act.  
 
    All that was left was his goal. After that, he would welcome death in any form, so long as those he cared about were alive.  
 
    He drew his sword slowly from the barbarian’s back, not seeing the blood dribbling from the fatal wound because he was looking past it at the man surrounded by his Horde. The easterners and northerners were gathered against them, but they stood little chance. The only hope was to kill the man responsible for it all.  
 
    Ennis dropped to a crouch, using corpses as cover, watching as Helmuth retreated to a safer position. It wasn’t cowardliness that prompted the move, but tactics. This man knew he was the key to victory, and he wouldn’t give his own life if it meant defeat.  
 
    He came closer, his Horde streaming around him, off to claim their prize of blood.  
 
    Ennis stood, approaching on silent feet. 
 
    Helmuth’s mist was roiling around him, its nightmarish spread prevented only by the bright light that had appeared to the south. The mist curled around his ankle and he shuddered, fighting off the images that tried to shove their way into his mind. Heads mounted on spikes. Rivers of blood. A dead boy, Leo. A dead woman, Rhea. He stood over them, his blade dripping.  
 
    No! he wanted to scream. I wouldn’t. I would never.  
 
    Helmuth Gäric turned and smiled. “I knew you’d be back,” he said. “They always come back once they’ve tasted the fires of pain. Pain is like a drug, addicting. I can offer you more, if you wish. Fight for me and I’ll give you what you want.” 
 
    Ennis didn’t want more pain, did he?  
 
    He bit his lip and fought back tears, the truth so obvious to him now. Yes, I do. That’s why I’m here. Not to kill this man or to save my friends and family. I came to hurt. 
 
    Because then, maybe, he wouldn’t have to feel anything else.  
 
    He nodded a moment before the pain started, stabbing his toes and working its way up his legs, wrapping itself around him like rope, tightening, tightening, until the world was red and black and licking flames.  
 
    “Kill them,” Helmuth said. “Kill them all.” 
 
    He wanted to, so they could all feel this glorious pain, which was the only thing he needed now. He charged into the fray, his blade slashing through barbarian and human both, content to inflict pain wherever he could.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    His lifemark led him toward death. The light streaming across the land from Noura’s peacemark made it easier, the shadows of the night chased away by a brightness more familiar to noonday than midnight. All he had to do was search for the shadows that remained, watching for the places they shouldn’t be, folded and pressed together like thick woolen blankets.  
 
    A wall of corpses caught his attention. Though the number of the dead was swiftly rising, this was an enormous collection for any battle. Seeing so many dead made Roan cringe, but he tried to focus on those still living. Saving them was what drove him.  
 
    And there was no mistaking the shadows that seemed to crest the hill like a dark mound.  
 
    Like he’d done so many months ago on the plague-infested island known as Dragon’s Breath, Roan began to climb the pile of bodies.  
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    Bane 
 
      
 
    Beyond Bane’s shadows the day was unnaturally bright, though he couldn’t seem to locate the sun in the sky.  
 
    How long have I been unconscious? he wondered, blinking. His body ached, but none of his injuries felt mortal. All around him were the dead eyes of brutish barbarian corpses. He remembered killing them, but it wasn’t enough. There were too many. He had the desire to gather his strength and vanish from this place so he wouldn’t have to look upon his own failure. After all he’d done, he couldn’t bear the thought of it ending like this.  
 
    He cocked his head to the side, finally realizing the dull sounds of war were in the background. It’s not over? He didn’t think to wonder how that was possible when the night was long gone. Instead, he shoved to his feet, clamped his dagger between his teeth, and began to climb out of the fortress of the dead he’d built himself.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    Bodies shifted under his feet. Twice he stumbled, using pale-skinned arms and legs as foot and handholds. “Light and dark. Life and death,” he muttered under his breath. “Same coin. Two sides.” In his mind, he saw the coin spinning end over end. He’d always thought it could only land on one of two sides, which was why he’d thought of Bane as the enemy for so long. But now he saw a third possibility, watching as the coin landed on its narrow side, refusing to fall in either direction.  
 
    In real life, such a thing might be impossible, but theirs was a world of ancient magic, their markings forged by the gods, who were neither good nor evil. And our fates are not determined by them, nor by the Western Oracle. We make our own fates. 
 
    He reached the top, his arms and legs smeared with barbarian blood.  
 
    And he looked at himself.  
 
    For just a moment, he saw his own face through the shadowy shroud. He saw his own desires, fears and hopes cast in a different, darker light. “Bane,” he said.  
 
    “Roan.” 
 
    “You’re alive.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What happens next?” Roan asked. He was so used to trying to convince Bane how to act, what to do, that the question seemed like it had come from another. Yet he knew it was the question he should’ve been asking the deathmarked boy the entire time.  
 
    “How many unfilled portions remain on my mark?” Bane asked, though Roan was certain he already knew the answer. Bane bowed slightly so Roan could get a good look.  
 
    “Two,” Roan said. 
 
    “That’s your answer. Two rulers must die, one way or another. Only then can there be peace. Look.” 
 
    Atop the pile of the dead, Roan turned to cast his eyes over the killing fields. It was covered with the bodies of barbarians and humans alike, the dead now outnumbering the living. The fiercest fighting continued near the edge of the unnatural forest, where a large tree had collapsed.  
 
    Two rulers must die, one way or another. 
 
    Roan, finally, knew exactly what he needed to do.  
 
    “Will you help me?” he asked, turning back to Bane.  
 
    The boy’s eyes misted over and he nodded. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Two 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Felix 
 
    Tarin Sheary 
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    He was not Tarin Sheary, nor some monster, but a new creation, feeding on violence like a crow on carrion.  
 
    A circle of empty space had formed around him, and any who breached its edges met the steel spikes of the Morningstar’s three skulls. Locating him was as easy as looking for where the bodies were piled thickest.  
 
    The man he most wanted to inflict violence on had eluded him thus far, but he was tireless in his pursuit, killing any who stood in his way. Something was screaming, but he knew it was coming from deep inside him, or perhaps from his own lips. Nothing to concern himself with.  
 
    Ten barbarians charged at once, raging bulls of fury. He smashed two in short succession with his spiked balls and then lowered his head and barreled into a third, picking it up and slamming it down onto a fourth. The fifth slashed harmlessly across his Orian-forged adamantine armor with its claws, which gave Tarin the opportunity to grab its arm and twist, snapping the bone in half.  
 
    Five more dove on his back, trying to wrench his armor off his body. They were exceptionally strong, jerking him to and fro. Reaching back, he slung one over his head, slamming it hard onto its back. He grabbed two others and brought them together head to head. Their eyes rolled back as they slumped to the ground. The final two scrambled away, off to seek easier prey.  
 
    He turned slowly, seeking his target.  
 
    An armored woman stood before him, holding a hilt that led to a chain that led to a spiked ball. Long dark hair spilled from her helm, falling across her shoulders. She was…familiar.  
 
    No. She is a stranger. Leave her. Seek your target. 
 
    He started to turn away but she spoke. “You are Tarin,” she said.  
 
    That is not your name for you have no name. “Tarin?” 
 
    “Aye. The greatest warrior the world has ever known.” 
 
    Warrior. Yes. You bear no marking but you are warmarked all the same. Now make war. 
 
    “You are mine,” she said. “And I am yours. Don’t forget. Now go.” 
 
    Confused, Tarin finally turned away, wondering why he had the urge to stop and go back.  
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    Zelda 
 
      
 
    My responsibility, Zelda thought. All those years ago when she knew Helmuth was hurting, she should’ve gone to him, comforted him. Instead, she’d hid in her own room, angry at what their father had done. By the time she’d visited her brother, he was already gone.  
 
    Which made all this her fault.  
 
    And Zelda wasn’t one to shirk her responsibility.  
 
    Somewhere along the lines she’d obtained a club dropped by one of the barbarians, and now she wielded it viciously, cracking any skulls that ventured too close.  
 
    Though her instinct was to barrel right through the middle of the Horde, she forced herself to think like her brother, Helmuth. He still had the advantage of numbers, and he wouldn’t open himself up to risk unnecessarily. It was just like the games of strategy they’d played together as children—games he’d always won. Eventually he’d grown tired of beating her, moving on to challenge their father. It didn’t take Helmuth long to defeat him either.  
 
    Through the lens of her brother’s mind, Zelda scanned the battlefield, looking for the thickest knot of barbarians, racing around the edge, leaping or dodging corpses, ignoring any barbarians who looked interested in a fight. Her target was the back of the largest knot, where she knew Helmuth would be biding his time, plotting his next move.  
 
    She spotted him through the throng and redoubled her pace, rounding the edge of his army, finally gaining a clear view of the man who’d once been a boy who was her brother and friend. 
 
    Now, he bore no resemblance to that child she’d loved playing with. He was tall and brutish-looking, his face scarred and weathered, his dark hair hanging in greasy knots around his face. But it wasn’t the physical changes that struck her the hardest. No, it was the look in his eyes. Cold and calculating and gleaming with the desire to destroy. 
 
    What happened to you, brother?  
 
    Her brother had always enjoyed victory before, but not destruction. It was her other brothers who had gained pleasure from lording power over their victims, not Helmuth—never Helmuth. 
 
    Until now.  
 
    My responsibility, she thought again, lowering into a crouch. She circled around behind him, staying out of direct sight. She willed her footsteps to be quiet as she finally closed in from the back, only a dozen steps away now. Slowly, she raised the club, her fingers aching from gripping the gnarled wood so hard. Nine steps—seven if I extend my stride. The club seemed to grow heavier, and she lifted her other arm to support it. Four steps, two. 
 
    In the back of her mind, she expected her brother to turn, to clamp his hand around her throat, recognition dawning in his eyes as he looked upon the sister he hadn’t seen for decades. She expected him to stop her.  
 
    He didn’t, still watching the battle unfold before him.  
 
    An unexpected sob caught in her throat. Zelda was not a crier. Things made her sad, but she handled such things differently than other women. Even the death of her husband hadn’t shaken her the way this was. Still, she had to do it for the good of all the others she loved.  
 
    She steeled herself and prepared to bring down a crushing blow. 
 
    She swung with all her might, but then changed her mind on the downswing, her emotions getting the better of her. It was far too late to stop her swing completely, but she managed to redirect it, the blow glancing roughly off Helmuth’s shoulder. 
 
    He winced, grabbing his arm and whirling around to face her.  
 
    There was no realization in his eyes. No moment of wonderment as he looked upon the sister he’d abandoned to find himself. They were not the eyes of her brother, not anymore.  
 
    “You should’ve killed me when you had the chance, Zelda,” he said. There was a subtle threat in his tone.  
 
    “I’m sorry for everything,” she said. 
 
    And then she attacked. 
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    Gareth 
 
      
 
    Thank Orion that man is on our side, Gareth thought, watching through the leaves as Tarin Sheary felled foe after foe. Gwen was unconscious from loss of blood, but Gareth had managed to stem the flow with torn and balled up portions of his shirt.  
 
    At one point, one of the barbarians had stumbled through the branches. Gareth had managed to kill him—he was fairly certain it was male, though it was hard to tell—but only after being badly bloodied and bruised in the process. The second attack had come from one of the larger barbarians, a female, and he might’ve been killed if his legionnaires hadn’t arrived in the nick of time, rushing through the forest and throwing themselves against the Horde with reckless abandon. An Orian archer’s arrow had pierced the large female ear to ear. “Thank you,” Gareth had breathed, but the woman had only nodded and rushed off to find another target. 
 
    The tide had shifted momentarily, before the Horde regained their advantage, pushing them back once more.  
 
    Now, Gareth was torn. He could stay with Gwen and fight those barbarians that came to him, or rush back into battle. But what if she dies? I need to find a healer. 
 
    Roan, he thought, shoving branches aside until the way was clear.  
 
    Something large leapt at him from the side and Gareth parried a strike from a massive club with a large nail in it. The blow was heavy enough to rattle his hands and send shockwaves up his arms. He spun back the other way, furious, opening the throat of his attacker. “Roan!” he shouted, though he didn’t know whether the Peacemaker was within shouting distance or even still alive.  
 
    Someone stepped forward, a human man wearing tattered clothing, his beard thick and unkempt, not unlike his hair.  
 
    I know this man, Gareth thought, though it took him a moment to place him.  
 
    “Ennis?” he said. This was the man who’d betrayed his own country to rescue him. All in the hopes of establishing a peace between the east and the west, something that at the time had seemed impossible.  
 
    Ennis shook his head, his thick mane shifting from side to side. His mouth opened to reveal what was left of his tongue, a wriggling worm. “I am No One,” he gurgled.  
 
    Gareth was shocked at the change in the man. When he’d left Phanes, the man was weathered from the time he spent imprisoned in one of the Phanecian war cities, but he was still Ennis. But now… 
 
    “Ennis, we can still make peace. We are still fighting. There is still hope.” 
 
    All around him, the battle raged, barbarians killing humans and Orians in droves, occasionally losing one of their own.  
 
    We are losing, Gareth thought. Badly. His own mind betrayed the words he spoke to Ennis.  
 
    “I’m sawwy,” Ennis said. I’m sorry. 
 
    “What?” Before the question was fully out of Gareth’s mouth, the man had quickstepped forward, the grace of his movements a contradiction to his weary appearance. He swung a heavy two-handed sword at Gareth’s chest. Gareth managed to come to his senses and leap back, taking the blow on the broadside of his blade, deflecting the strike downward.  
 
    Ennis spun, rotating his sword around his body, trying to sweep in from Gareth’s left side.  
 
    For most of Gareth’s life he’d been known as the Shield, but it wasn’t the shield he’d learned to use. No, he’d been trained in the sword, and now he fell naturally into combat with the seasoned soldier, parrying strike after strike. High, low, stabbing, slashing—it mattered not. Several times he saw openings in Ennis’s defenses, but passed them up, hoping the man would tire himself out.  
 
    Gareth’s unwillingness to fight him seemed only to infuriate him. “Hit me!” he screamed, spit flecking his beard. “Stab me! Fight, damn you! Fight!” 
 
    His slashes grew faster and wilder, every stroke meant to be a killing stroke. One almost took off his head, but Gareth ducked at the last second, finally attacking in frustration, slashing Ennis at the knees.  
 
    The man fell back, his sword flying from his grip. Instinct took over and Gareth pressed forward, thrusting the tip of his sword beneath Ennis’s chin. He stopped, breathing heavily. Nestled amongst Ennis’s beard, his blade had broken the skin, a trickle of blood meandering out from the dark hair.  
 
    “Do it,” Ennis said, and Gareth could see the desperation in the man’s eyes. “Pease. Kill me. Set me fwee.” Set me free. Gareth’s translation of the last three words broke his heart.  
 
    It was a request from a friend, but Gareth knew sometimes a friend was better served through rejection than blind obedience. Roan had taught him that several times over, though it had taken a while for the lesson to get through his thick skull.  
 
    Gareth struck him, not with his sword—which he pulled back—but with the back of his opposite hand, a firm slap across the face. “Get up,” Gareth said, extending a hand. “You’re going to help us win the day.” 
 
    Ennis’s eyes pooled with tears and he bit his lip hard enough to draw blood, but then he grabbed Gareth’s hand.  
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    Shae 
 
      
 
    It was time to end this. They’d tried and failed. The lives of the fatemarked were important, yes, but not at the cost of everyone else. If they had the ability to kill the leader of the Horde, they had to take it before it was too late. Her greatest regret was that Grey’s daughter would be caught in the crossfire.  
 
    I’m sorry, Shae thought, wishing she had Lisbeth’s power so she could cross the distance between she and her brother to speak directly into his mind. Please forgive me for everything. 
 
    “It’s time,” Erric said, and she could see the sadness in his eyes, mirroring her own. The sadness wasn’t for what they were about to do, but for her. He loved her as a brother might love a sister, and she loved him in return.  
 
    She nodded, grasping his hand without looking, her fingers threading through his in that way that had been so familiar and easy from the moment she’d met him.  
 
    She closed her eyes.  
 
    Gods forgive us, she thought, their hands beginning to glow.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    Walking side by side with Bane, Roan felt tied to the boy like he’d never felt connected to anyone in his life. His fatemark burned hot in his chest and he could see the orange glow of Bane’s as well.  
 
    Twice barbarians had tried to assault them, but each time Bane had stepped forward and ended them, his deathmark flaring.  
 
    Sometimes there are those who must die in order for there to be peace. 
 
    Those words he’d learned so long ago rang truer than he could ever imagine. Two more rulers must die, he thought sadly. It was the only way to end this.  
 
    They strode past the hottest part of the battle to where a smaller skirmish had broken out, forming a circle. Around the edges, eastern legionnaires and northern soldiers and Teran slaves and Phanecians fought barbarians. Roan’s eyes, however, were drawn to the center, where a large man stood, weaponless, his arms hanging loosely at each side. He wore a furred leather vest, his arms bare. His thick trousers reached his boots, but were pulled tight by manacles of iron and yew.  
 
    His chest burned with a marking of blood. The painmark, Roan thought. The reason for all of this. The Oracle’s grand plan. 
 
    It worked! Roan wanted to scream. Are you satisfied now? We are united! We are fighting and dying for the peace you promised!  
 
    Several were gathered in the circle with the Horde leader, mist roiling around them. Roan’s eyes widened as he recognized them. Ennis Loren. Gareth Ironclad—Roan’s heart skipped a beat. Northerners—the armored knight, his Morningstar arcing overhead. Annise Gäric, wielding a similar weapon. A squat, broad-shouldered woman.  
 
    Roan spotted someone else apart from the fray. Well, two someones, holding hands, their heads bowed as if in prayer, their eyes closed. No, he thought, starting toward them. 
 
    His chest clenched and he felt a great ache in his heart, as if a hand was squeezing him on the inside. He dropped to one knee with a groan, his eyes locking with Bane’s. The boy had fallen too and was clutching his chest. “What is happening?” Bane breathed, fear in his dark eyes.  
 
    “The halfmarked,” Roan grunted. “They’re going to end it.” Roan’s lifemark flared, trying to thwart the assault. “Shae! Erric!” he shouted, but if they heard him, they gave no indication.  
 
    He tried to push to his feet but immediately fell back, sapped of strength.  
 
    Lisbeth, he tried. Are you there? 
 
    It hurts, she answered. The halfmarked. 
 
    I know. Can you speak to them? 
 
    They are blocking me. Somehow. This power is great. The Oracle’s failsafe. It’s over. 
 
    Tears bit at Roan’s eyes. They were tears of joy for those who would live—Rhea and Grey and Annise and Gareth and Ennis and Falcon and so many others. But Gwendolyn. But Bane. But Shae and Erric and Lisbeth and— 
 
    Noura. His niece had only just been born and now she was going to die? She bore the peacemark—that should count for something more than turning the night to day and chasing away shadows. There had to be a greater purpose.  
 
    Lisbeth? 
 
    Goodbye, Roan. May I see you in the stars. 
 
    No! Roan said. Please. Open a connection between Noura and the halfmarked.  
 
    Roan, she’s only an infant.  
 
    No, Roan said, his inner voice growing weak. She’s hope and peace and the next generation and everything that’s important in this life. Just try. Please try. 
 
    I will try, Lisbeth said.  
 
    The child spoke: 
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    Noura 
 
      
 
    The world was a place of such beauty that Noura could barely look away. The colors. The sounds. The people.  
 
    Her mother’s face. Her father’s eyes.  
 
    Now there was pain, a clenching in her chest. She wailed, scared. Her mother tried to comfort her, but she could not. “What is happening?” her mother said.  
 
    “The halfmarked,” the kindly woman in the blue dress said.  
 
    “Do something!” 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    Noura could hear the kindly woman’s voice in her head, but it was distant and she couldn’t make out the words.  
 
    But there was another, the one from the Beginning. The woman who spoke to her inside, teaching her. Speak, my daughter, she said now. Speak and they will listen. 
 
    I have no voice, Noura thought. I am too new.  
 
    Not from your mouth, from your heart.  
 
    Oh. Oh. She understood. Somehow, she understood.  
 
    I am the peacemarked, she said, and she could feel the recognition in many others, bright collections of light and fire. She could feel the recognition in one other too, his light darker, filled with pain and turmoil. You have had your time, but now it is mine. A coin has been flipped and it need not land on one side—life or death. There is another option, a world of sadness and joy, a world of loss and hope, a world that shares the good with the evil, the war with the peace, a place where hope flowers grow in the north and gods share the adoration in the south, where the sun rises and falls and the moons and stars paint pictures in the night sky. This is the world I was born into, but it doesn’t exist without us, and it doesn’t come for free. There is always a cost.  
 
    I am not the cost.  
 
    The words came to her from another place, and she knew it was the woman speaking to them all—her fatemarked brothers and sisters.  
 
    It was the woman’s last words before she left this world forever.  
 
    The clenching in her chest eased and then ceased all together.  
 
    And she smiled.  
 
    Noura smiled.  
 
    Her peacemark began to glow even brighter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Three 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Felix 
 
    Helmuth Gäric 
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    Fools, Helmuth thought, fighting back to his feet. Some greater power filled with pain—a power he could appreciate—had held his heart in its grasp, only to release him.  
 
    Now they would all suffer for that mistake.  
 
    The first to attack him was the massive knight wearing the spiked armor. He had the look of a northerner, which brought great pleasure to Helmuth. The blow would’ve ended him, but it never fell. Instead, his mist fell upon the surprised knight and he missed, his weapon’s chain wrapping around his own leg. The next to come was his niece, Annise, and he was impressed by her fearlessness as she swung her small, spiked ball. He ducked under the attack and grabbed her by the throat, sending a jolt of pain through her body, thrusting her back just in time to turn and take a slash in the arm instead of the throat from the man he’d thought he’d broken.  
 
    Blood welled up from the long rend in his skin, flowing down his arm and pooling in his palm.  
 
    Helmuth’s hand shot out and clamped on Ennis Loren’s wrist.  
 
    The man kept his feet, managing to switch the sword to his other hand.  
 
    What the hell? Helmuth thought. He glanced at his chest though he didn’t need to. His painmark continued to flare, sending power through to any he touched. This man, however, was unaffected. He feels no pain, he realized. Not anymore. 
 
    The realization came just in time for him to twist Ennis’s wrist and break away, dodging a stab that would’ve ended him.  
 
    It was too close a call. He needed to slip away behind his army and regroup. The situation in its current condition was spiraling out of control. He charged for the edge of the circle, sending tendrils of mist out before him to shove his Horde aside and open a gap through the throng.  
 
    Several humans, however, stepped in his path, shoving him back into the circle. He could see the jolt of pain that shot through their bodies, but they merely grimaced and held their positions.  
 
    He sensed the next attack from behind and dropped to the ground, using his attacker’s momentum to send him over his head. Ennis landed awkwardly on his back and neck, his eyes rolling back. Helmuth swiftly clambered to his feet and struck the next attacker, a man clad in the armor of the east. His sword was well-practiced and efficient, hemming him in with lithe, smooth strokes.  
 
    But this man was not immune to his power, as Ennis had been. Helmuth waited for an opening and then grabbed him, shooting pain through his very bones. The man’s hand opened and he fell.  
 
    Helmuth loomed over him, drawing his own blade.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    Roan’s head was spinning from hearing the Western Oracle’s words spoken through his own niece directly into his head. His chest, however, no longer ached, and the halfmarked had stopped the flow of their power. Good, he thought. This is good. 
 
    “Bane,” he said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Shadows seemed to coalesce around the boy’s face and head, broken only by the fire burning on his scalp. “Let’s kill this bastard,” Bane said.  
 
    Together, they strode through the throng, a narrow passage opened by their allies, who fought valiantly on either side.  
 
    They spilled into the circle and Roan immediately saw what was about to happen, the impending death of the ninth ruler. “No!” he shouted, already knowing it was too late to save Gareth, the blade flashing down toward his head.  
 
    Clank! 
 
    Bane appeared from thin air, blocking the thrust from the Horde leader, shoving him back with a force so powerful the large man almost lost his footing. “You,” Helmuth said.  
 
    “Aye. And I brought friends this time.” Bane gestured back toward Roan, who’d been joined by the halfmarked.  
 
    “It is no matter,” Helmuth said. “One or many, you are too weak, as I once was. But this is a new day. A day on which the world will burn.” 
 
    He shot forward, sending fog all around Bane, who screamed, clutching at his skull. And then he struck, a flurry of blows that Bane barely managed to deflect with his blades, all the while screaming and grasping at his head. Atop his bald dome, his deathmark was fading.  
 
    Two sides of the same coin, Roan thought, focusing. He sent a stream of light from his chest toward Bane, not to heal him, but to stoke the fires of Bane’s marking. Sparks flew from his scalp as his mark burst back to life. The mist recoiled like a snake before a held torch, and Bane managed to regain his footing, slashing out at the Horde leader, who danced back.  
 
    “Should we strengthen Bane?” Shae asked, having arrived beside him, her brow furrowed.  
 
    Roan considered it. Killing Helmuth could be the difference between victory and defeat, but he knew the halfmarked could only use their power once more on this day. And, in his heart, he felt there was a greater purpose. “Not yet,” he said. 
 
    In the center of the circle, Gareth had rolled away, shoved out of harm’s reach by Bane. The painmarked was calling his Horde to him, but any barbarians who tried to break free were fought off by valiant defenders. He spotted Sonika and Falcon and a knight with sword strokes crafted to perfection. Ennis Loren was on his feet and fighting too. Hailing from the north was a massive knight and Queen Annise Gäric, as well as a woman who was a smaller version of her. 
 
    All fighting. All resisting. 
 
    Roan knew he couldn’t kill, not even these barbarians, but he was fighting too, supporting Bane in what he was born to do.  
 
    Bane’s dagger moved so quickly it might’ve been a shard of silver light through a cracked doorway. His body vanished and reappeared just as rapidly. Helmuth Gäric bellowed as he was slashed on the arm, the chest, the back. Again and again his mist tried to wrap around the deathmarked boy, but Roan was with him, his light chasing away the fog of pain and terror.  
 
     Bane appeared at Helmuth’s front and stabbed him in the gut. Helmuth kicked at him, connecting solidly, throwing him back. The Horde leader followed through, bleeding from many cuts, diving atop Bane and driving a blade toward his throat.  
 
    Roan was about to rush forward, already preparing to send his healing power toward Bane, when everything stopped.  
 
    Roan blinked, trying to understand. Not a soul moved or breathed, their positioning frozen in time like some artist’s depiction of a great battle. After the cacophony of battle, the perfect silence was a shock, almost as if Roan had lost his hearing. Only the sound of his own ragged breathing told him he had not. Overhead, the sky was filled with a blinding light, brighter than the noonday sun, brighter than Roan’s own lifemark. He looked back toward its origin, which seemed to come from the south.  
 
    And he understood. Noura Loren, daughter of his own sister, Rhea Loren, the peacemarked. The light came from her. Inexplicably. Impossibly. It was an infant who had saved Bane’s life. Who had possibly saved them all.  
 
    What now? he wondered, but not for long, because he knew. She hadn’t frozen him, which meant he had a role to play. He strode forward with confidence, dragging Bane by his heels until he was well clear of Helmuth’s death blow. He hoped it would be enough to turn the battle back in Bane’s favor.  
 
    Roan stepped back, waiting. Waiting… 
 
    Everything rushed back to life in an instant, the sounds of battle assaulting Roan’s ears. Helmuth’s blade thunked into the ground, his eyes widening when he found his foe gone, having disappeared before his very eyes.  
 
    Helmuth pushed to his feet and spun, seeking his enemy. Bane appeared directly in front of him, slashing his wrist, causing the large man to drop his weapon. Helmuth gawked at the blood pumping from his skin, but Bane wasn’t satisfied, slashing the other wrist and then jamming his knife into his chest up to the hilt. He held it there, twisting it slightly as Helmuth gasped, blood bubbling from his lips.  
 
    “Die,” Bane said, wrenching the dagger from his opponent’s chest and slashing it across his throat. 
 
    He turned away as the man fell.  
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    Gareth 
 
      
 
    The turn of events seemed to happen so fast Gareth had blinked and it was over.  
 
    Now, the barbarians stopped fighting, standing dumbly, staring in the direction of their fallen leader.  
 
    Several of them died easily as the humans continued fighting.  
 
    But then, with grunts and snarls and snapping of jaws, the barbarians began, once more, to fight, except this time it wasn’t only the humans and Orians they fought.  
 
    No, now they fought each other too.  
 
    “Away!” Gareth shouted, realizing what was happening, that the spell had been broken.  
 
    Heads turned his way, and understanding dawned across his allies. They retreated, watching the barbarians rip each other apart, until few remained, and those who did had grievous injuries.  
 
    Tarin Sheary stepped forward. “My turn,” he said, his voice a growl as he stalked toward the few enemies. Gareth turned away, not wanting or needing to watch, his focus entirely on 
 
    Him.  
 
    Roan stood beside Bane, and something about their closeness felt right, inevitable. But Gareth wasn’t about to let an ancient prophecy get in the way of his grand reunion. He rushed into Roan’s arms, drawing him close, slapping his back and breathing in his scent.  
 
    Roan pulled back, his eyes glittering in that amused way that had captured Gareth’s attention from the moment he met him on that fateful day all those months ago. “Miss me?” Roan said.  
 
    “You? Not really. I’m here for Bane.” 
 
    Roan laughed. “So am I. We all are, in fact. He’s our hero today.” 
 
    Gareth glanced at the shadowy boy, who shifted uncomfortably under their scrutiny. Still, he could tell he was pleased by the compliment.  
 
    “Where’s Gwen?” 
 
    Caught up in the battle and the unexpected turn of events and their remarkable victory, Gareth had forgotten. How had he forgotten? “Hurry!” he said now, grabbing Roan by the edge of his shirt. “Come with me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Four 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Felix 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    The sounds of the battle had faded into the background. Gwen could hear the beating of her heart, though that was growing slower and weaker, and the rush of blood through her head, though that seemed to be lessening too.  
 
    She cracked her eyelids, but the dark had given way to a bright day, and she jammed them shut again, seeing a whorl of spots.  
 
    She remembered fighting the leader of the Horde; she was winning, she thought. And then nothing but pain as darkness closed in.  
 
    I am…dying, she thought, the realization taking her by surprise. She’d known Orians who had died, the potential of their long lives snipped away like a length of rope chopped at the wrong end. Her father, for one. When he’d died in battle, he’d had fifty good years left in him at the least. War meant death, and Gwen was no stranger to it. And yet, even though she’d faced many dangerous situations in her short nine decades of life, she’d never been close to her final act.  
 
    She thought of three people in those final moments: 
 
    First, Siri—my soul? she offered to the sky. There was no response and she could feel a dark, empty space that had once been filled by the red dragon turned black. She had failed Raven. She had failed her soul.  
 
    Second, Gareth Ironclad. Gwen had never expected the friendship they now had. Once, she’d thought of him only as an arrogant princeling, but now knew a man with a heart of gold, a man who could make her laugh at almost any time of day or in any situation, though most of the time she pretended not to be amused. I should’ve laughed with him more, she thought now. The spots behind her eyelids seemed to be drifting aimlessly now, and she sensed the approach of the end. Will the Great Forest of Orion be lush and thick this time of year? she wondered. Was it always lush and thick? Would those she’d loved and lost be waiting there for her? Her father, her mother, Alastair—her warrior poet. She could see their faces now, as clearly as if they stood beside her. She’d wanted to be with them for so long, but now that she had the opportunity, she wanted to see another more.  
 
    Third, Roan Loren. He’d changed her in ways she’d never dreamed possible, stripping her of the desire for vengeance, the need to hate, the yearning for war. He’d cracked the armor encasing her heart and allowed her to love again. Him. Raven Sandes. Siri. He’d shown her what it meant to be human, imperfect but still striving. Always striving.  
 
    “Gwendolyn.” 
 
    The voice might’ve been spoken by the wind, as soft and soothing and heartfelt as it was. She’d bruised others who had dared use her full first name. Roan was the only one besides Alastair and her father.  
 
    She opened her eyes, drinking him in. Through his white linen shirt, his lifemark glowed. “Hello,” she said, her voice cracking slightly on the end. 
 
    “Oh, Gwendolyn,” he said, and the two words were filled with so much—the past, present and future boiled down to a single drop of time.  
 
    She licked her dry, cracked lips, trying to moisten them so she could speak, say everything she longed to say to this man who’d claimed her heart in the thickest part of the Tangle. “I—I shall miss you,” she said. Over Roan’s shoulder, she saw Gareth peering through tree branches. He nodded to her thoughtfully and then backed away.  
 
    “You don’t have to,” Roan said. “I’m going to save you.” He placed his hands on her abdomen, fingers probing delicately between the breach in her armor.  
 
    “Roan,” she said, his name sounding so familiar to her ears. The spots were gathering around his head, joined together by a halo of light. If she lived, he would have to choose between she and Gareth. If he chose Gareth, she would be brokenhearted. And if he chose her…she didn’t want to hurt her friend. And if Siri’s soul was lost to her… “I don’t know if I want to be saved,” she admitted.  
 
    She recognized the troubled look that crossed Roan’s face and she loved him even more for it. It was his expression of righteous indignation, the sign that he refused to accept that which others accepted without thought and that he wouldn’t sleep until he changed things. “A world without you is no world at all,” he said, and she felt a corner of the dark void of her soul brighten just a little.  
 
    She didn’t know if what he said was true, but it had to be enough. He’d given her a reason to live—other than vengeance—and he was doing so again now. It was like she’d been sleepwalking through life for decades only to finally awaken from her slumber and find herself wrapped in the arms of one who loved her all along. She nodded, the world growing dim.  
 
    “There is one ruler left to die for the prophecy to be fulfilled,” he said, and she could feel more than hear the sadness in his tone.  
 
    Everything was fading on one side while the beginnings of light glowed on the other. At first she thought it was sunrise, but then realized it was Roan’s chest, the light growing brighter and brighter.  
 
    And just as Gwendolyn blacked out, she understood his words. She wanted to forbid him from doing it, but she didn’t. He was a hero; a hero who had never fought and killed another, but a hero just the same.  
 
    Darkness swarmed over her.  
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    Roan 
 
      
 
    Strengthen me, he commanded across the link between the fatemarked.  
 
    He could feel Lisbeth’s tears on her cheeks, could sense Dietrich’s fingers brushing them away. Goodbye, they said, as one.  
 
    Bane was there, too, but he cloaked himself in shadow. The only part visible was his deathmark, a fiery circle, only one segment yet to be filled with blood. What am I without you? he asked, his voice a whisper.  
 
    A hero, Roan said. More than I ever gave you credit for, and for that I’m sorry. Do not waste this life. Live it for us both.  
 
    Bane hesitated for only a moment before saying, I will.  
 
    The halfmarked, Shae and Erric, had waited patiently, but now they spoke. Are you ready? 
 
    “Gareth?” Roan said aloud, sensing the king of the east was still within earshot.  
 
    “I’m here.”  
 
    “Will you hold me?”  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The rustle of trampled undergrowth crackled and then warmth enveloped him.  
 
    I’m ready, he said. Gareth’s cheeks were touching his now, wet and warm. He wasn’t certain who was crying, perhaps both of them, but it felt right. He was the tenth and final ruler—a truth he’d been running from his entire life, not because he feared death but because he feared the responsibility that came along with it.  
 
    He wasn’t scared any more.  
 
    The halfmarked linked hands and he felt all that was left of their power rush over him, through him, a surge that was much like throwing oil on a fire.  
 
    Life, he thought. White light burst from his chest, shooting into the sky, brightening it even further, cascading across the heavens like a brilliant, sparkling waterfall.  
 
    You have done well, a voice said, and he recognized it as the one from before—the Western Oracle speaking through her final creation, the peacemarked girl who was his niece, Noura.  
 
    And Roan smiled. 
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    Gareth 
 
      
 
    He held him until long after it was over, Roan’s head cradled between his head and chest, pressed against his neck. Gareth’s tears streamed down his cheeks, dripping from his chin, soaking Roan’s shirt and shimmering on his own armor.  
 
    Eventually, the light faded. Eventually, Roan’s heart stopped beating.  
 
    But still Gareth held Roan. The moment would have to last forever.  
 
    Finally, Gwen said, “Gareth. Is he…” 
 
    He nodded, unable to open his eyes for fear of breaking down.  
 
    “I—I’m sorry.” 
 
    Those two words were meant entirely for him, that much he knew. She was grieving too, and yet she was worried about how he was feeling. “I’m sorry, too,” he said, the words just for Gwendolyn. They could easily be enemies because of their shared love for this man, but chose another way, the way Roan would’ve wanted for them. They chose to be friends.  
 
    And then her arms encircled him and they cried together until he heard a sound more magnificent than any before.  
 
    It was the sound of singing.  
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    Annise 
 
      
 
    As Annise stood on the killing fields wondering whether she was dreaming, the sky had lit up, brighter white even than it had been before. A pillar of light had emerged from the forest, spreading over everything. Tendrils of light had fallen like silver stars, touching those who lay dying or injured.  
 
    And then they had arisen, one by one, blinking at the light, wonderment on their faces.  
 
    She swore some of them had been dead, only to be granted life by that brilliant, beautiful light.  
 
    None of the barbarians arose, the light avoiding them as if by some grand design.  
 
    Zelda approached her, a thin smile creasing the edges of her lips. “Helluva a fight, aye?” she said.  
 
    Annise shook her head and hugged her aunt. “Are you all right? I know your brother was once—”  
 
    The stocky woman pulled away sharply. “No need to be mushy about it,” she muttered. “Got any food?” 
 
    Annise laughed, glad that things hadn’t changed too much. Sir Christoff Metz approached at a march and saluted, standing at attention. “Orders, Your Highness?” he asked. Mona Sheary stood back a step, clearly trying not to burst out laughing.  
 
    “Frozen hell,” Annise said. “Kiss your woman already.” His eyes widened and he nodded, turning away. “And don’t polish your armor for at least a day!” she added.  
 
    Everywhere, people hugged and spoke in soft voices. Some dropped to their knees, looking to the light in the sky, which was beginning to fade. Others mourned those who had died too early in the battle to be brought back. Emotions were high and Annise felt touched by all of them.  
 
    And then they began singing. It started with a small group of northerners who’d joined hands. The song was an old poem written during the years of peace that had preceded the Hundred Years War. It was titled The Mark of Peace. As they sang, others began to join them. The easterners first, both human and Orian, and then, as they began the second time through, the Phanecians and Terans as well, picking up lyrics they’d probably never heard before: 
 
      
 
    The peace of dawn stretches sky to sky, 
 
    Once forbidden, once a lie, 
 
    Now a place to rest our heads, 
 
    An end to war, an end to dread. 
 
      
 
    Fighting long and all for this? 
 
    Aye, no lion to roar, no snake to hiss, 
 
    Forgotten dreams now brighten the east, 
 
    For we are finally touched, with the mark of peace. 
 
      
 
    Annise tried to join them, but her voice escaped her, her vision blinded. Each tear was filled with images of her brother and mother, one she’d known too well and the other not nearly enough. There were tears for Sir Jonius too, her loyal protector to the end. She cried for them. She cried for them and others she’d lost. Her people, her allies. She cried for those who’d lived too, because they were no less worthy. She cried until a voice stopped her. 
 
    “I see you,” the voice said. Those words caused her to choke on another sob, because they were too soon after the battle to be possible. She hadn’t even looked for Tarin, for she knew he’d given himself over to the monster fully. He’d done it for her and for the Four Kingdoms even knowing he might never be able to come back from it. He shouldn’t be here. He should be fighting that inner war against himself for several days. 
 
    But he was. He was here.  
 
    She turned and found Tarin Sheary standing before her, his helmet removed, cast aside somewhere. His eyes locked on hers and they were wide and full of the same wonder she’d felt when she watched the dead and injured rise.  
 
    “I see you,” he said again.  
 
    Annise stepped forward slowly, careful not to startle him. “What did you expect to see?” she asked.  
 
    “After the monster…I usually see only darkness, shadowy wraiths. That’s why I don’t stay around. That’s why I…” He trailed away, shaking his head. “Not this time. The light—it touched me.” 
 
    “Your monster?” 
 
    “Still in me, somewhere, but its bloodlust is sated. For now.” 
 
    Annise smiled and ran to him, throwing her arms around him, leaping into his arms and wrapping her legs around his hips. Here, in public, it was decidedly unqueenlike, but frankly she didn’t give a frozen hell anymore.  
 
    She kissed him, long and deep and it was Tarin and not a stranger. When they finally broke apart, both breathless, he said, “You’re smiling.” 
 
    “Yes.” Her smile grew. “I am.” 
 
    “How can you smile when your eyes are full of tears?”  
 
    She considered the question. There were so many reasons, but one rested at the core of it all. “Because of you. It’s always because of you.” 
 
    He kissed her again, and his tears joined hers, dark lines tracing his cheeks. 
 
    “I love you, Tarin Sheary,” she whispered against his lips. 
 
    “And I you, my queen.” 
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    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    The knight’s chipped and battered soul had never looked so radiant as it did now.  
 
    “David,” Lisbeth said, expecting him to glide slowly toward her in that graceful way of his.  
 
    Instead, Sir Dietrich raced toward her, stopping just in time to avoid a collision, picking her up and spinning her twice around before setting her lightly back on her feet. She’d never known him to be frivolous or mirthful, so the abrupt change in him drew a startled laugh from her lips.  
 
    “I want to feel your soul,” he whispered into her ear.  
 
    “Now?” she said.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Now.” 
 
    When Lisbeth had arrived in this world, she had felt giddy and alive. Soon she’d learned it was a harsh place, foreign to her in many ways. But now, she finally felt like she understood the purpose of all the challenges. How could one laugh if they’d never cried? How could one experience true joy if they’d never looked true loss in the eye? How could one love if they hadn’t experienced the darkness of hate? 
 
    Her soul melted into his and she laughed, joy and love filling both their souls.  
 
    She could’ve stayed in that place with him forever, but on the edge of her soul she felt another familiar presence.  
 
    I’m sorry, she said to Dietrich.  
 
    It’s okay, he said, understanding. This won’t be the last time. 
 
    She smiled as their souls separated. He squeezed her hand one final time and then slipped away, touching the shoulder of the newcomer before departing.  
 
    The newcomer’s tall triangular face was marred by a slash on one cheek, a bright white mar on his otherwise bright soul.  
 
    “You came,” she said. She could feel the loss burning in his soul. Parts of that loss felt ancient, gathering dust over the years, while others were as fresh as the wound on his face.  
 
    “I did,” Zur said, speaking in the common tongue. “The Garzi are no cowards.” 
 
    “No,” Lisbeth said. “They are not. They are heroes.” 
 
    “Your words give me honor.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Your honor is all your own. You have built it with your hands, your actions. I hope—I hope this isn’t the last time your people visit these lands.” 
 
    His soul bobbed, a nod. “I do not think it will be.” 
 
    Lisbeth nodded. “Did your people suffer many losses?” Her soul searched for the familiar souls of the Garzi warriors, surprised to find most of them accounted for.  
 
    “Yes. But the light in the sky brought most of us back. Myself included.” 
 
    “I am…glad.” It was too weak a word for what Lisbeth wanted to say, but her throat was too tight to say more. 
 
    “The Pact has been broken by both sides,” Zur said. “A new Pact can be forged. Will you help us? 
 
    “Of course. And thank you. For everything.” 
 
    Zur said, “Thank you. I am finally at peace over my daughter’s death.” He seemed to bite back a swell of emotion. “She is my courage now.” 
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    Rhea 
 
      
 
    Rhea wondered if she would ever let go of her daughter again. She knew she would have to—Grey was practically hovering over them both, trying to get his turn—but it wouldn’t be today. “Noura,” she said. “My beautiful Noura.” She wanted to give the world to her daughter, wanted to live every day for her. I will, she thought. I will. It was the least she could do for the girl who had saved her well before she’d helped to save the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    Grey’s soft lips brushed her cheek, alternating between her and their daughter. She closed her eyes and, for the first time since the night they’d created Noura, simply existed.  
 
    “Rhea,” a voice said, forcing her eyes back open.  
 
    Shae stood before her, along with Erric. Rhea knew what they’d both almost done…again. She knew they’d held her daughter’s life in their very hands and considered ending it for the sake of the Four Kingdoms. The last time they’d tried such a thing she’d hated them for it, had felt the familiar fires of vengeance blaze to life in her chest. She’d—barely—resisted the pull then, but this was different now, their actions repeated.  
 
    The old Rhea would’ve confronted the threat head on, would’ve raged and punished and felt good about it. But that Rhea was gone and she understood the corner they’d been backed into. And it wasn’t just Noura’s life they’d been willing to sacrifice, but their own too. For the greater good. And that made them heroes. 
 
    “Shae. Erric. Come here. Kiss my daughter’s forehead. Tickle her. Listen to her laugh. It will change you forever.” 
 
    Just as it changed me, she thought, spotting another familiar figure approaching. In the background was a pirate ship, its sails flapping in the breeze. On any other day, that might’ve been strange.  
 
    The one approaching was Kyla, a woman who might still be a challenger for Grey’s heart. Rhea saw Grey stiffen, his eyes flicking to hers. She didn’t feel jealous, however, not anymore. If this woman had helped Grey become the man he was now, then she was thankful for her. And Grey’s heart was his own to give, and he’d already chosen her and Noura. “Go to her,” she said. “Make your peace.” 
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    Grey 
 
      
 
    Grey was surprised by Rhea’s acquiescence. Yes, she’d changed in many ways during their time apart, but she was still full of the fire that made her who she was—the love of his life. He’d thought she was more likely to dig Kyla’s eyeballs out and make her eat them than suggest he go make his peace with her. He stepped forward obediently, else it be his eyeballs dug out.  
 
    Kyla stopped just before him. She was as beautiful as ever, her dark eyes like unlit coals, her smooth brown skin marred by splashes of blood. She looked every bit the warrior pirate she’d become as they’d journeyed to Pirate’s Peril and back.  
 
    “Thank you,” Grey said. “You saved us.” 
 
    Kyla nodded, her eyes wandering to the massive ship furrowed into the dirt.  
 
    “Lisbeth can move it back to the sea for you once she recovers her strength,” Grey said.  
 
    Kyla nodded again, her eyes distant.  
 
    “Where will you go?” Grey knew it wasn’t his place to ask, but he couldn’t help his own curiosity.  
 
    Her gaze landed on his, sharpening. “Go to hell,” she said. She stalked past, bumping him slightly in the shoulder. He watched her stride over to help her seamen, who were digging a shallow grave for several of those they’d lost in the battle. Grey longed to help, but felt like an outsider now.  
 
    And when he turned back to Rhea, he found her watching him, her eyes keen and knowing.  
 
    All he wanted to do was fall into her arms. 
 
    She is my family now. 
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    Falcon 
 
      
 
    “Sonika?” Falcon said, his voice croaky and weak. He looked across the portion of the battlefield where the fighting had been the most intense. Like him, Sonika was pinned to the ground. Unlike him, she wasn’t moving.  
 
    “Ruahi, give me strength,” he prayed, digging his fingers into the ground and dragging him out from beneath the massive barbarian that had died atop him. His leg screamed in pain—he was fairly certain it was broken—but he gritted his teeth and soldiered on inch by agonizing inch, tumbling over the dead, blood smearing from the ground onto his leather armor. He’d been mostly healed by the brilliant light that had coursed across the sky—Roan’s final gift, he knew—but the damage to his leg was so severe it would require time and rest. 
 
    Falcon jolted when he reached Sonika, because her eyes were open and staring up at the sky. No, please, gods, no… 
 
    She blinked and his heart almost stopped.  
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” she murmured.  
 
    Falcon released a breathy laugh. “What is?” 
 
    “The sky. Have you ever looked at it?” 
 
    “Of course.” Falcon slumped to the ground, rolling over onto his back to stare skyward.  
 
    “No. I mean really looked. Shanti used to do it all the time. I always gave her a hard time about it. I was too busy worrying about what was happening on the ground to consider the heavens. She was a dreamer.” 
 
    Falcon saw what she meant. The sky was beautiful. Though the preternatural light had faded, giving way to a darker firmament, the stars were now visible again, thousands of glittering beads. At the sky’s apex, the two moons were a breath away. They wouldn’t kiss on this night, but they would soon.  
 
    “You’ve known Shanti much longer than I have,” Falcon said, watching the moons, wishing they could reach out and touch each other. “Is she going to be all right?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    “Thank you for being honest. People tend to lie in situations like this.” 
 
    “I’ve faced too much in my life to seek comfort in lies.” One of Sonika’s hands stretched skyward and she pretended to pluck a star from the heavens, inspecting it. Both her hand and arm were sheathed in blood.  
 
    “Are you badly injured?” 
 
    “I was. Roan healed me, like he healed everyone else. I’m mostly just sore now.” 
 
    “My leg is broken. But it was crushed before. Now it’s not so bad.” 
 
    “Bloody fatemarked,” Sonika said, shaking her head. “Think they can fix everything.” 
 
    Falcon snorted. “Aye. Jai was such a damn do-gooder.” 
 
    “We could use more like him,” Sonika said. “More like you too.” 
 
    Warmth filled Falcon’s chest. “Thank you. For saying that and for saving my life. I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye.” 
 
    It was Sonika’s turn to chuckle. “That’s a nice way of putting it. I’ve despised your family my entire life. What the Hoza’s stood for. The oppression of the Terans. I used to daydream about killing you and your brothers with my bare hands.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Not as often.” Sonika offered a wry smile.  
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    “You aren’t like them, Falcon,” she said, her voice growing serious again. “You can rule the empire the way it’s meant to be ruled.” 
 
    Falcon knew she was right. He could. But he wouldn’t. It wasn’t what he wanted, and between Jai, Shanti, and Sonika, he was convinced Phanes needed to take another path forward. “No,” he said. “It’s time for things to change.” 
 
    The moons passed in the night, watching each other with longing.  
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    Gareth 
 
      
 
    Roan was tall and strong, but between Gareth and Gwen, carrying him should have been easy. 
 
    It wasn’t. It was the hardest thing Gareth had ever had to do. Each step forward was a mile. Each obstacle in their path was a mountain. He felt the stares on him like a thousand arrows. He saw the living—so many who wouldn’t have survived if not for Roan’s final act, his great sacrifice.  
 
    He knew he was going to do this from the beginning, Gareth thought. He knew and he told no one, carrying this burden all on his own. That, more than a sword or shield might have, made him the most courageous warrior Gareth had ever known.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Gwen whispered.  
 
    “To the end,” Gareth said. “Roan deserves to be there at the end. Forever.” 
 
    Gwen nodded, understanding. Ahead of them, soldiers of various races and lineages cleared a path, dragging bodies—barbarians and human and Orian—off to each side. Then they filed in behind them, forming a procession.  
 
    When they finally reached the place where Bane had killed the Horde leader, they laid Roan’s body on the ground. Bane stood nearby, watching. From one of the pockets of his cloak he extracted something shiny.  
 
    A coin.  
 
    He approached, extending his hand. The golden coin caught a ray of moonlight and shimmered. Bane flipped it over where the opposite side was dark. “Roan taught me so much,” he said. “About myself. About the world.” 
 
    Gareth nodded. “I think he would say the same about you.” 
 
    “I—” Bane shook his head. “Maybe. I don’t know. The thing is: I don’t know how to go on without him.” 
 
    “Are you done killing rulers?” 
 
    Bane nodded, and Gareth could see a change in the boy. He looked younger, more innocent. There was a lightness in him that had never been there before. “The prophecy is fulfilled. I have no purpose.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Gareth said. “Your purpose is just beginning. All of ours is. Roan would want us to carry on, keep the peace, forge alliances once believed to be broken forever.” 
 
    Bane said, “Thank you.” He reached forward and rested the coin on Roan’s chest, right above where his lifemark lay hidden beneath his shirt.  
 
    “No,” Gareth said, forcing a smile to his lips. “Thank you. For not killing me when you had the chance.” 
 
    Bane stepped back, fell to the earth, and began to dig with his hands. Soon he was joined by others, the first of which was Ennis Loren, his hair dangling over his eyes as he worked.  
 
    Gwen’s eyes met Gareth’s. “Ennis,” she said.  
 
    The man didn’t react, clawing at the dirt, scraping away layer after layer.  
 
    “Ennis Loren,” she said more loudly. This time Gareth saw him flinch, though he didn’t stop digging. “Look at me!” Gwen snapped.  
 
    Finally, he stopped, using dirt-stained fingers to comb the hair away from his face. His eyes roamed up until they locked on Gwen. “This all might’ve gone differently if not for you.” 
 
    “I was weak. B’oken.” His voice was a rasp.  
 
    “At first perhaps,” Gwen said. “But not in the end. In the end, you conquered.” 
 
    His lips tightened, trembling slightly. But then he relaxed and he nodded, before going back to digging.  
 
    Gwen and Gareth didn’t dig, holding hands across the man they had both loved to his final breath. They didn’t say anything more, because they didn’t need to. Their tears said it all, falling like rain.  
 
    When the others had finished their task, they lifted Roan once more, careful not to disturb the coin on his chest, lowering him slowly into the pit. They stood beside each other, each clasping a handful of dirt.  
 
    “I don’t think I can do it,” Gareth said. The thought of watching Roan disappear made his stomach heave.  
 
    “We’ll do it together,” Gwen said. So they did, releasing the dirt at the same moment. They stepped back and allowed others to come forward, men and women, Orians and humans. Two of the wood nymphs even stepped up, though they were missing their other sister, killed during the battle. Instead of dirt, they dropped three green leafs attached to a single stem. The lifemark symbol.  
 
    Gareth nodded to them and they nodded back. 
 
    Those who had fought further to the south arrived. Lisbeth Lorne and Sir Dietrich and Grey Arris. And then Rhea, holding Noura. Tears streaked down her cheeks as she added her own handful of dirt. “I wish I could’ve gotten to know you better,” was all she said, sobbing as she turned away.  
 
    When the grave was completely filled in, Gwen glanced at Gareth. “You say something,” she said.  
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Gareth was no orator, but he knew Roan. Wherever he was, he deserved words spoken for him.  
 
    “Roan was…everything to me,” he said. From there, the words flowed like mead at a Ferrian celebration. They were full of laughter and sorrow, a myriad of emotions that left none untouched. But most of all, they were full of life, as Roan would’ve wanted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Five 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Falcon Hoza 
 
    One week later 
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    Falcon Hoza could scarcely believe it was over. From time to time he pinched himself to make certain it was real and not one of his dreams borne from the fiction he usually escaped into.  
 
    During the battle, his armies—both the Phanecians and Terans—had been decimated, but some had survived because of the lifemarked’s final sacrifice. His own injuries had been mostly healed too, though he was left with several nasty scars to remind him of a day he would never forget. His leg was on the mend, but he could still get around on crutches. 
 
    But that was all in the past now, and he had another challenge: Shanti Parthena Laude. The strongest woman he had ever known, the only woman he had ever loved, needed him, and he would not turn his back on her even if she could never share the same level of affection with him.  
 
    The first step would be getting her through the tribunal.  
 
    He took a deep breath, marched into the dimly lit corridor and unlocked the cell. She was curled in a ball in the corner, ignoring the motheaten mattress she’d been provided with.  
 
    Falcon bit his lip and refocused on the task at hand. “Shanti,” he said. Twice he’d come to her since returning to Phanea, and twice she’d refused to look or talk to him, though he’d seen her stiffen when he told her the news about their victory over the Horde. He hadn’t told her about how many they’d lost in the process.  
 
    Too many, he thought now.  
 
    “Shanti,” he said again, louder. “It’s time.” 
 
    She moved, pushing to her feet, using the wall to steady herself. She refused to make eye contact with him. He longed to go to her, to pull her into him, to cradle her head against his chest, to protect her from the world and herself, but he knew she wouldn’t allow it. And anyway, he could not protect her from her own mind. That was up to her.  
 
    Instead, he turned away and led her along the corridor. There were guards, of course, but he’d commanded them not to intervene unless she tried to run, which he knew she wouldn’t. She simply wasn’t that kind of woman.  
 
    When they emerged in the brightness of the canyons at noonday, he turned back to look at her. She was bathed in sunlight, shielding her eyes with her hands while they adjusted to the change. “May I guide you?” he asked. He expected a refusal, but she surprised him with a nod.  
 
    His fingers closed around her elbow softly, tugging her in the correct direction. Her skin was cool from the dungeons. So smooth. Despite the heat of the day, a shiver ran through him. He led her through the canyon, and he was glad she was still blind because of the light—crowds of Phanecians and Terans alike had thronged the streets to witness the fate of the woman who had almost destroyed their city and murdered thousands.  
 
    Their stares were dark and cold, like the dungeons had been.  
 
    Falcon wished he could stop this, could whisk her away to a faraway place where they could start over. I cannot. And anyway, she would never let him. The one she loved had been justicemarked, and she would do this for him if for no other reason.  
 
    The tribunal was comprised of three Terans and three Phanecians. Falcon would normally take on the role of the seventh member, but he’d recused himself because of his bias. Sonika Vaid had also been considered for the seventh spot, but had also refused due to her long friendship with the accused. She stood nearby, watching with dark eyes.  
 
    Instead, the seventh judge was one of the Phanecians whose family had lived on the very cliff that had nearly been destroyed by the explosives set by Shanti. If it came down to his vote, Falcon already knew the outcome. I am the emperor. I can stop this. 
 
    His father had abused his power for years. Both as emperor and as the slavemarked. Falcon had hated him for it, and he knew he would not use his power for his own selfish desires now, even if it meant saving Shanti. If this world—this empire—was going to heal, things had to change starting with him.  
 
    He left Shanti standing alone before the tribunal, whispering only, “Be brave,” into her ear before pulling away. The moment his hand released her skin he felt a pang of loss, though she was still there.  
 
    The formalities were conducted first, a recap of the crimes she was accused of, as well as a background on who she was and her role as a rebel member of the Black Tears. The latter was unnecessary, as the dark markings etched on her cheeks told much of her story already. Falcon gritted his teeth and dug his fingernails into his palms as the announcer spoke. When he finished, he looked at Shanti, who was no longer blind, her eyes trained straight ahead, and said, “Do you have anything to say in your defense?” 
 
    She licked her lips, her gaze roaming across the audience, settling momentarily on Sonika before moving on. Her eyes crossed the canyon to the opposite side, making her way back up to the tribunal, finding Falcon. Please, he willed her. Please speak. Please give them a reason to be merciful. He nodded. Go on. 
 
    Thank you, she mouthed, and he released a deep breath of relief.  
 
    She turned back to the tribunal and said, “I am guilty. I have nothing else to say.” 
 
    Falcon choked on a sob.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Six 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea 
 
    Sonika Vaid 
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    The tribunal was over. When the decision was announced, Falcon Hoza had fallen to his knees. Sonika had never seen a man look so lost and confused as he did then.  
 
    The sun had set beyond the cliffs many hours earlier. Under the soft glow of two lanterns, Sonika stirred her supper. She remembered watching her mother do the same, all those years ago, on what would become a life-changing night.  
 
    Back then, she’d lost both her parents in one fell swoop, but she hadn’t been alone. Back then, she’d had her brother, Gat. He’d been her rock. Now she was her own rock, a thought that drew a small smile of satisfaction to her lips.  
 
    She tasted the porridge, adding additional spice because of how watered down it was. The next bite was better, warm as it slid down her throat. She started to serve it into three bowls, but nearly knocked them all from the stone bench when she whirled around upon hearing a noise at the cave entrance.  
 
    She dropped her spoon, the sound echoing through the small space. “Gat?” she said, and her voice felt so small, spoken from years ago, when she was a young girl with an older brother who was her best friend and hero.  
 
    He stood at the entrance with his arms at his sides, just breathing. “Am I welcome here?” he asked, the question chipping off a piece of Sonika’s heart.  
 
    If asked to recall the experience later, Sonika wouldn’t be able to remember her feet touching the ground as she flew across the space, crashing into her brother, wrapping her arms around him. “You’re always welcome,” she said into his hair. “No matter what stupid things you do. Now I’d like you to meet two of my friends. Let me wake them up—they’ve had a long day.” 
 
    She turned away, glancing back once to be certain he wouldn’t disappear. She went to one bed, then to the other, gently nudging each of the sleeping forms. She’d brought them back to her place after the tribunal, so they could rest and recover from the ordeal, which had lasted hours as hundreds of witnesses had come forward to testify. Many of them had once been slaves, freed by Shanti and the other Black Tears.  
 
    Thus, the majority had testified for the release of the prisoner, their way of repaying Shanti for all she had done for them. Swayed by public opinon, the judges had agreed, voting six to one. Phanecian justice had always been fickle and unpredictable, but in this case Sonika was glad.  
 
    On either side of her, Sonika’s two closest friends rubbed sleep from their eyes. “Gat,” Sonika said. “Meet Emperor Falcon Hoza and Shanti Parthena Laude.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Seven 
 
    The Hinterlands 
 
    Lisbeth Lorne 
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    Accompanying Zur and the surviving Garzi back to the Hinterlands was the least Lisbeth could do. And having Sir Dietrich around made the trip a rather pleasant affair.  
 
    Every step seemed to lighten her soul, which had felt as heavy as if it was carrying a mountain when they first began the trip. She knew the cause—all the lost souls slipping away, one by one—but she preferred not to think about it.  
 
    She watched Zur and his warriors. There was a lightness about them too. They joked and shoved each other. When she’d asked Zur how they could so quickly forget all those they’d lost in the battle, he’d said, “We don’t forget. We honor them with our laughter. I would want them to do the same for me.” 
 
    The simple declaration made more sense to Lisbeth than anything else she’d ever heard. Zur had also agreed to open a line of trade with those south of the Frozen Lake, beginning with the northern kingdom. Lisbeth would be the ambassador, at least until everyone grew comfortable with the situation. 
 
    And then what? Lisbeth wondered. From the moment she’d arrived in these lands, she’d been trying to figure out—and later, escape—her destiny, which she’d believed was to usher in the Fall of All Things. As it turned out, her role was much the opposite. She’d helped stop the Great Fall. But now…she had no purpose. Each day, she felt the stars calling to her with their blazing souls. 
 
    “Your eye is glowing,” Dietrich said. 
 
    Lisbeth touched her forehead, surprised. She hadn’t even felt the warmth of her marking on her skin. She willed it to cool.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I think it’s beautiful,” Dietrich said, clasping her hand. His fingers were warm, despite how cool the weather had grown the further north they’d traveled. “But I feel your soul every waking second of every day. Sometimes I feel it in my dreams too. I don’t want you to leave. You don’t have to leave.” 
 
    Lisbeth was taken aback by his honesty, but was even more surprised that he knew her mind so well. “Because you love me?” 
 
    “No,” he said, and if Lisbeth couldn’t see his soul she might’ve been offended. As it was, she could see his love in the way his turquoise soul was always reaching for hers, even when they weren’t close. Now, it brushed against hers, a light, gentle touch. Much like a caress. He did love her. He was only saying that his love wasn’t the reason she should stay.  
 
    “Then why?” she asked, stopping as their souls entwined much like their fingers had.  
 
    “Because we need you. All of us.” 
 
    The simple truth was enough to overshadow the brightness of the moons and stars and sun, because her soul echoed another simple truth in response.  
 
    You need them too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Eight 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Knight’s End 
 
    Rhea Loren 
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    Knight’s End would never be the same again. It wasn’t just the physical changes—the crumbling walls, the burnt structures, the bloodstained streets—but the way it felt.  
 
    This is my home, Rhea reminded herself. She glanced at Leo, who had made the journey with her. He didn’t look half as nervous as she felt coming back here. He already saw the horrors, she thought. He already knows what to expect. Past Leo, Ennis walked with a back that was far straighter than it had been back in Phanes. After Helmuth’s death, a weight seemed to be lifted from his shoulders. The shadows had left his eyes, especially when he’d been reunited with Leo, who had given him an even bigger hug than Rhea. All said, her cousin looked much like his old self, the loyal-to-a-fault man who’d counselled her when she was queen. No, that’s not true, she thought. He looked like even more than that man. Truth be told, he looked kingly, his once-stringy hair close-cropped, his nest of a beard well-trimmed. Put him in a fine doublet and he could pass for royalty. 
 
    Still, she was surprised her cousin had accepted her invitation to accompany her to the west.  
 
    Ennis led them through the city, taking backroads to avoid the worst of it. Rhea wasn’t afraid to look upon what had transpired here, but she didn’t want Leo to witness it again. If he had a shred of innocence left, she was determined to protect it.  
 
    In total, their party numbered only a couple hundred, those westerners who had survived the barbarians bloody march across the kingdom. They were a quiet, solemn bunch, which Rhea appreciated in her current state of mind. She was still mourning Roan and would be for a while. 
 
    Grey held her hand, squeezing as they approached the castle gate from the east. He held Noura in his other arm, which was fitted with a soft stump with makeshift cloth fingers wrapped around an iron core. Rhea knew he still had his blade hand, but it was tucked away somewhere in his satchel. Hopefully he wouldn’t need it for a long while, or ever again. 
 
    Noura was crying and Grey shushed her, ever patient. Ever since the final battle, she’d become fussier, less stoic. Though Rhea had gotten less sleep these past few days, she relished every cry from her daughter. Signs of life, she thought. Blessings. 
 
    Leo joined Ennis. Up ahead, bodies were piled in front of the gate. The fighting had been fiercest here, Sai likely ordering his guards to defend the castle at all costs. It had not been nearly enough. 
 
    Rhea covered her mouth with her sleeve, overcome by the stench. Removing and burying all the bodies would take a monumental effort, but she was willing to help. They all would.  
 
    Ennis flapped his arms and rushed forward, shouting. A flock of crows burst from the pile of the dead, cawing as they flew skyward. A spray of dark feathers floated to the ground.  
 
    There were bodies in front of one of the smaller, side doors too, but Ennis and several other men dragged them away. Grey released Rhea’s hand and everyone waited for her to walk through first.  
 
    The courtyard was littered with more bodies, and Rhea immediately remembered the night her father had been killed by Bane. It felt like a lifetime ago.  
 
    It all comes full circle, she thought. This place was full of memories. Happy times, awful times. Things she did or didn’t do. Regrets. Accomplishments. Failures. Victories. She had been the best-worst queen the west had ever seen.  
 
    She wondered what she would be next.  
 
    A mother, she thought. A wife. On cue, Grey reached her side once more, immediately clasping her hand. She loved him for it. He was so attentive to her needs and Noura’s. She kept her head held high as they threaded their way through the rotting corpses, mounting the steps up to the palace atrium.  
 
    She stopped where her father had died, the same place she’d run into Ennis when she’d finally returned after that night of horror. Grey had been long gone by then, but now he was here again. Full circle, she thought again, marveling at the way the world worked. She didn’t know if it was fate or some higher power as Roan had believed, but she also couldn’t ignore the truth: I was meant to return to this place. To my home. 
 
    Their footfalls echoed on the tiled floor as they made their way to the throne room. This was Rhea’s request, as she felt leadership would be the key to the west’s recovery. They would need to clean up the city, rebuild, encourage citizens from the other realms to immigrate to the western capital and make their home here. Trade agreements would need to be signed, the inkreed communication network restored. New laws created and old laws amended or rescinded.  
 
    As she entered the throne room, Rhea felt the steely determination inside her once more, so familiar but different at the same time. Before, she’d always entered this room ready to conquer, to impose her will on her subjects and the world at large. Now, she entered humbled, taking Noura from Grey and kissing her cheek.  
 
    She stopped before the steps to the throne. A Loren should sit the throne, she thought. Her grandfather before her father, her father before her. And now… 
 
    She turned back, all eyes on her, the occasion feeling momentous, full of the weight of history, one that would be written about and discussed by scholars for centuries to come. Her eyes fell on Grey, who nodded. She’d already discussed what she was going to do, and he fully supported her decision. She smiled, shivering slightly with emotion, and then located Ennis, who was standing apart from the others, staring downward. Not broken, not anymore, but somewhat uncomfortable all the same. To him, this was a place of bad memories. His brother’s death at her hands. The many times she’d ignored his advice and taken him for granted. She had a lot to make up to him. I’d best get started. 
 
    “Ennis Loren,” Rhea said, and she saw him stiffen. His chin rose slightly, and he watched her from behind slightly narrowed brows. “I am the heir to the western throne, by law and by divine right. But that doesn’t make me the right person to rule. No, that is determined by action alone, and there is only one who has been loyal and true to the west from the very beginning. And that person is you, my dear cousin.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Nine 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill 
 
    Annise Gäric 
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    Despite the chill of the first day of autumn, Annise was warm in Tarin’s arms. The return journey to Castle Hill had been long and arduous, but that was in the past, and Annise was determined not to waste a second of what they had now. Yes, there was work to be done—frozen hell, half the cities were empty—but compared to the struggles they’d faced for almost a year everything else felt easy.  
 
    Not the least of which was her relationship with Tarin.  
 
    “I refuse to be your trophy husband,” he said, kissing her shoulder blades and sending a shiver along her spine. One hand rested on her hip, the other curled around her chest.  
 
    “No?” she said, spinning around to face him. “Who said you would be my husband at all? A queen has to maintain standards.” 
 
    She’d meant it as a jape, but his eyes smoldered with the rugged seriousness that had always undone her. “Annise, you are my moons and stars, the light of my dark life. I have loved you from the moment I met you. I have watched you conquer kings and ice bears and sellswords and monsters—including me. My heart is yours now and forever.” 
 
    Annise’s eyes were already flooded with tears. “What are you doing?” she asked as he turned away to collect something from the drawer in the bedside table.  
 
    When he faced her again, he held a small, ornamental sword. It was polished to a shine, the hilt studded with a variety of smooth stones of many colors. Etched on the broad side was a shield, cracked but not broken.  
 
    “Tarin?” Annise said again, recognizing the sword for what it was: a symbol.  
 
    “Annise Gäric, Queen of the Northern Realm, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” 
 
    “Frozen hell, are you joking?” Annise said. “Of course I will!” She pressed her lips to his, nearly getting poked in the ribs by the sword of offering, grabbing it and tossing it aside.  
 
    A rough sound scraped from Tarin’s throat as he pressed against her. “Not a trophy husband, remember?” he managed to mumble. “I need to have a purpose.” 
 
    “You do,” she said, still kissing him, her lips wandering lower. His chin, his neck, his chest.  
 
    “And what’s that?” His voice was strained now.  
 
    “You want a big family, right? You can help with that. In fact, let’s get started now.” 
 
    “As you command,” Tarin said, pulling her chin back up so he could kiss her again.  
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    Many hours later, they finally emerged from the bedroom. Annise slapped him on the rear as they exited. “You’re still my trophy husband,” she said.  
 
    “I know,” he said, which made her smile. “A big family?” 
 
    “Aye,” she said. “We will have to work hard at it.” 
 
    “Raising our future children?” Tarin asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “No, creating them,” she said mischievously. She enjoyed watching the way he squirmed. Let him take a cold bath.  
 
    They made their way to the kitchens, passing the armory on the way. Sir Metz was inside with Tarin’s cousin, Mona. He was sorting and polishing the weaponry and armor for the third time in as many days.  
 
    “Keep up the good work,” Annise hollered, surprising the knight to the point where he almost dropped a sword on his foot.  
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” the dutiful knight said, and Annise felt a little bad for mocking him. She was lucky to have a man such as he in her employ.  
 
    She stopped, surprised at her own thoughts. That one word in particular: Lucky. Not once in her life had she ever considered herself lucky, or blessed, or any of those other words that meant something had gone well. But now, she realized, she did feel all those things.  
 
    “Annise?” Tarin said, looking back. “Everything all right?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes. Everything is wonderful.” 
 
    They continued to the kitchens, where the smell of fresh-baked bread and roasting meat made Annise’s mouth water and her stomach rumble.  
 
    Zelda was propped on a stool, violently hacking at a pair of onions set on a wooden block. She turned as they entered, still chopping, missing as often as she connected. Onion bits flew everywhere.  
 
    “Auntie, what are you doing?” Annise asked.  
 
    “Learning to cook,” she said.  
 
    Annise caught a few worried looks from the kitchen workers, their eyes flicking to the sharp blade held in Zelda’s firm grip.  
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “I’m bored. If you don’t plan on starting a war sometime soon, I need to have hobbies to keep me occupied.” 
 
    Annise caught the plurality of what she’d said. “What else besides cooking?” 
 
    “Pranks, mostly.” 
 
    “Pranks?” 
 
    Zelda turned back to her chopping, sniffing the air, which was growing quite strong with the pungent scent of freshly chopped onions. Annise’s eyes began to water. “Aye. You know, like dirtying Sir Metz’s armor, leaving tufts of bear fur beneath your sheets, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Tarin exchanged a look with Annise. “What about training the next generation of mamoothen?” 
 
    Zelda’s blade stopped for a moment, but then went back to chopping. “What about it?” 
 
    “Will you do it for me?” 
 
    The rhythmic thunk-thunk-thunk of the knife meeting wood continued for a few moments. Tarin wandered off to prepare some food. “Auntie?” Annise said, taking a step toward Zelda. 
 
    Zelda turned toward her, and Annise was surprised to find tears in her eyes. “I would love that,” she said.  
 
    “Auntie, you’re crying,” Annise said.  
 
    “’Tis just the onions,” Zelda muttered, using the back of her sleeve to wipe her cheeks.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Annise was walking in the cemetery when he showed up.  
 
    Like all those days ago, high up in the tower, Bane appeared as if created from the air itself, which darkened, forming the edges of a black cloak, legs, arms, body and head.  
 
    For some reason, she wasn’t surprised to see him. “Brother,” she said, trying out the word that had always come naturally when she’d used it to refer to Archer. It sounded strange on her lips now. Strange, but not wrong.  
 
    She couldn’t see his eyes, which were hidden in the shadows created by his hood.  
 
    “I killed our father,” Bane said.  
 
    It was the last thing Annise expected him to say. “You get straight to the point.” 
 
    “Truth shouldn’t be difficult to speak.” 
 
    “It’s not the truth that’s challenging to hear. It’s the actions that create it. Let me see your face.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re my brother.” 
 
    “Am I?” Despite the question, he pulled back his hood to reveal a scalp that was no longer completely bald, a thin layer of black hair covering his skin. His face seemed to have more color now too, his cheeks almost rosy in the cool spring weather. The combination almost gave him a boyish look, though his dark eyes were filled with the troubles of one who had seen too much.  
 
    With these changes, he looked even more like a younger version of Archer than he had the first time she’d seen him. 
 
    He looked away, his gaze traveling to the large stone Annise had been making for. “Our mother?” Bane asked.  
 
    “Aye. And father. And brother, Archer.” Annise’s voice quivered on the last word and she dug her fingernails into her palms to chase off the pain in her chest.  
 
    Bane nodded, still looking away. “I’m sorry I tried to kill you.” 
 
    Annise couldn’t help the laugh that slipped from her lips. “Now that’s an apology I’ve never heard before.” 
 
    When Bane turned back to look at her, she felt bad for making light of his apology, such was the seriousness in his expression. “I wish everything could’ve been different,” he said. 
 
    Annise took a step toward him, though she wasn’t certain why. “I don’t,” she said. “Because then we might not be here now, together. I might not have had a chance to meet my youngest brother. The world is a harsh, ugly place at times, but that only makes it easier to see the beauty in it.” 
 
    Bane frowned, a hand moving almost subconsciously to his head, rubbing at the new hair growth. “What beauty is there in one marked by death?” 
 
    “You were never marked by death—not truly. You were marked with the power to save us all. And that’s what you did.” 
 
    His frown only deepened, an expression formed of seeing too much death in too short a time. “I killed our father,” he said again, the conversation coming full circle. “You would forgive me for that?” 
 
    “I would have to take off my boots to count the number of times I wanted to kill him myself,” Annise said. “You did the world a favor. Father was a bastard who deserved to die. Even Mother and Aunt Zelda were plotting his demise.” 
 
    “They were?” Bane’s eyebrows finally lifted.  
 
    “Frozen hell, you’ve got a lot to learn,” Annise said.  
 
    “Will you teach me?” 
 
    Annise found herself nodding. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    Bane hesitated, but then pointed at their mother’s tombstone. Annise had memorized the inscription, because it was she who had written it.  
 
    Sabria Loren Gäric 
 
    Mother. Wife. Queen.  
 
    She Who Stood for the North, 
 
    When She Stood for Her Children. 
 
    “Tell me about her,” Bane said.  
 
    Annise smiled and nodded. “Our mother was the bravest woman I’ve ever known…” 
 
    They sat down beside each other, passing the time discussing a woman neither of them had really known, a woman whom they had both seen in their dreams just the same.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Ten 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria 
 
    Gareth Ironclad 
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    In the early morning light, the iron trees of the forest were bathed with sunglow, taking on the appearance of pillars of fire.  
 
    Gareth’s legs dangled from a tree branch, and he felt a thrill in his chest at the thought of the freefall beneath him. Not that he would ever reach the ground if he jumped. The trees around him were filled with Orian channelers prepared to catch him if he fell. Hell, they would probably shoot armor from their fingertips if an acorn dared to assault him from above. Human legionnaires rounded out his protection from the ground, scanning the forest for any signs of danger. 
 
    Gareth thought the whole setup was absurd, but then again this was the Four Kingdoms, a place where war was but a part of a daily life.  
 
    Not anymore, he thought, wishing the thought would bring him comfort. He surreptitiously slipped a flask from his hip pocket and took a swig. The warmth traveled down his throat, coating the inside of his belly.  
 
    Just then, a shadow swooped down from above and he fumbled the flask, watching it slip from his fingers and tumble to the forest floor far below. Arrows were strung and shot from the trees at the attacker, who spun through the air with all the grace of an ore hawk in flight.  
 
    She—for Gareth knew it was, in fact, a she—snatched two of the arrows from the air, performing a somersault and landing on the branch beside him.  
 
    Swords were drawn and more arrows strung, though this time no one attacked because the woman was too close to their king and they couldn’t risk hitting him.  
 
    “Hello Gwendolyn,” Gareth said. “Nice entrance—you’re like an ore monkey. You made me drop my flask.” 
 
    She grinned, tossing the arrows aside. “Serves you right for drinking at daybreak.” 
 
    “Your Highness,” one of the Orians called from the trees. “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. At ease. This is a friend.” Turning to Gwen, he said, “Next time you might want to make an appointment or you’re going to give one of my guards a heart attack.” 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    Gareth studied her face, which was as beautiful as he remembered, though not quite as youthful as before. Was she finally beginning to show her age? No, he thought. There were no lines in her skin, which was perfectly smooth. And yet there was something older about her, a sense of experience clustered around her eyes and lips.  
 
    When Gareth didn’t answer, she asked, “How are you?” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Gareth said. “Except for feeling like I have no legs and I’m learning to walk again.” 
 
    “You too, huh?” Gwen said, patting his thigh. “I wonder how many other lovers Roan left brokenhearted in his wake.” 
 
    “You think there were others?” Gareth said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “He probably didn’t even know he was doing it. There was that scholar girl. You know, Yela? She could scarcely pry her eyes from him when they were in the same room together.” 
 
    “Do you think they…” 
 
    “Kissed?” Gwen laughed. “I doubt it. Roan was too smitten by you to seek the affections of another.” 
 
    “He sought your affections,” Gareth reminded her.  
 
    “Aye, only because he thought you’d rejected him.” 
 
    The thought filled Gareth with even more warmth than the ale had. The warmth swiftly gave way to the cold of loss, that icy feeling of dread pressing in from all sides. “I…I miss him.” 
 
    “I do too. I feel…responsible.”  
 
    Gareth shook his head. “He didn’t just save your life, you know. There were hundreds of others. He took all their pain and suffering on himself. It was too much for him, for his lifemark. It broke him.” 
 
    “I know. But still.” 
 
    “But still.” Gareth understood how she was feeling all too well. Often he wondered how things might’ve been different if they’d ridden harder that day, if they’d arrived earlier to the battle. If there had been fewer injured for Roan to heal, would he have survived? “How do we go on?” he asked after a few moments of silence.  
 
    “We start with one second,” Gwen said. “There. We’ve made it. Now let’s try another. Good. Once the seconds become easier, we take things one minute at a time. Then by the hour. When the hours are bearable, we focus on each day. We make life better for our people. We carry on the great work Roan started. Soon the days will become weeks will become months will become years. And he will be proud of us.” 
 
    Gareth wasn’t certain when the tears started, but he wasn’t ashamed of them because Gwen was crying too. “Will you stay with me for a while?” He held out his hand, palm up. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, pressing her hand against his. “For a time, though I cannot linger for long.” 
 
    “Why not? Where will you go?” 
 
    “There’s someone I have to find.” 
 
    Gareth nodded, unstanding. The selfish part of him wanted to command her to stay, to never leave. But she was his friend and he wanted what was best for her. “Go,” he said. “Go and find your soul.” 
 
    She closed her brilliant yellow eyes. Opened them. Leaned closer and kissed his cheek. “I will return one day,” she said.  
 
    “You better,” Gareth said.  
 
    And then she was gone as quickly as she’d arrived, springing from the tree branch and launching herself through the forest.  
 
    Gareth watched the sunrise, searching for Roan’s face in the colors of the new sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One-Hundred-and-Eleven 
 
    The Western Kingdom, the Tangle 
 
    Gwendolyn Storm 
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    It had taken Gwen three days running at full sprint to reach the Tangle. 
 
    Well, what was left of it. Where once a proud and notorious forest had covered the miles and miles between Hyro Lake and the Mournful Mountains, now was a desolate wasteland, still smoldering from the fires that had raged through the wood.  
 
    Why am I here? Gwen wondered, though she already knew. To start the search. It was the instinct of a tracker. Begin with a place where her quarry had been. From here, she would follow Siri’s path south, to where the battle had taken place. From there, she would take her best guess at where the dragon might’ve gone. 
 
    She could be thousands of miles away by now, in Crimea or further. She gritted her teeth to crush the thought, because there was no sense thinking about it. She would spend what was left of her life searching for the dragon, and not only because of the promise she’d made to Raven.  
 
    “Dragonsoul,” a voice said, startling her from her reverie.  
 
    She turned sharply, her hand already reaching back for her bow. She stopped. Two nymphs stood before her. “You’re here,” she said. “I’m sorry about your sister.”  
 
    She could see the pain etched on their faces. “She has returned to the earth.” 
 
    “Why did you come back to this place of pain?” Gwen asked.  
 
    “When the fires die down and the earth cools, we will regrow the forest,” one of them, Colya, said.  
 
    “That is a noble cause,” Gwen said, “but you don’t owe the Four Kingdoms anything. You are free to go elsewhere.” 
 
    “We know,” the other, Lina, said. “But this is our home. For many years we were content to slumber, to let the wild things of the earth grow wild, to pretend our sister hadn’t murdered our mother and stolen our soul lockets. You changed all that, dragonsoul. You and your dragon. You showed us another way.” 
 
    Gwen frowned. She hadn’t done anything but carry them across the lake to safety. “What way?” 
 
    “The way of heroes,” they said together. “Find your dragon. Find your soul.” 
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    Two weeks later Gwen arrived in Calypso. She expected it to feel odd to be back, but it didn’t. On the contrary, it felt as much like home as Ironwood had.  
 
    For a second, she stood unmoving in the busy marketplace, watching the flurry of activity around her. Great Forest of Orion, she thought, recognizing the tinted vision that was not hers.  
 
    No, she was seeing this place through another’s eyes.  
 
    “Siri?” she murmured, craning her head to look at the sky. Not so much as a cloud or a bird marred the perfect sea of blue.  
 
    No dragon, no Siri, no soul. She took a deep breath, continuing forward, dodging carts and Calypsians, stepping aside as a convey of guanik lumbered by hauling wagons laden with heavy goods. No one bothered her. No one questioned why an Orian was in the south. She did, however, notice the stares. By now, every person who inhabited the southern continent would have heard stories of the Orian who rode the last dragon.  
 
    She ignored them, making her way toward the palace, which was sealed up tight, a retinue of broad-chested soldiers guarding the main gate.  
 
    “I’m here to see the empress,” Gwen announced to the first guard she came to. 
 
    “We have orders to admit no one,” the guard said. Despite his outright rejection, she saw the recognition in his eyes. He knows who I am. 
 
    “Ask her,” she said. “I will wait.” 
 
    The guard hesitated for only a second, and then said, “Empress Sandes isn’t here.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    The guard turned eastward and pointed, his finger targeting the largest of the pyramids in the distance. “There. But you will receive the same answer from the guards. We’ve all been given strict instructions.” 
 
    Gwen marched off, toward the great pyramid spiking into the sky, the place that had once been the home of the dragons.  
 
    A thrill shot through her. Could it really be so easy? Had the instincts inside Siri carried her all the way home?  
 
    Excitement churning through her, she began to run, and soon she was drenched in sweat beneath her plate. She slowed her speed as she approached the base of the pyramid, where several guards were gathered, their hands already on their weapons.  
 
    “Has the dragon returned?” she asked, out of breath. 
 
    “Dragon?” one man said. He was tall and strong-looking, twin scimitars dangling from dual hip scabbards. “No. You had better leave. The empress isn’t taking visitors.” 
 
    Gwen’s heart sank. If Siri wasn’t here, she could be anywhere. Still, she needed to talk to Whisper. She needed information on dragons. “Tell her I’m here. She won’t deny me.” 
 
    The man grimaced. “She already has. She expressly forbade us from admitting any Orian into the pyramid. You’re the only Orian I’ve ever heard about in Calypso.” 
 
    Gwen wasn’t in the mood. In the time it took the guards to blink, she’d strung an arrow and fired off a shot meant to scare, not kill. The shot had the intended effect: the soldiers dove for the ground, the arrow sailing harmlessly overhead. Gwen was already running straight between them as they scrambled to their feet and drew their weapons, yelling, “Stop!” 
 
    She ignored them, sprinting into the torchlit tunnel pursued by heavy footfalls, which echoed all around her.  
 
    She emerged into darkness, swiftly locating a light at the far end of the enormous dragon sanctuary. A form knelt near the light, her hands clasped together as if in prayer.  
 
    Gwen made for the light, seeing another form rise to its feet. This one was much larger, stepping in her path, holding a torch up and waving it across the ground. “Who goes there?” 
 
    “Goggin?” she said. Gwen stopped, glancing back over her shoulder to see how far the other guards were.  
 
    “Gwen?” 
 
    “Aye, it’s me. Call off the dogs, will you?” 
 
    “Halt!” Goggin roared, stepping around her.  
 
    “She shot at us, slipped past us, too fast…” one of the guards said, clearly out of breath. 
 
    “Leave us,” Goggin said.  
 
    “But the empress—” 
 
    “Can take care of herself. Leave. Now.” 
 
    Gwen took another step forward, peering at the lone figure illuminated by a single lantern. “What is she doing?” she murmured. 
 
    Goggin reached her side. “I don’t know. She’s been like that for many days. She pauses only to eat, drink and relieve herself.” 
 
    “Has she spoken?” 
 
    “Only to command the guards to allow no visitors.” 
 
    “Aye, I got that much. Can I talk to her?” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Goggin said. “But you might not get a reply. Take your time. I’ll make certain you aren’t disturbed.” 
 
    Gwen offered her thanks and approached the young empress. She was on both knees, her hands clasped together, her forehead pressed to her thumbs. Gwen couldn’t see her face because of the way her hair fell around her head.  
 
    “Whisper?” Gwen said, then remembered herself. When she met this girl, Whisper was a prisoner in Zune, forced to fight for her survival. But now she was empress, and deserved the respect of the station. “I mean, Empress Sandes.” 
 
    Neither name seemed to reach her ears, Whisper’s head remaining bowed, her eyes closed. For a moment, Gwen thought she might’ve fallen asleep in the strange position. Until she spoke: “I’m afraid you’ve come a long way for nothing. We have not seen any signs of the dragon known as Siri since we witnessed her flee the battle for the west.” 
 
    “How did you know—” 
 
    “That you came here for her? Calypsians are dragon masters. Though I have never experienced it, Raven often spoke of the strength of her bond with Siri. She would go to the ends of the earth to find her. I suspect you are of the same mind?” 
 
    “Yes.” The word came out as a whisper of truth, louder and more powerful than a shouted lie. 
 
    Previously, Whisper’s eyes had stayed closed, but now they fluttered open and she tilted her head to look at Gwen. “The dragon is mad. We saw the heads. Not two, but three. Advanced madness. It usually takes a dragon many years to grow so many heads. The quicker the growth, the deeper the chasm of darkness. She will not know you even if you find her. She is lost. The last dragon is lost. Forget about her.” 
 
    “I cannot,” Gwen admitted. Without Siri’s presence, without her nearness, Gwen felt like a hollowed-out pumpkin.  
 
    Whisper stared at her. “You look like you’ve just broken a priceless vase.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’m not fragile. Yes, I’ve lost part of my soul before. But the thing about souls is that they’re resilient. They heal. I love Siri and I loved your sister and I loved Roan Loren. I’ve loved others too.” 
 
    Whisper frowned, and, if anything, her furrowed brow made her even more beautiful. “Go. Your dragon isn’t here. Why do you linger?” 
 
    “Because you’re hurting too. I can see it in your eyes. How could you not? But I’ve also seen your strength.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to tell me about my strength!” Whisper snapped, finally rising to her feet. “For years I had people—my mother, my sisters—tell me how I’m a Sandes, like that meant something, tell me how I have the potential to be strong, a leader, a warrior.” She spat the last word like a curse.  
 
    “You are strong.” 
 
    “Am I? Where was my strength as we watched the massacre from the safety of the desert? Where was my strength as the entirety of the Four Kingdoms united to defeat a threat to us all? Is that strength? Was giving the command to my archers to kill Goggin, strength? The man continues to protect me like it never happened, but I know it did, and I cannot bear the weight of my own decisions.” 
 
    “You were trying to protect your people,” Gwen said. Though she’d been angry seeing the Calypsians hold their ground all those weeks ago, now she understood. Whisper had done what she thought was best for the people she had vowed to protect. There was no shame in that. 
 
    Whisper shook her head, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I have no one.” 
 
    “You have Goggin,” Gwen pointed out, earning herself a wry smile from the empress.  
 
    “True. There’s more to him than I ever knew. He’s been a godsend these last weeks.” 
 
    “And you have me.” 
 
    “Do I?” Whisper said. “Why? When have I ever been kind to you?” 
 
    “There was that one time…” Gwen started, feigning confusion. “Oh wait, no, that wasn’t you.” 
 
    “Amusing.” 
 
    “Look. I’ve said hurtful things to people who didn’t deserve it. But I’ve learned it’s never too late to make amends, and most people are open to forgiveness.” 
 
    “People like you?” 
 
    “Aye. People like me. Now, what do you know about mad dragons?” 
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    As it turned out, Whisper knew very little. Though she could recite facts and figures about most of the flora and fauna in the southern continent, when it came to dragons her knowledge was mostly hearsay. Luckily, her aunt, Lady Windy, was still in the city for a visit before returning to Citadel.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gwen said when the gray-haired woman answered her knock.  
 
    “For what?” Windy said, waving her inside. “Tea?” 
 
    Gwen had been warned by Roan about the woman’s thick, noxious tea, but she also knew it would be rude to refuse the offer. Especially when she needed Windy’s help. “Please. Thank you.” 
 
    The woman closed the door and stepped lightly to a table strewn with loose pages, pots of ink, and haphazardly placed quills. There were also books—lots and lots of books.  
 
    Somewhere amongst the debris Windy located a teapot and poured two small cups, placing each on a saucer before sliding one toward Gwen. Gwen took a seat, but realized she couldn’t see the scholar past a stack of books, so she shifted to a different seat. Windy took a sip of her tea, made a soft sound of satisfaction, and indicated that Gwen do the same.  
 
    Gwen sniffed at the liquid, wishing she hadn’t as the smell made her stomach roil. There was nothing for it, so she held her breath and forced some of the burning concoction down her throat, trying not to gag.  
 
    She managed a smile, hoping her face hadn’t grown too pale. “I’m sorry,” she said again. 
 
    “For what, dear?” 
 
    There was no sense in beating around the bush. “For plotting to kill you and your nieces.” 
 
    “Oh that,” Windy said, waving away her confession like it was as thin as a wisp of smoke from the end of a pipe. “I’d forgotten.” Gwen wondered what kind of woman forgot a threat on her life. One who’d received too many threats to count, she thought.  
 
    “Also, I’m sorry about…” She couldn’t say his name, not right now. “…your loss. I know you were friends.” 
 
    Windy sighed. “I feel guilty sometimes,” she said.  
 
    “Why? You were only trying to help him.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I was trying to help myself. I have a bad habit of putting knowledge above all else. In the back of my mind, I knew his mission would end in his death, but I wanted to know things. I wanted to know everything.” 
 
    Her conviction sounded much like Roan’s own pursuit of the truth. “No wonder Roan liked you. Still, he was a stubborn man. He believed what he believed and his mind could not be swayed. I am glad he had a friend along the way.” 
 
    Windy nodded, taking another sip of tea. Gwen took advantage of the pause in conversation to scan the papers scattered about the table. The ink on each page was in various stages of drying. “What are you working on?” 
 
    “History,” Windy said. “I am a firsthand witness to many of the events that transpired in the Four Kingdoms. As a scholar, it is my duty to pass that information on to future generations. I am going to tell Roan’s story, or as much of it as I know. Perhaps you can help fill in some of the blanks?” 
 
    “Perhaps we can help each other,” Gwen said.  
 
    “You are here for information about dragons,” the eldest surviving Sandes said. Not a question—a statement. “I know all there is to know. But first, tell me your story. I will call for Yela to take notes.” 
 
    Gwen’s eyes settled on a leather cover not yet bound to any pages. Etched on the front was a single word:  
 
    Fatemarked. 
 
    Gwen nodded, her eyes brimming with tears. And then she began her tale:  
 
    “While riding through Barrenwood, I once met a golden-haired man named Roan Loren. I despised him for his name, and the way he looked, and the nation he hailed from, Calypso. As it turned out, he was the greatest hero the world had ever known.”
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 Epilogue 1: Archer Gäric-Sheary 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Castle Hill- Circa 546 
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    “Arr!” Garon shouted, thrusting his practice blade forward with reckless abandon. 
 
    Archer took the heavy blow on the dull edge of his wooden sword, his hand and arm rattling. Their swords locked, Garon shoved forward until they were face to face. He loved goading his spitfire of a younger brother, and now was no exception. “Where’d you learn how to fight? Mother?” he said, grinning. 
 
    Garon shoved him hard and their weapons disengaged. “Say that when she is around and see what happens,” Garon said, his teeth clenched as he swung once more.  
 
    Archer parried the blow, giving his brother a silent point. In truth, his mother, Queen Annise Gäric, scared him a little. He refocused on the fight, noticing the subtle details in his brother’s stance, which indicated he was tiring. Though Garon still appeared full of energy, his chest was heaving, his hot breath ghosting from his mouth in the cold air, his hand clutching his sword a little lower than before. Beads of sweat rolled from his forehead, pooling in his thick black brows. At only twelve, he was the spitting image of their mother, while Archer, with his too-pale skin and dimpled chin, had always favored his da, the famed knight, Tarin Sheary.  
 
    At least I don’t have his black veins, Archer thought, darting forward and landing a blow on his brother’s shoulder when he was too slow by half to raise his sword to block it. Archer couldn’t imagine what the girls would think of him if his veins bulged from his skin, flowing with black blood.  
 
    He shoved Garon hard, hooking his leg behind his brother’s knee, using Garon’s own momentum to trip him. His brother’s sword flew from his grip, landing in the snow.  
 
    Garon wasn’t the type to yield, and he shoved backwards hard, sliding across the slick ground in a last-ditch attempt to regain his weapon. Archer had expected it, however, and was already racing past him, stepping on the broadside of the wooden sword and placing the sanded-down tip of his own blade at his brother’s throat. “Submit,” he said. 
 
    He could see the anger and frustration in Garon’s blazing eyes, which darted about as if searching for an alternative—any alternative—to admitting defeat. Aye, Garon hated losing even more than Archer. “Don’t even try it,” Archer said. “Remember what Da told us? We must pretend these are real blades—sharp enough to cut us open. Only then will we respect them.” 
 
    “I know,” Garon said, exasperation in his voice. Then, with impressive speed, he swatted Archer’s sword away with the back of one hand while simultaneously throwing a handful of snow into his face.  
 
    Archer instinctively raised his opposite hand to scrub at his eyes, groaning when he took a firm kick to the abdomen, stumbling backwards.  
 
    Heat rushed through him at his brother’s tactics. In the split-second before Garon attacked again, he glimpsed him through the snowmelt. Archer dropped his sword, not caring where it fell, swinging a short punch at his brother’s face… 
 
    Crack! The impact was heavy, twisting Garon’s head around, spittle flying from his lips. Archer charged forward, tackling him around the waist, slamming him into the thin layer of packed snow, hearing an audible Oomf! as he drove the air from his brother’s lungs.  
 
    Everything was spots of red and black, dancing before his eyes, mixing with images of Garon, who was scared now, his eyes wide and desperate, his hands raised desperately to protect his face.  
 
    Archer hit him once, twice, thrice, and then more, again and again, raining down blows on his cheating, no-good brother who— 
 
    He gasped as strong arms clamped around his waist and picked him up, his arms still punching but connecting with nothing but empty air. “Stop!” a harsh voice hissed and he did, because one didn’t argue with the queen of the north, especially when she was one’s mother.  
 
    What have I done? Archer thought, staring down at his brother’s bloodied form. Garon’s lips and nose were bleeding, and one of his eyes was beginning to swell shut. He was crying, snot and tears mixing with the blood. Why did I do that? He’d fought his brother a thousand times, sometimes losing but usually winning, doing either with grace and honor as his parents had taught him. It was Garon who was the hothead, using dirty tactics and stomping off angrily whenever he was bested in combat.  
 
    His mother lowered him to the ground and he dropped to his knees, suddenly sapped of all energy. Though the cold snow melted through his trousers, he felt hot, as if a fire continued to burn just beneath the surface of his skin. His father had arrived at some point, his huge form hunched over Garon, inspecting his wounds. “You’ll be no worse for wear,” the large man said, helping him to a sitting position. “If anything, the black eye will improve your standing amongst your peers.” 
 
    Garon had stopped crying, touching a finger to his lips. “Really, Da?” he said. “You think so?” 
 
    Archer stared, wishing the roles were reversed. He’d gladly take a beating from Garon to erase the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. Why did I get so angry? he wondered. It wasn’t like Garon hadn’t used similar tactics in battle before.  
 
    Behind him, his mother cleared her throat. He cringed, dreading seeing her piercing dark eyes and pressed lips. When he turned to face her, however, she was looking not at him but at his father, who’d twisted about to meet her gaze. And what Archer saw in both their expressions made him frown. 
 
    He saw fear. 
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    The two brothers had been separated. Garon had refused to look at Archer as he was marched away by their mother to tend to his wounds. Somehow, even bloodied, he managed to wear smugness like a permanent mask. 
 
    To Archer’s surprise, it was his father who steered him in the other direction. Typically it was their mother who handled the discipline. As his da liked to say, “The queen could scare an ice bear into becoming a lamb.” 
 
    “Da, I—” 
 
    “Wait, son,” his father said in that quiet way of his. He led Archer forward, angling across the deserted training yard toward a far corner of the castle, where an apple tree, now stripped of leaves and fruit, stretched its branches toward the white, cloud-blanketed sky.  
 
    His father stopped in front of the tree, reaching out to place one of his huge hands on the trunk as if to steady himself. His head drooped as he stared at his feet.  
 
    Archer frowned. What is happening? 
 
    When his father turned to face him, his eyes were dark, shadowed under a broad, heavy brow. If the stories carried even a fraction of the truth, his father had once been the mightiest knight in the realm, though he never spoke of those days anymore. Archer had never seen that side of him, and he didn’t really believe such farfetched tales. 
 
    Until now.  
 
    It wasn’t just his sheer size, which Archer had always taken for granted. There was a deadly gleam in his eyes that would warn even the toughest opponent away from him, and Archer had the urge to take a step back, then another, retreating to the safety of the castle. 
 
    Da would never hurt me, would he? he wondered. The man had never so much as raised a hand against him, while his mother had been known to smack all her children when they stepped out of line. 
 
    And then the shadow was gone, replaced by that same expression he’d seen cross both his parents’ faces before. Fear with a twinge of sadness. The abrupt change was almost worse. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Da. I lost control. I’ll apologize to Garon. I’ll make it up to him. I’ll let him beat me next time. He can even bloody my nose,” Archer rambled, stopping only when his father shook his head.  
 
    “This isn’t your fault, son,” he said.  
 
    “What?” Archer didn’t understand. He’d been the one to lose his temper. He’d been the one who’d needed to be dragged off his own brother. He sucked in a sharp breath at the thought of what he might’ve done if his mother hadn’t been there to stop the fight.  
 
    “You are my son,” his father said, stepping closer. He placed a hand on Archer’s shoulder, the weight as heavy as a stone block.  
 
    “I know that,” Archer said, trying to understand why he’d stated such a simple fact at a time like this.  
 
    His father shook his head. “Yes, but you don’t understand what it means. Not truly.” 
 
    “Then tell me.” 
 
    Another shake of his father’s head. “Tell me, son, what did you feel before? When you attacked Garon.” 
 
    “Nothing. Just anger. I had him beat and he cheated. Again. I don’t know why it made me so angry this time.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    Archer tried to think. “I saw black and red spots. I felt hot, like there were fires burning through my blood.” 
 
    His father frowned, pursing his lips. “Did you hear anything?” 
 
    “I—what do you mean?” His father wasn’t making sense. What would he have heard? 
 
    “Like a…” His father trailed away. “Nevermind. Give me your hand. Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    Why would he be afraid? He lifted his hand and his father took it, facing his palm down. His da’s other hand extracted a small paring knife from a pocket.  
 
    “Da, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but—ow!” 
 
    The prick had been so quick he hadn’t had time to flinch away. A spot of blood welled from his skin where the knife had sliced him.  
 
    His father laughed. Actually laughed, dropping his hand. “Go get that bandaged, son. And control your temper next time. Agreed?” 
 
    Archer was so confused by the entire conversation that he could only nod, watching his father stride away toward the castle, leaving enormous footprints behind in the snow. Drops of crimson blood painted the snow at Archer’s feet.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Two weeks later 
 
      
 
    Garon’s face was healing nicely. The scabs on his lips had fallen off, leaving tiny white lines that would soon vanish. His right eye still showed a shadow of a bruise, but even that was only noticeable in direct light. In the dancing glow of the firelight, Archer could almost pretend he’d never pounded his brother into submission.  
 
    His parents had continued to act odd for a few days afterward, always seeming to be watching him with narrowed eyes and tight lips, but even that had faded. Everything was back to normal it seemed.  
 
    Even Garon had moved on, though he was slightly less eager to challenge Archer in single combat, and he occasionally flinched when Archer raised a hand, even if it was only to cover his mouth when he yawned.  
 
    As usual, Garon was eager for more stories from the greatest storyteller in the castle: 
 
    Zelda.  
 
    Their great aunt was a trollish woman with more wrinkles than a balled-up shirt, and yet somehow the twinkle in her eyes had always captivated the attention of her nieces and nephews. Besides Garon, Archer had three other siblings, two girls and another boy. With a few months still to go before his second name day, the youngest was Hank. He was as bald as an egg, though several light-colored strands of hair had recently begun growing. Evidently he was the mirror image of his grandmother on his mother’s side, Sabria, a woman who’d once been the queen under the rule of their grandfather, the Dread King of the North. The two girls were Hope and Harmony, and they were as thick as thieves, always plotting and scheming together. Like Archer, they’d already developed wide Gäric chins and broad shoulders. If he were to wrinkle up their faces, Archer suspected they’d look more like Zelda’s daughters.  
 
    Several others joined them: the two daughters of the castle mystic, Lisbeth Lorne, and her husband, the greatest swordsman in the realm, Sir David Dietrich. The Dietrich girls, as they were known, were identical twins named Liza and Zola who’d recently had their eighth name day. Their hair was the color of night and they bore unnaturally blue eyes that never seemed to miss a thing. Archer’s two sisters followed them around everywhere. Also present were three boys, Archer’s cousins, that belonged to Commander Christoff Metz and Archer’s Aunt Mona. Only three years separated the three boys who were all between the ages of four and six. They enjoyed many pursuits, most of which involved making enormous messes and causing their father—the cleanest man Archer had ever known—great distress. Just now, they were giggling and putting handprints on his armor as he tried to polish it to a shine.  
 
    Zelda had begun a familiar tale, all about the Horde that had descended on the Four Kingdoms fourteen years earlier, before any of them were even born. It was a long story, and by the end all four girls were asleep, along with Hank.  
 
    “I wish another Horde would come,” Garon said. “I would fight them all, and I would win.” 
 
    “Me too,” Zelda muttered. “I never knew how boring peace could be.” 
 
    Archer’s mother, who had settled into a spot on the floor, sipping a glass of wine, fired a glare at her aunt. “I wish you wouldn’t romanticize the Fall of All Things.” 
 
    “Romantacize?” Zelda said, incredulous. “Perhaps you listened to a different story. Mine was all about heads being chopped off and a battlefield dripping with blood.” 
 
    “Oh, I heard you, all right. There was glory seeping from every word.” 
 
    Zelda snorted, but offered no further argument, crunching down hard on a raw potato. As the queen liked to say, Aunt Zelda could give a goat a run for its coin when it came to what she was capable of eating and digesting, as well as the sheer quantity.  
 
    Nearby, one of the Metz boys had discovered a dustpan filled with soot shoveled from the fireplace, and he was using it as face paint while his father tried desperately to wash it off with a wet rag. Eventually the tussle resulted in the tin overturning with a poof, the gray ash covering Commander Metz’s face. He looked ready to faint. Archer’s aunt urged her husband to go get cleaned up while she attempted to wrangle the boys to the nearest wash basin.  
 
    Archer chuckled at the scene before turning back to where his brother was, as usual, pestering their father. “Da, will you tell us about your greatest battle?” Garon asked.  
 
    Their father had been silent for most of the evening, content to sit and listen. Both of Archer’s sisters were sprawled across his lap, each of their heads tucked into one of the crooks between his chest and shoulders. Now, he shifted uneasily. “My greatest battle was nothing next to your mother’s. Did I tell you about the time she defeated an—” 
 
    “Ice bear with her bare hands?” Garon said. “Yes, Da, only half a hundred times. We want a story about you.” Though Archer had voiced no request for such a story, it was true. Both he and Garon were in agreement on this point. All they knew of their father’s prowess in battle was gleaned from rumor and gossip.  
 
    “I fear I’ve forgotten them all,” he said. 
 
    “I haven’t,” Zelda said, potato juice dripping from her chin. 
 
    “I think it’s time for bed,” their mother said, clambering to her feet, scooping up Hank’s sleeping form as she rose.  
 
    Archer sighed. The same scene had been played out dozens of times before. Whenever they pushed for stories of their father, it was time for bed.  
 
    Garon’s eyes met Archer’s, and there was no animosity there. Whatever had transpired in the practice yard those two weeks ago was a distant memory now. Say something, his brother mouthed, and Archer was reminded of something they’d discussed earlier.  
 
    Archer waited several long moments, until their mother had left the room, shepherding the groggy Dietrich twins before her like a flock of sheep. This was the type of request more suited to their father—at least if they wanted to get the answer they were hoping for.  
 
    “Can we visit Uncle Bane tomorrow?” Archer asked, hating how his voice squeaked a little at the end. Lately it had been doing that whenever he was nervous.  
 
    “Ask your mother,” his father said, carrying Archer’s sisters over each shoulder like they were sacks of barley. The heaviness in his tone was much the same as if he’d said Ask the queen. 
 
    “She’ll say no,” Garon complained.  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “It’s not fair,” Garon said. “Why do we always have to wait for him to come to the castle? He doesn’t live far away. You could come with us.” 
 
    “Leave your uncle alone,” their father said. “He likes his solitude this time of year. Come spring, he’ll visit us. I promise. Now get to bed. If your mother finds you still down here after she’s done with Hank, there’ll be—” 
 
    “Frozen hell to pay,” Garon muttered.  
 
    “Watch your language, son. But aye, that’s exactly what there will be.” 
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    “We could sneak away tonight,” Garon said, when they were in bed.  
 
    The room they shared was modest, their beds close enough together that they could reach out and hit each other if the need arose. On occasion, one of them would complain about how so many rooms in the castle were empty and yet they were stuck sharing one. Neither of them really meant it, however—sometimes it was nice having company, especially when there was scheming to be done.  
 
    “Ma will have both our hides if she catches us,” Archer said. Though the fear of their mother’s wrath was a strong motivator, in truth Archer was warm and cozy beneath his thick blankets. 
 
    “We could be back before morning. She’ll never even know.” Garon’s face was illuminated by a red blade of moonslight that breached the clouds, stabbing through the uncovered window.  
 
    “Have you met our mother? No? Strong woman, big fists that are good for knocking sense into her children? She’s the queen. She knows everything.” 
 
    “Chick-en,” Garon said, breaking the insult into two distinct words.  
 
    “You know I’m not.” 
 
    “Bock bock bock…” Across the space, Garon flapped his elbows like wings as he squawked.  
 
    “Fine. Frozens gods of the north!” Archer threw back the bedsheets, cringing as the cold hit him. Garon whooped lightly and both boys tugged on their trousers, thick woolen socks, four layers of shirts beneath heavy greatcoats, knit caps with drooping ears, and gloves that made their hands look as huge as bear paws. Their boots completed the ensemble, and Archer found himself grinning now, the cold forgotten as the thrill of adventure took hold. “Ready?” 
 
    He started to stand, but Garon shoved him back onto the bed, hustling past him to the door. “Last one out the castle’s an ice cube!” he hollered.  
 
    Archer gritted his teeth and gave chase, still managing to tiptoe so his boots wouldn’t make too much noise.  
 
    He turned a corner and almost crashed into Garon’s back, pulling up just in time to stop. He was about to protest but Garon cut him off with a finger pressed to his lips. Garon pointed to a nearby door, which stood the slightest bit ajar, the telltale flicker of lanternlight dancing through the gap. Murmured voices arose, indiscernible from this distance. They would have to get closer… 
 
    Practically joined at the hip, the two brothers crept closer, peeking through the tiny opening. Voices, much clearer now, spilled from the room.  
 
    “We have no evidence,” a low voice said. Father, Archer thought. “Boys fight. They get angry. It happens.” 
 
    “Not Archer,” another voice said. Mother. “Not like that.” Are they still talking about that day in the training yard? Archer had thought it was ancient history now. It had been weeks ago, a lifetime for a boy his age. “Look again.” 
 
    “Annise, you’re being—” 
 
    “We need to know,” the queen said. “I’m not afraid, just realistic. If there’s any potential that he’s…like you…you can help him. Don’t you wish you’d had someone to counsel you all those years ago?” 
 
    “Of course, but—” 
 
    “No buts. Lisbeth, can you see the boys’ souls from here or do we need to visit their room?” 
 
    Archer tensed and he felt Garon do the same. Neither of them had even been aware the mystic was in the room. Now her presence was unmistakeable as a blue eye glittered in the darkness. Archer had the urge to run, but then she said, “I can see them,” giving no indication to their mother that they were eavesdropping less than a stone’s throw away.  
 
    Through the gap in the doorway, he felt her blue eye burn into them.  
 
    In truth, he’d always believed the mystic to be a phony. Garon was half in love with her, his advances tempered only by Lisbeth Lorne’s husband, Sir Dietrich. The aging knight seemed to only get more capable with the sword as the years wore on, when it should’ve been the opposite. There were stories about him…but neither of the boys gave them much credence as northerners were prone to exaggeration.  
 
    As for Lisbeth…there’s no such thing as magic, Archer thought. He wanted to believe it despite the blue eye shining from her forehead, despite the prickling sensation he felt somewhere inside him, spreading… 
 
    And then gone.  
 
    “Well?” the queen said. 
 
    “His soul is pure,” Lisbeth said, her blue eye fading. 
 
    “No shadows?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “See?” Archer’s father said. “I am the only shadowed soul in the realm.” 
 
    What does he mean ‘shadowed soul’? Archer wondered.  
 
    “Fine,” his mother said. “But we shall check again in a week. Thank you, Lisbeth.” 
 
    The tall, willowy woman bowed and seemed to float more than walk toward the door. The move was so sudden that neither boy seemed capable of moving, their feet glued to the floor. She pushed the door open slightly wider and then slipped out, winking a sightless eye at them as she passed.  
 
    Archer let out a deep breath, stifling the urge to laugh else they still be discovered. It had been a close call. Maybe the mystic wasn’t so bad after all.  
 
    Garon motioned for him to follow, but Archer wanted to listen some more.  
 
    But then their father said, “Come hither,” and their mother sighed softly. Frozen hell… Archer thought, scampering away. Are five children not enough? 
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    They traipsed out into the frigid night, their feet crunching on the crystallized layer of top snow. Their boots sank halfway up their calves, but their trousers were thick and designed to keep the moisture from soaking through to their skin.  
 
    There were guards, of course, but the boys knew their patterns of patrol, as well as their blindspots. Going through the mamoothen shed was always a safe option, so long as the enormous tusked beasts were not overly disturbed by their passing. 
 
    They entered the high-ceilinged structure quietly, a carpet of hay masking their footfalls. On either side, enormous leather-skinned forms swayed from side to side in their sleep. Mamoothen slept standing up for some reason, their mouths releasing enormous breaths that billowed out, forming ghostly clouds in the cool air.  
 
    Halfway across the long length of the shed, Archer skidded to a stop, thrusting an arm across his brother’s path to bring him to a halt. Archer’s heart skipped a beat, his breath catching in his throat.  
 
    For their aunt, Lady Zelda, was staring right at them, her back pressed against a water barrel, which she leaned against while sitting on a pillow of hay.  
 
    Neither boy breathed, wondering whether they were visible in the darkness. Waiting for the reprimand. Truth be told, she looked dead. 
 
    “Is she…”  Garon started to say, trailing off.  
 
    The edge of Zelda’s lip twitched and Archer almost screamed. She’s sleeping with her eyes open, he realized. He gestured for Garon to follow him, and they snuck past, slipping back outside.  
 
    Behind the shed, Garon gasped. “What was that?” 
 
    “A close call,” Archer said. “Why? Did you want to go back? Chick-en.” He made flapping motions with his arms.  
 
    “Nay. What do I have to fear from an old woman?” Despite his brother’s bravado, Archer could tell he was overcompensating. The run-in with their eccentric great aunt had shaken Garon, a realization that made Archer grin in the dark.  
 
    “C’mon,” he said, threading his way between trees as they made their way downslope toward a service door that led without the castle. The benefit of this particular exit was that it avoided the city itself, spilling onto the empty terrain to the east of the castle.  
 
    It took both of their strength to lift the heavy iron bar that prevented entry from the outside. The hinges needed to be oiled, and they froze at the great creaking sound, expecting an alarm to be raised by some vigilant night watchman. Instead, silence ruled the darkness, and they made quick work of opening and shutting the door behind them. With any luck, they would be able to reenter via the same door, throwing the bar back into place with none the wiser.  
 
    “Shite,” Archer said, when he saw what awaited them outside the castle walls.  
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    An entire makeshift village blocked their path. Archer felt foolish for having forgotten the Garzi were still encamped on the eastern tundra. Once a year—usually during the coldest winter months—their neighbors from the Hinterlands would migrate southward to Castle Hill to trade. The rugged people from the Hinterlands were a strange race, much taller than any of the northerners save Archer’s father, with long, triangular-shaped heads and too much hair. Each year when the Garzi first arrived, Archer and his siblings would watch them from the walls.  
 
    And every year one of them would ask why the Garzi never came inside the castle or city. “They aren’t used to being closed in,” the queen would always answer. “They feel safer with room to roam.” 
 
    Archer thought it was odd, particularly considering the structures they built were made entirely of snow and ice. Now, he felt colder just looking upon their homes. 
 
    “Perhaps they won’t notice our passing,” he said to his brother.  
 
    “And if they do?” They’d all heard the stories. How before the new treaty had been signed with the Garzi they would kill any who crossed into the Hinterlands. It was said they worshipped a great lake monster, sacrificing their children to the water goddess each year.  
 
    “Then they’ll cut out your bones and gnaw on them,” Archer said, punching him.  
 
    “And pluck your eyeballs from your head and roast them on a spittle,” his brother retorted, offering a punch of his own. “Guess we’d better stick close to the wall so they don’t catch us.” 
 
    “Guess so.” 
 
    Neither boy wanting to be outdone by the other, they soldiered on, the snow growing thicker as it formed drifts against the outside castle wall. The temporary Garzi village was still and silent. The snow began to fall in earnest, obscuring anything more than a few feet away.  
 
    “Maybe we should turn back and try again tomorrow night,” Garon said.  
 
    “Scared?” Archer hid his own fear behind the mocking tone in his voice.  
 
    “Course not. You?” 
 
    “Ha! What sort of northerner would fear a little bit of sn—” 
 
    The rest of his sentence transformed into a gasp as a huge form stepped across their path. The Garzi was more than a few heads taller than Archer, looking down on them from a face covered in furlike hair. He wore thick skins about his entire body save for his hands and face. Several spears were strapped to his back, poking upwards over his head like a porcupine’s bristles. “Darf nom gur,” the male said, reaching back to extract a long spear from where it had been strapped to his back.  
 
    The razor-sharp tip glittered dangerously in the moonslight.  
 
    “Archer?” Garon said. “Run?” 
 
    Archer knew their only hope of survival was to split up. The slower of the two would be struck down while the swifter would have the slimmest chance of escape. And he was determined to be the slower, though he knew he could outrun his brother any day of the year. “Go,” he said. “I’ll be right behind you.”  
 
    Garon looked uncertain, but then turned slightly, his gloved hands curling into fists of determination as he prepared to flee.  
 
    That’s when the Garzi deftly spun the spear around, extending the blunt shaft of the weapon toward Archer. “Darf nom gur,” he said again. And then: “Be careful on this night.” This time he spoke in the common tongue, though each word was tinged with a rough accent, scraping from the back of his throat. “You take?” 
 
    Archer realized he was still staring dumbly at the shaft of the spear. He reached up and took it, nearly dropping the weapon, which was far heavier than the Garzi had made it look. The man nodded when Archer managed to keep it from touching the snow by gripping it with both hands.  
 
    As swiftly as he had appeared in the storm, he vanished, his footfalls all but silent as he departed.  
 
    “Did you see his collar?” Garon murmured, his voice full of awe.  
 
    Archer hadn’t seen much other than his life flashing before his eyes, but he tried to remember. Yes. The man had been wearing a silver collar with a single stone inlaid in a golden hoop. He wasn’t just any Garzi.  
 
    He was their leader.  
 
    Zur.  
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    “No one is ever going to believe us,” Garon said as they walked northward. The storm had abated, leaving a sky full of small, meandering snowflakes that never seemed to reach the ground. The clouds had even mostly moved on, the sky speckled with stars.  
 
    For the north, it was as perfect a night as there ever was.  
 
    “We can’t tell anyone,” Archer said. 
 
    “What? We must. Our friends—” 
 
    “Can never know.” Archer knew he didn’t always act his age, but sometimes an older brother had to be responsible. A run in with a Garzi was nothing to brag about. Only those appointed by the queen herself as trade ambassadors were permitted to meet with their neighbors to the north.  
 
    Garon huffed. “The most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me, and I can’t even tell anyone?” 
 
    “Of course you can. But first tell Ma.” 
 
    Garon clamped his mouth shut, the threat sufficient to take the wind out of his sails. “Fine. But I shall remain silent in protest.” 
 
    “Then the world shall become a quieter place.” 
 
    Garon glared at him, and then broke his vow even quicker than Archer could’ve predicted. “Can I hold the spear?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because Zur gave it to me. And anyway, you were about to run for your very life. Chick-en. Bock bock bock!” 
 
    “You told me to!” Garon protested, shoving him and trying to reach around to grab the spear. A minor tussle ensued, with Archer holding his smaller brother off with one hand clenching the collar of his greatcoat while the other hand struggled to cling to the shaft of the spear.  
 
    “Submit,” Archer growled. 
 
    “You submit.” 
 
    “Over my dead bod—” 
 
    For the second time on that night, Archer was unable to finish a sentence he’d started, his words cut off by a roar as a monstrous form erupted from what neither of them had considered to be more than a random snowdrift.  
 
    Not a drift, Archer thought as he scrambled backwards, both his brother and the spear forgotten in his haste to get away from the creature that now loomed before them. A burrow. He’d learned all about ice bears growing up, how they liked to burrow into the snow to keep warm. But not this close to Castle Hill… 
 
    It was standing on two powerful legs, two black eyes staring at them, its mouth open in a snarl of teeth sharpened to daggerlike points.  
 
    “We’re not supposed to run, right?” Garon said, his voice quivering like a bowstring.  
 
    Archer’s mind was fuzzy, and he couldn’t remember what they were supposed to do. Running seemed like the only thing to do. He shook his fear away, trying to focus. Yes. His brother was right. Ice bears were fast, especially on the snow where the boys would be bogged down. And if they ran, it would pursue them, unable to resist chasing its prey.  
 
    “Mother fought an ice bear with her bare hands,” he said.  
 
    “That’s only a story Da tells us so we don’t step out of line,” Garon said.  
 
    “We’re Gärics, remember?” 
 
    “That’s only a name.” 
 
    Archer forced steel into his voice. “Aye, a name that means something. We must get to that spear. It’s our only chance.” He eyed the long shaft resting in the snow, the tip buried somewhere just beneath the surface. The ice bear still hadn’t moved, but the beast was closer to the weapon than they were. A distraction was what they needed.  
 
    “Make snowballs,” Archer commanded. 
 
    “This is hardly a time to play Snow Wars,” Garon said.  
 
    “This is exactly the time. And you’ve always been better at packing them than I.” His eyes never leaving the bear, he scooted over to his brother, whose hands were now fumbling at the snow. He grasped one of his brother’s hands, squeezing through his glove. “We’re going to be fine.” He didn’t know where his confidence came from, but he felt surprisingly calm. “No sudden movements.” 
 
    Garon took a deep breath and then nodded. He began to pack snowballs, more controlled now. Good, Archer thought. “Stay here. Start throwing when I tell you to.” Before his brother could protest, he rose into a crouch and began to run toward the spear.  
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    The ice bear exploded from its haunches, accelerating into a full gallop far faster than Archer thought possible. I’m not going to make it, was his first thought, while his second was to shout, “Now, Garon! NOW!” 
 
    His focus on the spear was so complete that he didn’t even notice the snowballs whipping past him, not until one of them smacked the bear flush in the nose. It recoiled slightly and slid to a stop, which was just the advantage Archer needed. He dove for the spear, grabbing its shaft as he slid past, his momentum carrying him closer to the bear than he’d anticipated.  
 
    The beast was enraged now, pawing at where the snowball had grown icy teeth and bitten his snout. It lunged at Archer, but he’d managed to find his footing and shove off. Just in time, too, as the beast collided with his shoulder, its claws raking across his face. Still, the impact was powerful, like getting hit by a stampeding cow. It threw him off his feet and twisted him around. He landed heavily in a nearby drift, stunned.  
 
    Something warmed his blood, but he barely noticed, his focus on the bear, which stopped, turned, and attacked.  
 
    Luckily, Archer kept his head, remembering to raise his spear with two hands. His eyes widened as it became clear the beast would not stop, fully prepared to impale itself on the point to get to Archer.  
 
    And then, suddenly, it stopped.  
 
    Archer heard a sound, a voice. “Hey, ice fool!” Garon shouted.  
 
    “No,” Archer breathed, but the bear had already whirled around, seeking out the taunter. A snowball zipped through the air and shattered across the beast’s forehead. It snarled, shoving forward in the direction of Archer’s brother, who was already bending over to scoop up another snowball, rising, five feet of fearlessness that took Archer’s breath away even as a slash of ice-cold fear took hold, replaced just as swiftly by 
 
    courage, which 
 
    jolted through him like a 
 
    thunderbolt, 
 
    drawing him to his feet, his legs moving, 
 
    adrenaline—or was it something else?—thrumming through him, 
 
    giving him strength and speed beyond what he’d ever been capable of before, 
 
    and in the center of it all: 
 
    White, hot rage. 
 
    The bear was fast, but Archer was faster and lighter. Still, the distance was too short for him to make up the ground he’d lost and he could only watch as the bear pounced upon Garon just as he hurled another icy projectile into its snout.  
 
    “Ahhhhh!” Archer yelled, slamming his spear into the bear’s back where it sunk a bare inch, or maybe two. It was enough to get the bear’s attention, however. The beast released a high-pitched whine, rolling away from Garon, revealing his bloodied mess of a face, his greatcoat and the layers beneath shredded, uncovering his chest, which was a mess of ribbon-like skin and blood—so much blood.  
 
    He wasn’t moving, his eyes closed.  
 
    Spots of black and red danced before Archer’s eyes, swarming with flames and an animal scream that came not from him but from somewhere deep inside his being, roaring through his mind, breaking to the forefront of everything until he was the spots and flames and scream and nothing else, including his former self. Including Archer.  
 
    He threw himself onto the ice bear even as it swatted at him with a heavy, clawed paw. The blow should’ve knocked him askew like before, but he simply absorbed it, a shot of pain rolling through him that was nothing next to the anger. He shoved the spear into the bear’s chest and this time it sank deeper, the tip almost hidden beneath fur and flesh.  
 
    The bear roared, pummeling him with its claws, snapping at him with its powerful jaws.  
 
    Archer slammed his fist into its face even as he twisted the spear with the other hand. He felt strong, invincible, like a version of himself reconstructed of steel.  
 
    Yesss. Oh yesss. It felt good.  
 
    He wanted to kill this thing. Not just once, but twice, thrice, as many times as it took for it never to walk again, its breath taken away, its heart slowing to a crawl and then stopping altogether. He wanted it to bleed into a lake.  
 
    And then he wanted it to bleed some more. 
 
    His vision filled with fur and blood and coal-like eyes that grew wilder and wilder and more desperate until they faded into nothingness. He was dimly aware of the blood spattering his knuckles, which were bare—when had he lost his gloves?—and his face, soaking into his greatcoat, both shoulders tattered and shredded by the bear’s claws.  
 
    The bear’s face was a bloody ruin and yet still he pounded. He drew the spear out and shoved it back in, over and over, turning the bear’s chest into mincemeat. 
 
    It was no longer moving, no longer fighting him, and yet still he skewered it on his blade, pulverized it with his fists. 
 
    Strong hands grabbed him from behind, dragging him back from the bear even as he continued to swing at it. He wasn’t finished with the destruction, his need for blood unsated. He needed to get himself free so he swung an elbow back, connecting with whomever held him. The someone, however, took the blow without lessening his grip. Archer elbowed him again and heard a grunt. Again. And again.  
 
    The someone slung him down roughly into the snow, and through the spots and fire he saw who it was: 
 
    His uncle Bane, his smooth-skinned face determined but not angry. Something was glowing through his thick, black hair, like a lantern hidden somewhere on his scalp.  
 
    Archer instantly knew he wanted to kill this man, not because he held anything against him, but because he was alive.  
 
    Do it, that voice said, egging him on. 
 
    He tried, oh how he tried, but his uncle was far stronger than he looked, his hands pinning Archer’s wrists at his sides, his knees subduing Archer’s kicking legs.  
 
    “I know darkness,” Uncle Bane said. “I know violence. I can help you.” With a speed that defied possibility, his uncle released one of his hands and landed a powerful blow to his cheek.  
 
    The spots turned to stars, the fires extinguished.  
 
    Archer’s vision swam, fading entirely to black. 
 
    What am I? he thought, trying to make sense of everything that had happened. 
 
    And then nothing. 
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    The voices seemed to rise from the depths, distant murmurs at first and then clarifying, taking shape in Archer’s ears.  
 
    “…always knew it was a possibility, though I’d hoped…” Mother? Archer said. No, he hadn’t said anything, the words stuck in his head.  
 
    “Hoped what?” Father? Again, his lips failed him. His eyes refused to open too, glued shut. His entire body felt…numb? Was that the right word?  
 
    “I—I’m sorry.” 
 
    Images rushed through his mind. Sneaking from the castle with his brother. Meeting the enigmatic Garzi leader named Zur, who gave him the spear. The attack by the ice bear. Garon’s bravery. And then… 
 
    By the frozen gods…did I really…was that really…it couldn’t be…it couldn’t. 
 
    But it was, Archer knew. It was him and it wasn’t. He could still see what he’d done, the destruction he’d wrought, but it was like watching a stranger wearing his face.  
 
    A heavy sigh from his father. “If I’m being honest, I’d hoped he wouldn’t be cursed either.” 
 
    “You know I hate that word.” Cursed, Archer thought. Are they talking about me? 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Stop.” This single word was spoken by neither Archer’s mother or father. Yet the voice was familiar, one he’d heard recently. The last voice he’d heard before he lost consciousness on the snow fields.  
 
    It was his uncle. Bane. I know darkness. I know violence. I can help you. His uncle’s words came back to him then, sending icy dread through him. He wanted to shiver, but his body refused.  
 
    “I know this is hard for you both,” Bane said slowly. “You have your demons, as do I. But you were not born with them. I was, just like your son. He doesn’t need comfort or compassion. He needs truth.” 
 
    What truth? 
 
    Another tadpole of cold fear swam through Archer as he remembered something else, a memory he knew he’d been ignoring until now. His brother, Garon. His bloodied face, his chest ripped open. No. His uncle was wrong. He didn’t need the truth. He didn’t want it, not if it meant— 
 
    “Brother,” the queen said. “He saved Garon’s life. The healers barely got to my son in time. If they hadn’t…” Her words trailed away but Archer didn’t need to know the rest because Garon was alive, and that was enough for him. The utter joy that filled him was sufficient to finally allow his eyelids to flutter open, his lips and tongue working once more. 
 
    “Urr,” he groaned, his tongue dry, the inside of his mouth like sandpaper.  
 
    His mother’s face appeared quickly, her eyes filled with concern. She cupped his cheek with her hand, which was warm. “Archer. You’re awake.” 
 
    “I’m…” he couldn’t find the word for a second. “Cursed?” 
 
    She shook her head and he saw the tears that sparkled. His mother rarely cried and it frightened him more than anything. What is wrong with me? “You are special. Like your father.” 
 
    “I—I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You will. The important thing is that your brother is safe. You saved his life.” 
 
    “But the bear. I—I couldn’t stop—just like with Garon. I don’t know how to stop. There was this…” How could he explain without sounding like a madman? There is this voice in my head, Mother. It tells me to murder and destroy and, oh yeah, it screams like a banshee too. Isn’t that nice? 
 
    “You will grow used to the voice, son,” his father said, his broad face appearing on the opposite side.  
 
    “What? How could you know that?” Something his mother had said finally clicked in his mind. You are special. Like your father. 
 
    He sat up rapidly, bringing his hands up before him, palms down. His fingers began to shake, and his mother covered them with her warm hands, tucking them beneath the covers.  
 
    She hadn’t been fast enough though, and he had seen. His skin was pale and glassy, free of the tiny hairs that had once grown there. And through his skin he had seen the black veins, bulging upwards like little snakes.  
 
    Suddenly he couldn’t breathe even though his mouth was open and he was sucking at the air which was gone, drawn from the room by some force that was not of their world, or so it felt.  
 
    What am I what am I what am I? 
 
    The door opened and Archer looked up, finally spotting his uncle, who was standing in the corner. Lisbeth Lorne entered, but stopped when Archer’s eyes fell on her. How does she know I’m looking at her? 
 
    Her blue eye flared on her forehead, and she murmured, “Shadows in his soul…” 
 
    “Father?” Archer’s voice seemed to come from a faraway place, even to him. “What does she mean? What is happening to me?” 
 
    “Son, there’s something you need to know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 2: Falcon Hoza 
 
    The Southern Empire, Phanea- Circa 548 
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    Falcon Hoza, once the emperor of the famed and infamous empire of Phanes, read the letter with interest. He always enjoyed getting news from the Four Kingdoms. Though, as an ambassador of Phanea, he often traveled across the borders, he still spent much of his time in the great canyon city.  
 
    This message was from the north, and contained the surprising news that one of the Gäric-Sheary children—the eldest, Archer—apparently shared his father’s…gift. At least that was the term being used. Falcon had only met the great knight, Tarin Sheary, once before, and he couldn’t help but to be intimidated given the man’s sheer size and unnaturally pale skin. Falcon wondered if the boy would grow even larger than his father, the thought making him chuckle slightly.  
 
    “What is it?” Falcon’s companion said, looking up from the message she’d been hunched over for the better part of an hour, the pair passing the early morning in comfortable silence.  
 
    Shanti didn’t look up as Falcon’s gaze fell upon her. Her tongue was out slightly, emerging from the corner of her mouth the way it always did when she was concentrating. Her quill dipped and dived, scrawling words across a long portion of parchment that was now mostly filled with words to her best friend, Sonika Vaid, who was currently living in one of the border cities, Gem City, with her brother Gat and her squad of peacekeepers, the Black Tears. They were trying to quell another uprising, something that was becoming more and more frequent in the south.  
 
    Not for the first or last time, Falcon wondered why Shanti was with him and not the Black Tears, the group she’d dedicated so much of her life to serving.  
 
    Not that he minded. He’d loved her for a very long time, a love that, unfortunately, she’d never been able to reciprocate, at least not in the manner he wished for. 
 
    He drank her in with his eyes, though he didn’t need to—he’d long ago memorized her every feature. He could almost predict what she would do next—there! She lifted one of her hands to tame a stray lock of coppery hair, tucking it behind her ear. In the early morning light, her skin looked more pink than red, and he longed to run his finger along the shape of her jawline. Her lips were a temptation he only refused because he couldn’t bear to scare her away. Losing her would be akin to losing himself.  
 
    Alas, he knew, her heart was forever with another, one who was as unreachable to her as she was to him.  
 
    They didn’t live together, not exactly, for such a thing was for lovers, not friends, but their caves were directly beside one another, separated by a few feet of stone that could be crossed in a moment. When they were both in Phanea, they took turns crossing to each other’s homes in the morning, spending hours in enjoyable companionship, talking sometimes, other times not. What they did mattered not, at least not to Falcon. All that mattered was that they were together.  
 
    Some of Falcon’s friends, including Sonika, regularly labeled him a fool for pining after someone as distant as the stars, but Falcon cared not. In the stories he read, such patience was rewarded one way or another. Aye, sometimes such tales ended in tragedy, but there was always that fleeting moment of immeasurable joy before the end. He would die a million deaths for such a moment with Shanti.  
 
    I will wait for you, he thought. Always.  
 
    Just then she looked up, furrowing her brow. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s rude to stare?” she said. She was joking, he could tell, her eyes sparkling like the emeralds her people, the Terans, had once mined when they were enslaved by his father.  
 
    “It’s just…” 
 
    “Just what?” she asked, and her eyes grew sharp, a challenge in them.  
 
    You’re so beautiful. “You have a spot of jam on your chin.” 
 
    She laughed. “Do I?” She wiped at her skin, removing the smudge that had been there long after they’d finished their breakfast. He’d wanted to kiss it away the entire time, which was why it had taken him so long to read his messages, distracted to his limits.  
 
    “You got it,” he said.  
 
    “You never answered my question. What made you laugh before?” 
 
    Shanti was an ambassador to Teragon, and so she spent much of her time at sea and in the lands even further south than Phanes. Whenever they were both back in Phanea, they swapped stories of the goings on in their respective areas. “The eldest prince of the north is going to grow at least as large as his father,” he said.  
 
    “Truly?” Though Shanti had never met Sir Sheary, Falcon had described the knight to her in great detail. “He shall be as tall as a mamoothen.” 
 
    “And as strong to boot.” 
 
    Shanti smiled and turned back to her letter, finishing it with the flourish of her signature. The scroll was so long it would require three stream workers to send.  
 
    Falcon hesitated before voicing the question on the tip of his tongue. “Shanti…” he started, his voice growing husky. He’d only asked her this thing twice before. The first was a year after the battle known as the Fall of All Things, and she’d grown angry, refusing to speak to him for a long few months afterwards. The second time was five years ago, and instead of becoming angry she’d looked sad—so sad. He hated seeing her that way, which was the primary reason he’d waited so long to ask her again. Will you be my wife? 
 
    “Falcon,” she said, looking up with eyes he could drown in. “Don’t. Please. Don’t ruin things.” 
 
    Oh gods, how he wanted to be hers. But he didn’t want to destroy what they had. It would have to be enough. “I—I’d better get to training,” he said. 
 
    Satisfied, she smiled and stood, going to him as he did the same. “As should I,” she said, kissing him once on each cheek, the embrace of dear friends and nothing more.  
 
    Never more.  
 
    “Goodbye, Shanti. See you tonight?” 
 
    Her smile broke him in two, but the pain was worth it—would always be worth it. “Yes,” she said. “Of course.” 
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    Falcon made his way to the place that had once been his home, the palace passed down from dozens of generations of Hozas. After the Fall of All Things those many years ago, Falcon had relinquished the empire, calling for a new and radically different form of government, one the Four Kingdoms had never seen before. Instead of a single ruler, they had devised a system of various delegations, each with equal voting power. To Falcon, it had seemed like the fairest way of making decisions, as each member of society had a voice through the elected officials for their area.  
 
    However, as the years wore on, animosity between delegations grew, and recently there had been rebel uprisings when decisions were made that went against one or more of the parties. It was the job of Sonika’s Black Tears to quell such uprisings, a strange change for a group that had once been rebels themselves. But Sonika believed in the fairness of the new system, so she did everything in her power to maintain peace.  
 
    Falcon, however, wanted nothing to do with it. He might’ve been born to be a leader, but that didn’t mean he wanted to be one. If so, he would’ve remained emperor.  
 
    Passing through the Phanecian marketplace, he easily forgot the cares of the realm, getting lost in the familiarity of the world he’d grown up in: The tantalizing spice-infused smells of smoked pyzon and roasted nuts; the brightly colored silk scarves, dresses, and other clothing worn by most women; the malleable leather armor favored by men; a group of women dancing phen sur—Falcon was surprised to see several men in their midst, performing the graceful forms unabashedly; others practicing phen ru, the martial art of attack, twisting and turning with power and agility, and still more training at phen lu, using the fluid motions to defend against invisible foes. Though war had been absent from the Four Kingdoms for many years now, Falcon was glad to see his people’s traditions carried on with such vigor.  
 
    He reached the palace, which was now known as the House of Order, a place for the delegates to meet and vote on the issues of the day. Though the uprisings had been growing in frequency and strength, the grounds behind the white-painted walls had thus far been unaffected.  
 
    The guards opened the gates ahead of him, and he couldn’t help but to enjoy the respect his name and past station granted him. He enjoyed his other job, the one he performed while home in Phanea. As a master of phen ru, he taught the children of the delegates the art of attack. On the opposite side of the palace, Shanti would soon begin her own training, for those of the children who’d selected to learn phen sur. Most of her students were girls, while almost all of Falcon’s were boys. The final group learned phen lu and was comprised of a mixture of both genders. They were taught by a woman who’d once been one of the Black Tears.  
 
    Falcon approached his students, who were already stretching and preparing for the few hours of training ahead of them. When he clapped his hands and then placed his fist over his heart, they straightened up, formed a line, and mimicked the gesture.  
 
    He walked down the line, inspecting each boy in turn. There was only a single girl, a nine-year-old named Ava who was as tough as any of the boys—perhaps tougher. Her father was a delegate from the Teran district, and though her mother was Phanecian, she favored her father’s coppery hair and reddish skin. He stopped in front of her, admiring her form, the confident positioning of her raised chin.  
 
    He moved on, firming up some of the boys’ stances, noting leather that was smudged or unclean. None of the Phanecian martial arts were only about physical movement. No, they were about overall cleanliness, spirituality, and mental strength. These precepts had been lost during his father’s reign, but finally Falcon felt like they’d been brought back to the forefront, a small victory.  
 
    “In a week’s time we shall compete in the annual phen ru-lu-sur tourney,” Falcon said. “Are you prepared?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Hoza,” the thirteen boys and one girl said in unison. It had taken a while for Falcon to get used to the title ‘Master,’ considering the connotation the word had once held. Now he clung to it as a shining example of how far they’d come. It no longer meant master of slaves, but educator, teacher.  
 
    He shook his head. “No, you are not.” He was pleased that none of them flinched or turned their heads to look at them. Their obedience was impressive, a testament to their progress since joining his group. Back then he could barely get them to pay attention for more than a few minutes. “But you will be. At ease. Face your sparring partners!” 
 
    The next few hours passed quickly, a mix of sparring and instruction, culminating in a free for all ‘battle’ where Falcon determined who was eliminated. At the end, the girl was the only one left standing. She’d accomplished the same several times before, but Falcon could still tell it irked the boys. “Use your failure to motivate you,” he said. “Even a defeat can be a victory if you respond to it correctly.” 
 
    The group disbanded and Falcon, against his better judgment, left to see if Shanti had finished up yet. Why do you torture yourself? he thought, though he already knew the answer. Because I love her.  
 
    Love. It was something that seemed so simple in the books he read. There were always obstacles, of course, but the pairs were determined to break them down, no cost too great. But what if the cost of love was never getting to enjoy it? Was it worth it then? 
 
    Yes, he thought. For Shanti, I will be broken forever. 
 
    He climbed a marble staircase, determined not to be seen. Sure enough, over the balustrade in the courtyard below were Shanti and her students. Opposite to Falcon’s group they were all girls save one, a boy who carried himself with a willowy grace that was equal to that of the dancing girls.  
 
    His breath caught, because Shanti was dancing with her students, performing an example of each step, each movement, pausing between each to offer instruction. If she was not a woman, she would be the wind and the rain and a ray of sunshine combined into one being. She transcended beauty and grace, and yet… 
 
    Shadows continued to cling to her eyes, her expression. It was a stark reminder that she had a dark past, as they all did.  
 
    And then her eyes found Falcon’s and he was caught in the act. He expected her to frown, to fire darts from her eyes, but she didn’t. No, instead she smiled.  
 
    Though it might’ve been his imagination, he thought he saw the shadows lift from her face just a little.  
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    One week later 
 
      
 
    Thousands had flocked to the grounds of the House of Order for the tournament. Not only would the delegates’ children be competing, but all trainees from across the realm, some traveling as far as from Gem City or even Iris, the furthest Phanecian city from the capital.  
 
    The night before, Shanti and Falcon had hosted a dinner with Sonika and Gat Vaid and the rest of the Black Tears, who had arrived earlier that day. Now, the peacekeepers were spread throughout the crowd as a reminder that this event would remain civil.  
 
    Amongst Falcon’s students, there was an air of nervous excitement. They had worked hard over the last year. The final week had been particularly brutal, as Falcon has extended their training hours each day until he was satisfied that their preparation would be unmatched by any save Shanti.  
 
    Each class would face another class, the students participating in single combat until all from one group had been eliminated. The format made for a long day, with victors from the outer rings moving toward the inner rings until the finalists were left to fight in the center circle.  
 
    Falcon spotted Shanti and her students making their way through the throng wearing all black. Though they were marching in step, there was no stiffness in their gait, their movements lithe and graceful. It’s as if she’s created a dozen miniature versions of herself, Falcon thought with a smile.  
 
    Shanti’s gaze drifted to meet his, and she returned his grin, though hers was filled with a competitive fire he’d rarely seen in her over the years. He was thankful for the martial arts; in a way, they’d brought her back from the dead.  
 
    And me too, he thought.  
 
    Once Shanti’s students had passed by, he refocused on his own, giving them last minute instruction and words of advice. “Enjoy the moment,” was the final thing he said to them, for no tournament was worth it if you didn’t have a bit of fun.  
 
    His first three students to fight were all defeated by boys trained outside the House of Order. Each gave it their all and did him proud, however, and he hugged them as they wiped away tears before anyone could notice. One of the parents of the boys approached. “You promised us victory,” the man said sharply.  
 
    Falcon stared at him. He was a delegate from Guavea, one of the wealthier districts in the city. “I said your boy would learn to fight with honor,” Falcon replied, keeping his tone even.  
 
    The man shook his head. “There is no honor in defeat,” he spat.  
 
    “Not the way you’re doing it,” Falcon said. Behind the man, his son stared dejectedly at his feet, his eyes still wet.  
 
    “I will see you are stripped of your job.” 
 
    “Do as you will,” Falcon said, turning away. Despite his confident response, he felt a shred of fear enter him. It was not an empty threat coming from this particular delegate. He held some sway with a large portion of the other delegates, and might very well be able to follow through. Falcon enjoyed his job, and didn’t want to lose it. He also wasn’t certain of whether the man was referring to his other job, too. Being an ambassador was something he loved equally. To lose both in a single moment would pain him greatly.  
 
    Don’t think about it, he thought. Think about your students. This isn’t about you or that bitter man. This is about them. 
 
    His next two students emerged from the circle victorious, and it brought a swell of new excitement from his group. They had a short break, and he led them to watch one of the other bouts, between one of Shanti’s girls and a boy fighting in the style of phen lu. The battle lasted the better part of an hour as the boy was content to defend against the graceful attacks by Shanti’s student.  
 
    Falcon pointed out the various techniques used by a practictioner of phen sur. At the same time, he watched in wonderment as the techniques once known as not more than a dance came alive in the form of beautiful yet powerful attacks. If not for Sonika Vaid’s vision all those years ago, they might not be here today.  
 
    Finally, the young girl found an opening in the boy’s defenses and slipped through like water through a sieve, taking him down and pinning him. A subdued cheer arose from Shanti’s students, while more raucous celebration erupted from the area of the audience that was likely made up of the girl’s relatives and friends. 
 
    Falcon’s gaze was drawn away by a commotion in another portion of the crowd. A fistfight of sorts had begun, but was quickly ended when two of Sonika’s Black Tears arrived on the scene, dragging the men apart. Falcon sighed. Why do people have to ruin things? 
 
    He glanced back and found Shanti had ushered her students away from the scene. He followed her example and did the same.  
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    The tension was high. Most, if not all, of the students from each school had been eliminated. Falcon was proud to have two combatants remaining. The girl, Ava, and a tall rail-thin boy named Ko who was much stronger than he looked. Shanti had only one competitor, the same girl who had outlasted the boy before the commotion had occurred. Since then, the crowd had been remarkably subdued, though it felt like the calm before a storm as the stakes grew.  
 
    There was no monetary prize for the victor, but that mattered little to these Phanecians. For them, it was all about pride and victory. For their children. For their districts. Phanecians had long held battle and war as a measure of their identity. Now that there was relative peace across the Four Kingdoms, the annual tournament was the closest thing they had to that old life.  
 
    Falcon watched as Shanti’s lone student dismantled a very capable competitor from one of the outer districts. She did so with ease, which led Falcon to believe she’d been holding back previously. She was just warming up before, he realized. It was just like Shanti, he knew, to counsel her best fighter to lull her competitors into a false sense of security. Like a spider in a web, waiting patiently.  
 
    When the fight was over, the girl walked back to her master, who spoke to her in quiet tones. There was no celebration. None of the usual excitement that came with victory. Only a gritty determination that showed neither female believed one win was enough. They wanted more.  
 
    Falcon chuckled inwardly. They’re just children, he thought. Just as quickly, he chided himself for his naivety. Not in this context. Today they are a political statement. It was sad, but true. He shook his head, hoping he would be able to shield them from such undertones.  
 
    Ko was defeated in the next fight, barely. The boys had been evenly matched, and if not for the smaller boy’s superior speed it might’ve turned out differently. “You fought bravely,” Falcon said as the boy walked up. “You should be proud.” 
 
    “I am,” Ko said with a thin smile. “But my father will not be satisfied.” 
 
    Falcon’s temper flared as he watched the boy’s father scold him. He began play-acting the end of the fight, showing the boy what he should’ve done, how he could’ve fought better.  
 
    There was a time for learning from one’s errors, Falcon knew, but it wasn’t now. Now the boy should be congratulated on how far he’d come in the tournament. Then, once the dust had settled, he could be taught. Falcon planned to do just that, if he still had a job on the morrow.  
 
    Next up was Ava and another student of phen ru. As was typical of such a matchup, the contest was a flurry of action, each competitor wasting no time in going on the attack, landing several heavy blows that left them both bloodied, whipping the crowd into a frenzy. C’mon, Falcon thought as they circled, both breathing heavily. The thought came from the knowledge only a master could have of his student. That she was faking it. Never had he seen Ava winded, for she was as well-conditioned as any in his group.  
 
    On cue, she went on the attack again, well before the boy was ready. A student of phen lu could likely have blocked the high kick, and a practitioner of phen sur might’ve danced lithely out of reach, but this boy was neither, attempting, too late, to launch a high attack of his own. While Ava’s foot thudded heavily against his jaw, his own kick glanced harmlessly off her shoulder. She spun with the impact, sweeping her opposite leg along the ground and taking out his legs from behind. He tumbled backwards and she fell upon him, her legs pinched around his throat. Unable to speak, he tapped the ground three times in submission and Ava released him.  
 
    Falcon’s students, along with a hardy portion of the crowd, erupted in a cheer. By their very nature, those who would be otherwise neutral tended to drift toward phen ru because of the action-packed nature of the art.  
 
    Falcon hugged Ava as the boys patted her back. She had represented them all, and done so well. Let them take my job after this, Falcon thought. Having a student reach the finale was no easy feat.  
 
    He glanced up to find Shanti watching him. There was something in her eyes that gave him pause. He’d seen that look before, many years ago. He’d wanted to see that look for so long it took his very breath away. But then he blinked and it was gone, replaced by a half-smile and a nod of congratulations. I imagined it, Falcon thought, feeling foolish. It was just like him to romanticize everything. Not everything is one of your stories.  
 
    He nodded back and then returned his focus to Ava, who would have a brief rest before taking on Shanti’s final student. “Winning or losing,” he said, “matters not.” 
 
    “Master?” Ava said, scrunching her face into a frown. She was full Phanecian, her mother a delegate from Gem City and her father a nut farmer. Her hair was as black as jet, and yet her eyes were darker and full of intensity. “You think I don’t know that? You have taught us as much all year. I will fight with honor, and let the gods decide if it is enough.” 
 
    Although everything the girl said was true, Falcon was taken aback. For some reason, he never believed his words penetrated his students’ young minds. Perhaps it was because he could never seem to get through to Shanti. Still, hearing the pure unabashed honesty coming from Ava, his champion now, was like a light in a storm. “Thank you,” he said. “Now enjoy the moment and do us proud.” 
 
    “I will.” She stepped into the circle.  
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    If Ava was the power and strength of thunder and lightning, Shanti’s warrior was the quiet, graceful might of the wind. As such, neither could gain an advantage. Each time Ava attempted a direct assault, her opponent would find a way to escape, acrobatically in many cases. And when the girl tried to slip past Ava’s lethal hands and feet, Ava would dive roughly away, willing to accept the minor scrapes and bruises to avoid taking a blow.  
 
    The crowd was growing restless, the sun beating down on the spectacle. After an hour, Falcon could see that Ava was finally growing weary. Her opponent wasn’t much better off, her chest heaving, her face dripping sweat. One of them would make a mistake eventually, sooner rather than later given their exhaustion.  
 
    But they never had the chance.  
 
    At first, the scream didn’t register in Falcon’s brain. Though it was loud and piercing, he’d grown used to the raucous crowd. But this was different, he finally realized, frowning, slowly turning to try to discern the origin.  
 
    The scream was repeated, and everything froze for one moment as a hushed silence fell over the crowd. A body fell, flung over a balustrade from high above the courtyard.  
 
    The body bounced off the edge of one of the, steps, tumbling the rest of the way in a jarring manner that made it look less human than inanimate object. The crowd at the base of the staircase scattered, the corpse landing with a final thud, unseeing eyes staring directly into the sun.  
 
    By the gods, Falcon thought, trying to understand what had happened, still not comprehending what his subconscious had realized the moment the woman fell.  
 
    For her cheeks were marked with black tears. Which could only mean one thing: 
 
    This was no accident.  
 
    The moment passed, sucking away the silence in a cacophony of screams, which seemed to arise all around. More bodies fell from above, while men wielding swords rushed down all seven of the palace staircases that led to the courtyard. Falcon was weaponless, as were his students. As was everyone at this event—Sonika’s Tears had been thorough in their search at the entrance gates.  
 
    As Falcon shepherded his students behind him, he watched in horror as the men killed without mercy or bias, striking down men, women and children with ruthless focus. If chaos and murder were their objective, they had already succeeded on both counts.  
 
    Falcon’s one and only objective was to protect the students he’d been charged with teaching, so his stomach dropped to his feet when he saw Ava trying to fight through the stampeding throng to get to him. Just behind her was a large man swinging an axe, cutting down people as easily as hacking through a field of weeds.  
 
    Falcon sprang forward, shoving several people aside in the process, watching as Ava sensed the danger behind her, turning just in the nick of time, ducking under a swipe of the man’s axe, instinctively lashing out with a foot, connecting solidly with his knee, a blow that would’ve crippled a smaller man. As it was, he absorbed the impact with the barest of cringes before grabbing her by the throat and lifting her into the air, drawing his axe back for a life-ending blow.  
 
    Falcon launched himself in front of her, clutching the shaft of the axe and shoving it harmlessly down, where it sparked as it struck the stonework. 
 
    The transition from proud master to soldier occurred far swifter than Falcon could’ve ever imagined. Yes, he’d often had nightmares from the Fall of All Things, but he’d never allowed any of it to spill into real life. He counted himself lucky in that regard, as many of the Phanecians who had fought and survived on that day had been less fortunate, the memories of battle dragging them slowly down into madness.  
 
    In less than the time it took his foe to blink, he’d disarmed him and driven his own weapon deep into his chest. The man gasped, a look of surprise flashing across his expression, and then he fell, blooding bubbling from his lips.  
 
    “Go!” Falcon shouted to Ava, and she didn’t need to be told twice, scurrying away to find her fellow trainees.  
 
    The nature of the crowd was slowly changing. Those who fled—the parents and friends of the students—separated from those who stepped forward, toward danger rather than away. Falcon felt a thrill rush through him as he realized the composition of defenders. Black Tears and masters of the martial arts, all of them. The attackers—who were clearly the rebels who’d been wreaking havoc across the realm—gathered before them might’ve been masters of one art or another, but they were the invaders. The dead lay all around their feet.  
 
    Falcon saw the man who had threatened him lying in a pool of blood. Despite their differences, he felt sad.  
 
    Why must differences always end in violence? 
 
    Sonika Vaid stepped up beside Falcon. He glanced at her and she said, “For old times’ sake?” 
 
    Something about the lightness of her comment in the midst of such darkness gave him strength. “Yes,” he agreed.  
 
    On his opposite side, Shanti appeared. He had the urge to order her back to safety, but he would not do her such a disservice. He was no longer the emperor—hadn’t been for many years—and anyway, she was more capable than he in so many ways, combat included. “Sorry I missed the last battle,” she said. “Mind if I join this one?” 
 
    Sonika snorted out a laugh. Falcon said, “First one to kill ten is the winner.” 
 
    “Only ten, Falc?” Shanti said, and he could’t help but to love the familiarity between them. “Looks like you’ll come in last place.” 
 
    The men pressed forward now, so he didn’t have time for a retort, gripping the handle of the axe he’d stolen, wishing his ankles and wrists were strapped with blades. 
 
    The attackers charged, and soon the clash of steel on steel filled the air, many of the combatants springing lithely off hands and feet, twisting and turning acrobatically throught the air.  
 
    Falcon slid beneath one such aerial attack, his foe’s blade slashing at his throat but missing wildly. Falcon turned and swung at the man’s legs as he landed, cutting them out from under him. He went down with a cry, dropping his own weapon. Falcon had the awareness to whip back around as another attack came from the back. A blade slashed against the shaft of the axe as he brought it up to defend himself. There was a vicious crack, but the shaft held strong enough to save his life. Still, it was broken beyond further use so he flung it down. Instead of fleeing like his opponent might expect, he threw himself forward recklessly, punching him sharply in the face thrice in short succession before wrenching the sword from his grip.  
 
    A single slash and the man died. Falcon spun, seeking out his next enemy, but found most of them were down already. Several of the defenders had fallen too, but— 
 
    Not Sonika, who was finishing off the last of the rebels. And— 
 
    Not Shanti, who drew her blade out of the chest of a man, tossing it aside with an expression akin to disgust. Falcon exhaled slowly, taking in the carnage around him. Rebels and innocents alike were scattered across the courtyard, and he couldn’t help but remember that day all those years ago. Then, Roan Loren had used his lifemark to save hundreds who would’ve died. Today, however, there was no saving them.  
 
    Is any of this world worth fighting for? he thought, hating the defeatist nature of his own mind. They finally had peace and yet there were still those who were not satisfied. So long as there were differences of opinion, there would be violence and unrest. That was reality. That was the harsh truth of a world he loved most of the time.  
 
    Not now. Now he hated it. Now he wanted to curl up in his bed with a book and hide from it in someone else’s story. Now he wanted— 
 
    Shanti collided with him so hard he dropped his blade, nearly impaling his own foot.  
 
    Her arms wrapped around him and she squeezed to the point where he found it hard to breathe. Not that he cared. Not that he would ever care if he breathed again, so long as Shanti was in his arms.  
 
    And then, as swiftly as she had arrived, she pulled away, striding off in the direction of the palace gates. Most likely, he suspected, she was going to check on her students, a faithful teacher to the end.  
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    Later that night, Falcon found he couldn’t escape into the pages of a book like he’d hoped. He kept reliving the horrifying scenes of the rebel attack. And, though he knew it was selfish, he kept reliving the warmth of Shanti’s body pressed against his as she hugged him.  
 
    Every half hour he would check her cave, but she had yet to return.  
 
    His stomach grumbled, but doing something as mundane as preparing supper felt inappropriate under the circumstances. He wouldn’t die from missing a meal. Those who’d already perished on this day would never get to eat again.  
 
    A form appeared at the entrance to his cave and his heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “Shanti,” he said, her name sounding like a prayer on his lips.  
 
    She didn’t move, just stood there, watching him. “I—I’m sorry,” she said.  
 
    Falcon tried to understand her words. What could she possibly be apologizing for? Before he could respond, however, she continued. “Have I ever told you that?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” He rose to his feet, the stone ground cool against his heels. He felt strange, like his body wasn’t his own.  
 
    “I should have. Many times. I wanted to. I needed to. But apologizing to you felt cheap. As if a word could make up for my many sins.” 
 
    “Shanti, you don’t—” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted. “You don’t get to excuse my mistakes. Not anymore. They are mine to bear, and only I get to decide when my penance is done.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was going to say,” Falcon said. “You already know how I feel about the past—there’s no need to repeat myself.” 
 
    Shanti finally stepped forward, into the lanternlight. Falcon’s breath caught. Gods, she’s beautiful. He wanted to run to her, to touch her, to make certain she was real. It took all his effort to anchor himself in place. I won’t ruin what we have. That hug was nothing, just a gut reaction to a near-death experience. We cannot touch ever again. Not like that. 
 
    “What were you going to say?” Shanti asked.  
 
    Falcon’s head swam. He couldn’t remember. Oh. Yes. “I was going to say that I should apologize too.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He took a step forward, the distance between them, oddly, seeming to widen. “For making all this so hard on you. I should never have tried to get you to replace Jai with me. It wasn’t fair.” 
 
    To his surprise, she laughed. It wasn’t a mocking sound—more like an incredulous one. “You think this is about Jai?” 
 
    He frowned. Isn’t it? “Yes. You loved him. He was your soulmate. He was what I can never be.” 
 
    “Oh gods, Falcon, I’m so sorry. I—I thought you understood. This was never about Jai. At first maybe, but not for the last several years. It’s true—time heals most things. Jai’s loss still hurts, but it’s like an old scar now. My own failings hurt more. This has always been about me. That’s how selfish I am. That’s why I could never be worthy of you.” 
 
    “What?” Falcon couldn’t feel his feet, and yet he managed another step forward. 
 
    “Jai was a great man, but so are you. You are the two greatest men I have ever known. My heart may be small, but there is room for you both.” 
 
    Falcon wondered whether he’d fallen asleep, his love for Shanti spilling into his dreams. No, he thought. This is real. It has to be. It has to. 
 
    Shanti continued speaking, moving closer. “A part of me may always be broken, but that doesn’t mean I can’t live. I hate that it took what happened today to help me learn that, but the world is unpredictable.” What is she saying? “I’m finally ready.” 
 
    “For what?” Falcon’s voice sounded small to his own ears.  
 
    “For you.” 
 
    Shanti had reached him now, her fingers grasping his hand, sending a tingling sensation through the whole of his body. She dropped to her knees. “What are you—” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Falcon Hoza. I’m proposing to you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 3: Noura Loren-Arris 
 
    The Western Kingdom, Knight’s End- Circa 548 
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    Under the light of twin full moons, Noura Loren-Arris kissed Stanley Winchester. He was a roguish sort, dark-eyed and handsome with a firm chest and arms on account of carrying barrels of fine wine throughout the palace at Knight’s End. Here in the quiet shadows of the cryptlands, it was everything Noura thought a first kiss would be: heart-pounding and breathtaking, clumsy hands and urgent lips and— 
 
    She froze, clutching at her own head, which was suddenly full of buzzing, as if home to a swarm of bees. Stanley, oblivious to her discomfort, went right on kissing, his lips working their way to her chin, her neck… 
 
    “Please,” she said. “Stop.” If he heard her, the eager boy gave no indication.  
 
    The buzzing intensified, as it always did, and Noura knew somewhere in the Four Kingdoms there was the great suffering that came before, during, and after violence. The pain of injury; the finality of death; the sorrow of the survivors. She had the sudden urge to run, to find those in pain, to help them in any way she could—whether that involved her peacemark or not.  
 
    Stanley was still kissing, his hands trying to find their way beneath her dress. Though she abhorred violence, her mother hadn’t raised her to be weak. 
 
    “Stop!” she said, louder this time. When he continued to ignore her, she shoved him, swinging her arm about and elbowing him in the lip.  
 
    He stared at her, aghast. “I said stop,” she breathed. Her uncle Roan, if he still lived, would’ve been as shocked as Stanley. Some peacemaker I am, she thought. Drawing first blood. Then again, she was only peacemarked. It was Uncle Roan who had been the Peacemaker. A subtle distinction, but an important one.  
 
    “You’re as mad as your mother,” the boy said, reaching up to touch his bottom lip, which was bleeding. 
 
    “My mother is the greatest woman I have ever known,” Noura said, momentarily distracted from that buzzing in her head. “Thus, I shall take that as a compliment.” 
 
    Stanley shook his head. “A lesser man would leave you alone in the cryptlands, but I will wait without the wall to escort you back to the castle.” 
 
    “No need,” Noura said. “My man has been watching the entire time. Just now he has an arrow pointed at your heart.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe—” 
 
    Somewhere atop the wall surrounding the Loren crypt, a bowstring sang, though it wasn’t heard until the arrow had zipped past, plunking into the tree under which they’d been kissing.  
 
    “Holy gods of the south,” Stanley hissed. “I might’ve been killed!” 
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic. Sir Cory is an excellent shot. If he’d wanted to kill you, you’d be dead.” 
 
    “Madness,” Stanley said, rising to his feet and stumbling away, tripping once on a root before righting himself and exiting through the main door.  
 
    Noura sighed. “Was that really necessary, Sir?” she said, peering up at the wall, where a form stood erect, bow gripped loosely in one hand. Her parents had always been honest with her, and thus they had earned her own trust and respect. No sneaking about, her mother had counselled. Don’t turn out like me. We won’t stop you from making bad choices, but we will protect you. Sir Cory shall accompany you wherever you go, a silent observer. He won’t intrude unless requested or he feels you are in danger. 
 
    “Nay, but I’m entitled to a bit of fun now and again, aren’t I?” the knight said. “And he might’ve deserved it a little.” 
 
    Noura couldn’t deny that fact, though on another night she mightn’t have been so swift to reject the young man’s advances. He was handsome, after all.  
 
    But the buzzing, she thought, once more feeling the bite of thousands of tiny bee stings in her head.  
 
    “My lady?” Sir Cory said, already climbing down a narrow stone staircase to the ground. “Are you ill?” 
 
    “No. Thank you. I’m just tired.” 
 
    “We should be getting back.” 
 
    “I know, but…can I request a short while longer? I want to pay my respects to my ancestors.” She felt slightly bad playing such a sacrilegious card, but she couldn’t imagine trying to walk home feeling like this. She knew the knight would carry her if needed, but her mother had not raised her as the type of woman to be carried when in distress.  
 
    “Of course. I shall wait without the door. Shout if you need me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir. But I shall be fine.” 
 
    The moment the knight was gone, she pressed her thumbs into her temples, concentrating. She felt her skin grow hot, and then images began flashing through her mind. Phanes. The great canyon city. A tournament of some sort. No. No! The violence arrived with such speed and brutality she could feel every sword slash, every life laid to waste. It was the antithesis to everything she held sacred. 
 
    And then it was over. She released a deep breath, her heart slowing, her skin cooling until she was shivering in the dark. She hugged herself and leaned back into the ancient tree that was meant to symbolize the strength of all the Loren souls who had traveled from this life into the seventh heaven.  
 
    Noura had read about such beliefs in the history books. She knew of the deity, Wrath, and its minions, the furia, though the sisterhood had been abolished shortly after she was born. According to her parents, those devout women had been misguided in their faith, believing in the lording of violence as a way of forcing righteousness. Still, Noura liked to believe her ancestors were in another place, looking down upon her. From the stars, perhaps, like the southerners believed.  
 
    Already, she was feeling more at peace. Perhaps it was knowing the unrest in Phanes had been temporarily quelled, or perhaps it was this resting place of the dead.  
 
    The stars shone brightly, an ocean of reds and golds and greens. Her father had taught her all about the stars. He’d once been a sailor. At least that was the term he used, though Noura had heard the rumors of another, more appropriate title. Pirate, she thought. She smiled at the thought. Her father, a pirate? Impossible. He was the gentlest, most doting man she’d ever met. Not some swashbuckling scoundrel fighting and thieving his way across the Burning Sea.  
 
    She raised a hand, using a finger to trace the constellations she knew so well. Her uncle, the Peacemaker, with his long flowing hair. He was on his knees, hands raised to the sky, calling upon his lifemark to save lives at the end of the battle known as the Fall of All Things. It had been his last, and greatest, act, when she was but a babe in her mother’s arms.  
 
    The Lost Son lay nearby, a cluster of stars forming the three drops of blood on his chest. The painmark, Noura thought. The great villain of this century, his Horde the subject of many a book, some reading almost as fiction though every word was supposedly true.  
 
    Noura still didn’t quite understand her own role in the battle, though her parents had told her the story many times. Her marking had somehow lit up the night sky, driving away Klar-Ggra’s pain-filled mist. Apparently, that had helped turn the tide of evil, giving them a chance to emerge victorious. But how? she wondered now. How as an infant had she managed such a thing? 
 
    And why now did she feel so helpless each time she felt the pull of violence and unrest, a silent observer to the misfortunes of a world that had been so kind to her? Why can’t I do anything to help? 
 
    She sighed, finally rising to her feet. She really shouldn’t linger much longer, else her father lose his mind with worry. He might’ve allowed her certain freedoms, but that didn’t change who he was.  
 
    Noura glanced once more at the battle in the sky before heading for home. 
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    Noura had just finished telling her parents about the vision of Phanes she’d had the night before, when a knock sounded.  
 
    “Enter,” her mother said. She was garbed in a flowing red dress that accentuated her pregnant belly, as ripe as a rock melon. Noura was excited to be a big sister, something she’d coveted for many long years.  
 
    The messenger opened the door, his eyes flitting worriedly between all three of them before settling on Rhea Loren. “A stream arrived from Phanes. The king has requested your presence.” 
 
    Noura’s mother didn’t ask what information the message contained, because she already knew. The uprising. The odd thing was: Noura had woken up with bees in her head this morning. Not as powerful as the night before, but still there, an ever-present drone between her ears. She’d focused, trying to see the violent images that usually came with the bees, but she’d seen nothing. 
 
    What does it mean? she wondered.  
 
    When no one said anything, Noura’s father said, “Thank you. You may go.” 
 
    The messenger didn’t move. “I’m supposed to escort you.” 
 
    “Are you now?” Rhea said, firing arrows from her eyes at the poor man.  
 
    Noura felt somewhat bad for him, caught between a king and a woman who’d once been a queen. Talk about a rock and a hard place. 
 
    As usual, it was Noura’s father who brought balance to his fiery wife. He placed a gentle hand on her knee and said, “We will come.” Rhea refocused her ire on Grey, but he merely smiled in response. “It was you who relinquished the throne to him, was it not?” 
 
    “A decision I regret every day,” Rhea said, which almost made Noura laugh. She knew her mother well enough to recognize the white lie. The messenger, however, seemed to take it at face value, blanching at the treasonous statement.  
 
    In truth, Noura knew, her mother thought her cousin Ennis was a great king. Of course, they did butt heads from time to time. But such a thing was inevitable when two rams tried to pass each other on a narrow road.  
 
    “Come, daughter, wife,” Grey said, always diplomatic. He stood and extended his hands to both sides. “The king beckons.” 
 
    Noura stood immediately, taking his hand. She was her father’s little princess, a position she didn’t begrudge just because she was now a woman grown. Her mother, on the other hand, took her precious time, pretending to groan and struggle as she arose, refusing to take her husband’s hand, instead settling both her palms on her belly.  
 
    Grey chuckled and led Noura from the room.  
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    King Ennis filled the throne well, his arms settling onto each armrest, his back straight and broad. Despite being somewhat older than Rhea’s parents, he had aged well, his silver-gray hair quite striking as it framed his knightly face.  
 
    Noura bowed and took up the correct position to the left. Across the way, her cousin grinned at her. Ennis had several children, but Harriet was the closest to Noura’s age, and they’d been fast friends since before they could walk. She was a pretty, fashionable girl, and Noura always appreciated her sense of style. Today she wore an aqua velvet dress that fell just above her knees, displaying so much skin Noura was certain several generations of Lorens were rolling over in the crypts. The sleeves and neck were modest, however—“Only give the boys a taste to keep them coming back,” Harriet always said. Of course, she rarely stuck with the same boy for more than a few days. Noura managed to grin back, though the buzzing in her head was picking up again, causing her some discomfort.  
 
    Her cousin’s smile faded and she mouthed, Are you all right?  
 
    She knows me too well, Noura thought, managing a slight nod that did little to erase Harriet’s frown. Her cousin knew all about the buzzing bees and her visions. Few others, save Noura’s parents, were aware of the same. King Ennis was one, as was his wife, Queen Bernadette, a stately woman who was one of the few people who could handle Noura’s mother. She stood beside the king, her own hair piled in a nest atop her head, her tall, slender form clothed in a regal gray dress appropriate for a queen.  
 
    Rhea made a show of taking a plush seat that had been especially prepared for her. Grey rolled his eyes and exchanged a knowing glance with the king.  
 
    Noura, however, barely noticed, her head beginning to ache from the bees. Something bad is happening again, she thought. But what? And where? 
 
    The king whispered to his wife, who said, “The uprisings in the south are growing bolder.” In addition to being Ennis’s wife and counsellor, the queen was also his mouthpiece, due to his severed nub of a tongue, which had been taken by Klar-Ggra sixteen years hence.  
 
    “We know,” Rhea said. Noura’s mother had a tendency to thrive on information. Control. “Noura has been…feeling it almost every day.” 
 
    “Last night was the worst,” Noura blurted out, because she had to say something to release the tension in her head. It didn’t help and she cringed.  
 
    Ennis frowned, whispering more to the queen. “Another attack today?” she asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Noura admitted. “I haven’t seen anything. But…it hurts.” 
 
    “Oh sweetness,” her father said, roping an arm around her. “You should have told us.” 
 
    “It’s only gotten worse just now,” she said.  
 
    “You should lie down,” Rhea said. “I will send the healers with a potion, something to help you sleep.” 
 
    “I’m all right,” Noura said. The last thing she wanted was to be reduced to a foggy stupor. That was worse than the pain.  
 
    After consulting with the king, the queen said, “This is most disturbing information. The stream we received today was fairly specific that we not send aid. The Phanecians seem to have the situation under control.” 
 
    “Obviously not,” Rhea said harshly, gesturing to Noura. “My daughter is not a complainer. If she is in distress, things are about to get much worse for our neighbors to the south.” 
 
    “What if it’s not the south?” Grey said, squeezing Noura’s arm. “Are you certain?” he asked her, his eyes full of compassion.  
 
    “I—I don’t know. All of my visions this year have been of Phanes.” 
 
    “See?” Rhea said, as if some irrefutable conclusion had been arrived at. “If we don’t act now, the peace we’ve enjoyed for almost two decades will be at risk.” 
 
    Just then, the pain intensified and Noura cried out, dropping to her knees. Her father joined her a moment later, cradling her head against his chest. His hand smoothed her hair, drawing it away from her face.  
 
    Just as swiftly as it had arrived, the pain vanished.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go for a walk,” Noura said, beginning to pace across the room. 
 
    Harriet frowned, her hand hovering over the parchment she’d been sketching on. “You must rest, Nor.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she insisted. “Completely. I don’t feel anything. Well, except bored.” 
 
    “Read one of those history books you’re so fond of,” her cousin suggested, her hand once more moving across the page. Harriet was a talented artist, particularly when it came to faces.  
 
    Noura considered her suggestion, but just as quickly discarded it. Getting lost in the pages of a book didn’t interest her right now. “Please.” 
 
    “Fine,” Harriet huffed, making it sound like the notion was the greatest inconvenience in the world. “But let me finish my sketch. It’s almost done.” 
 
    Noura flopped down onto her soft bed, inspecting the stone ceiling. She closed her eyes, willing herself to see something. Anything. Not knowing what her earlier pain had been caused by was somehow worse than knowing. The fear of the unknown, she thought. I am more like my mother than I like to think. I have the same need for control as she does. It was true: Noura was used to knowing everything. Because of her peacemark and the knowledge it provided, she was brought in on other matters, too. She knew what was happening in all corners of the Four Kingdoms. For example, the north had finally managed to rebuild Blackstone, and the northerners were in the process of constructing ships for a voyage of exploration to Crimea. To the east, King Gareth Ironclad had recently celebrated his name day. Noura’s mother had received an invitation to the party, but in her current state she’d declined, muttering something about the entire affair being nothing but “an excuse to eat and drink and carry on like a merry band of fools.” Noura had detected the disappointment in her mother’s voice.  
 
    Calypso, on the other hand, was relatively closed off from the other nations. The southerners preferred the isolation their geographical location provided. Tucked across two large bodies of water, Dragon Bay and the Burning Sea, and behind the vast Scarra Desert, the southern nation might’ve been on the other side of the world. Still, there was a market for their spiced snake meat, fine silk scarves, and rare dragon-fang jewelry. Empress Whisper Sandes, however, had refused to even discuss the notion of trade. Once a year she sent a stream reiterating her position and denying further discussion.  
 
    Noura was happy so long as peace was maintained. Thus far, it was only Phanes that was struggling in that regard, which was why she was almost certain the unrest had caused her earlier episode.  
 
    Perhaps it was an aftershock from last night, she thought, though something about the idea didn’t ring true.  
 
    “Finished,” Harriet crowed. “What do you think?” 
 
    Noura sat up, looking over at where her cousin held the parchment up. “You weasel!” Noura squealed, shoving to her feet and racing across the room to try to snatch the sketch from her cousin’s grasp.  
 
    “What? Did I get something wrong?” Harriet said. There was a hint of amusement in her voice as she shielded the drawing with her body.  
 
    Noura snatched at it again, but came up empty, her cousin holding it just out of reach, where she could still see it. In fact, the sketch was remarkably accurate, almost as if her cousin had been there spying on her. From the angle of Stanley’s body tucked against hers, to his hand on her hip, to their lips locked in her first ever kiss…the drawing was utterly perfect. The kicker was the shadowy figure atop the wall, Sir Cory’s arrow aimed at them. Why do I tell her everything? Noura wondered.  
 
    “I’m going to frame it, I think,” Harriet said, her threat transitioning into a peal of laughter when Noura resorted to a dirty trick: tickling her. The distraction was just enough for Noura to slip past her cousin’s defenses and wrench the paper away.  
 
    “I shall consider it a gift,” she said, “to do with as I please. I think I will shred it into a thousand pieces.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Harriet said. “I spent half the afternoon on it!” 
 
    “Or maybe I’ll burn it,” Noura said, tapping her teeth as if in deep consideration. “Yes, it would make for perfect kindling.” 
 
    “You’re a witch!” Harriet said, but she was laughing. “I bet as soon as I go you’ll tuck it under your pillow so you can gaze upon it each night before you sleep. No, wait, you’ll kiss it the same way you kissed that gorgeous Stanley boy, until it’s covered with pink lipshade. And then you’ll elbow it and ask Sir Cory to shoot it with an arrow.” 
 
    Noura’s eyes widened and she knew there was only one thing left to do: 
 
    She kissed the drawing, moving hither and thither as though she was going to devour it.  
 
    And her cousin laughed and laughed and laughed.  
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    Their walk was pleasant enough, though Noura’s enjoyment was tempered by the pain in her head, which had returned. She pretended it was nothing, but her cousin wasn’t fooled.  
 
    “We need to get you back to bed,” Harriet said, reaching out to hold her by the elbow. She started to steer her out of the crowded marketplace.  
 
    “No!” Noura protested, wrenching her arm from her cousin’s grip.  
 
    Harriet stared at her, shocked. “Sorry, I’m just trying to help.” The castle guards that had been sent to watch over the two girls looked uncertain how to handle the situation.  
 
    “I—I know,” Noura said, crestfallen. It hadn’t been her intention to offend her cousin, who meant well. It was just…what was it? “There’s something I have to do.” She frowned, wondering where the words had come from. What, exactly, did she have to do? 
 
    “Like buy a new dress?” Harried asked.  
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Noura said, feeling unsure of herself. It was something important. Wasn’t it? 
 
    She grimaced, a shockwave erupting in her skull. It took all her strength and control to remain on her feet. “Please, cousin,” Harriet said, “this is—” 
 
    “Madness?” Noura suggested, remembering Stanley’s choice of words from the night before. Perhaps it was. Or perhaps it was something else entirely.  
 
    “Nor, you know I didn’t mean it that way.” Harriet placed a hand softly on her shoulder. “Come, let’s get back and see what the chef has whipped up for supper tonight.” 
 
    Another pang of agony shot through Noura’s head, but she was growing used to it now. This time, her rebuke was softer, which seemed to have an even greater effect. “No, thank you, dear cousin. I shall catch up with you later. Take half of the guards and return to the castle. We shall sup together on another evening.” 
 
    Harriet sighed but didn’t argue this time. “As you wish. See you tomorrow for tutoring?” 
 
    “Of course.” Noura barely managed to hide the strain in her voice. The pain was her constant companion now. “Goodbye.” 
 
    When Harriet was gone with her retinue of guardsmen in tow, Sir Cory strode forward and said, “Shall we continue exploring Corizen’s Corner?”  
 
    “No,” she said. “I’d like to explore the southern part of the city.” Do I really? 
 
    “At the risk of sounding insolent, might I inquire as to why, my lady? There is nothing much there.” 
 
    How could she explain that even she didn’t know the answer to his question? I don’t have to explain anything, she reminded herself. “I’ve never seen it. I think I would enjoy studying the architecture.” 
 
    Sir Cory’s facial expression didn’t really change, though she could tell from the slight crinkling at the corners of his eyes that her response did little to quell his unease. “As you wish, my lady. Men, remain vigilant.” 
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    Something had stopped her in front of the decrepit old building. Its outer wall was full of cracks and the pillars at the top of the small staircase were half-crumbling, a portion of the overhang having broken off and shattered on the ground.  
 
    The entire structure was painted red, though the color had faded long ago, appearing pink rather than the scarlet hue that had once represented a mixture of fear and devoutness to a deity that had ruled this very city. The Furium, she thought. The nondescript building was once a training ground for Wrath’s all-female holy warriors. 
 
    “My lady?” Sir Cory said. “We should not linger near this haunted place.” 
 
    “Haunted?” she said. Noura had heard all the stories about how the furia, led by the Three Furies, had made their last stand here, holding off the Horde for nearly half a day before relenting under the savage onslaught. They’d all been killed. Mature women. Young girls. Everything in between. The fiercest fellowship of women in the west was ended. Her Cousin Ennis’s first decree after becoming king was to abolish the furia before it could be reestablished. “Superstitions, nothing more.” 
 
    “Aye, but that doesn’t mean I want to put such superstitions to the test.” 
 
    Noura couldn’t tell whether the loyal knight was being serious or not. Either way, she felt drawn to this place. She took a step forward, stopping suddenly and dropping to one knee when a fresh wave of pain rolled through her. “My lady!” Sir Cory said, crouching beside her. He barked an order to his men, but Noura didn’t catch the details because she could hear something else: 
 
    Words, a whispery chant, spoken in unison by a multitude of lips.  
 
    We have no hearts, no minds, no souls, for they are not ours. Not anymore.  
 
    Oh, Wrath, we give them to you! We raise our voices as one and we know you shall not waste us.  
 
    For when we live, we live for you. And when we die, we die for you.  
 
    Your once righteous kingdom shall be restored because of our faith.  
 
    No, the ways of old are no longer relevant. A new path is set before our feet. 
 
    Your righteous order cannot be separated from the throne any longer.  
 
    We are your red warriors, and we will reclaim what is yours. 
 
    Noura was dimly aware that Sir Cory was speaking to her, though his voice seemed to come from a faraway place, echoing through a dark, dark cave, and then— 
 
    “My lady?” 
 
    She stared up at him, his face framed by a clear sky that was swiftly collapsing under the heavy shadows of dusk. “I’m fine, Sir,” she said. “Just a sudden headache. Nothing more.” 
 
    Sir Cory didn’t look convinced. “I will carry you back. Some soup and pine-nettle tea will help. You’ll be right as rain by the morning.” 
 
    Noura wished she could do as this man asked, but this was no longer just about her. She didn’t know where those voices had come from—ghosts from the past, her own imagination—but she also knew she wasn’t leaving until she’d explored this place.  
 
    “I’m going inside,” she said.  
 
    “My lady…” 
 
    She wasn’t certain how to proceed if the knight denied her. “Please. I want to go inside. Just for a minute or two. For my studies.” 
 
    Sir Cory closed his eyes. Opened them. “Just a minute or two?” 
 
    She nodded, managing a smile.  
 
    “Fine. But no longer. The day has wings and I’d rather not escort you home in the dark. Your mother will have my head!” He chuckled nervously, though Noura knew it was no joke. She’d seen her mother’s anger too many times.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Noura started toward the cracked and broken steps that led up to the entrance, accepting Sir Cory’s help onto the patio. Dusty stone rubble blocked the way forward, but Noura scrabbled over it, using her hands to steady herself. “Wait for your guards,” the knight said, but Noura was already past the debris and hurrying through the main doors. Just inside was an atrium of sorts. The floor was littered with more rubble and debris. An enormous painting had either fallen or been pulled from the wall, its frame cracked in three places. All around it, jewels glittered. Emeralds, rubies…is that a diamond? Are those real? Noura wondered. If they were, it was a wonder this place hadn’t been looted after all these long years. The fear of this place was strong.  
 
    Toward the other end of the room, a barrel had been upended, its wooden slats cracked and splintered. The floor was coated in a thick pool of red, long dried. Is that…blood? Noura wondered. She immediately chided herself for being so foolish. Sixteen-year-old dried blood wouldn’t be so red anymore.  
 
    Dye, she thought, remembering how each initiate that entered the Furium would color her hair red in a show of uniformity. They cast off their own identities to become closer to Wrath.  
 
    “My lady,” Sir Cory said from behind her. “Have you seen enough?” 
 
    “Not yet,” she said, slipping through a door hanging from one hinge.  
 
    “Forward!” the knight ordered in her wake.  
 
    Inside, the Furium was open to the air in the form of a large square courtyard. Around the edges was a covered stone walkway lined with pillars, though many had been destroyed. The courtyard itself was empty—or at least it had been a moment ago. Now, her guardsmen spread out across the area, swords drawn, wary eyes watching the many doorways that presumably led to where the red-clad women used to sleep and break bread.  
 
    And here was where they were trained to be killers, Noura thought. As she took it all in, trying to imagine young girls doing battle with various manner of weaponry, she realized something: 
 
    The pain in her head was gone. 
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    “Satisfied?” Sir Cory asked a few minutes later. Noura had walked a full circle through the courtyard, peering into shadows and searching for…for what? 
 
    Noura chewed her lip. Her entire body felt warm, and not from the heat of the day or the exertion of the long walk. My peacemark is active, she thought. It sometimes did this when there was violence in the Four Kingdoms. Sometimes the pain accompanied the strange feeling, but not now. Had another rebellion arisen in the south? As far as she knew, the other kingdoms were stable. Only Phanes was struggling to maintain order.  
 
    Something felt off, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Something about the many doors that lined the stone walkway. She frowned, puzzling her way through some mystery. 
 
    Everything here is old and dusty. Unused. But those doors…they look new…why would that—  
 
    She never finished her question, for each and every door ringing the courtyard burst open. Red and silver flashed all around as girls and women alike leapt over the debris, their crimson dresses swirling about their feet as they brought steel to bear.  
 
    The chanting, Noura thought. It wasn’t my imagination at all. I was hearing these women. 
 
    Sir Cory’s men, though likely surprised by the sudden attack, were not idle. They closed their ranks around her, their blades at the ready, obeying the knight’s orders as he shouted to them over the sound of their enemies’ footsteps.  
 
    Are these women our enemy? Noura thought, wondering why she had come to that conclusion so swiftly. Once upon a time, the furia had protected Knight’s End. It was against the law for them to reestablish themselves, but that didn’t mean they were wicked, right? 
 
    Noura wanted to cling to that belief, but it was as weak as a pine cone hanging from a branch in the midst of a hurricane. Their chant. They want to overthrow Cousin Ennis. A coup. 
 
    Everything made sense now: the pain she’d been experiencing over the last day or so, more powerful than any she’d felt so far; her need to explore this place; her sense of unease. The impending violence planned by these women had caused her peacemark to flare up. 
 
    And now there was nothing she could do about it. Elbowing Stanley was one thing. Fighting an ancient order of highly trained women warriors was a whole other animal.  
 
    The first ring of steel against steel was shockingly loud, resonating through her as if the blow had been struck directly beside her ears. The pain swarmed through her once more and she staggered. Sir Cory caught her before she fell, his eyes wide with concern. 
 
    A man screamed in pain, one of the furia’s swords slipping past his defenses.  
 
    “We have to get you out of here,” the knight said, his eyes darting about as he tried to locate a path to safety. “There,” he said, motioning with his head, where several guardsmen had managed to cut down three warriors in short succession. For the moment, the way was clear.  
 
    Her head was pounding. The violence all around her struck like lightning bolts with each jab, each slash, each death. Blood was being spilled and Noura could feel each drop, like acid burning into her skin. She cried out. All she wanted to do was escape this horrible place. All she wanted to do was erase this day, to wish it away, to run far, far away… 
 
    Sir Cory scooped her up in his arms and ran, shoving his way past one of his own men as he did battle with one of the furia, his body jerking as her steel entered his chest and exited through his back, the blade as red as the woman who wielded it.  
 
    Noura’s head felt ready to explode, the pressure almost too much for her to take. Her only option was escape, wasn’t it? She didn’t belong here. She bore the mark of peace, not war, not battle, just like— 
 
    Oh. Oh. The clarity came on with such speed it took her breath away. The pain receded into the background, as distant as the call of an eagle high in the sky.  
 
    Her own uncle, Roan, he who was lifemarked and known as the Peacemaker, had never killed. And yet when the battle against the Horde was at its fiercest, he ran not away, but toward it.  
 
    She kicked out sharply, throwing Sir Cory off balance. He lost his grip on her and she fell, tumbling hard to the ground, ignoring a flash of pain in her knee because it was nothing compared to what she’d already felt. He reached for her but she rolled away, and then… 
 
    She stood.  
 
    Her peacemark burned through her, and its power was no longer an enigma—at least not completely. She felt it thrumming through her blood, through her bones. It was a part of her. It was her. And I am it. 
 
    “Stop!” she shouted, her voice as loud as a thunderclap.  
 
    They stopped. All of them. Noura turned slowly in a full circle, because it wasn’t the strength of her voice that had ceased their movement, their violence. It was the power of her mark, for they weren’t just stopped but frozen. Some were on the verge of ending each other. Others were trapped in mid-leap, defying gravity as they hung in the air. Others were tumbling to the ground, drops of blood waiting patiently to fall. 
 
    Noura reached out and touched one such drop, the red liquid rolling down her finger.  
 
    What have I done? she thought, wondering whether she’d stopped the entire world forever, like it was a great clock and she had removed all the gears and springs. What if, in the name of peace, she would be forced to live out the rest of her days in a world like this?  
 
    Stop, she thought, trying to use her own power to calm the fraying threads of her mind. You caused this. You can uncause it. But first there was something she needed to do.  
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    It took the better part of an hour to complete her work. By the time she finished, it should’ve been night, but it seemed she’d managed to stop even the cycle of the sun and moon from moving forward, the sky smeared with lines of pink and purple.  
 
    She inspected the courtyard for a few moments, checking and rechecking that she’d been thorough enough in her preparations.  
 
    To restart time, she thought, satisfied, feeling for that well of power running through her.  
 
    And then she took a sip.  
 
    No bodies fell, for none were off-balance or halfway to the ground. She’d placed those who were injured gently on the ground, their bandages packed and tied tight with makeshift tourniquets. Noura had removed all the weapons from the hands that gripped them, making a pile in one corner of the yard, well away from the action. The women warriors had been bound tightly using ropes Rhea had located inside one of the nearby rooms.  
 
    Now, the furia squirmed and cursed, fighting against the tethers. The guardsmen looked around, confused, trying to understand how the battle had been won. To them, it would’ve taken no more than a blink of their eyes. The injured groaned and grimaced, but most, if not all, would likely survive.  
 
    If Noura hadn’t watched herself do it, she would scarcely be able to believe it either. So this is my purpose, she thought. She didn’t feel smug, or heroic, for it was not she who had accomplished such a great act. Well, not entirely. Her peacemark had allowed her to do it.  
 
    But she did feel…warm…inside. Happy. The pain in her head was gone, and Ennis was safe on the throne.  
 
    Sir Cory was staring at her. “My lady?” 
 
    “Now we can go home, Sir. Thank you for protecting me.” 
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    Noura finished her story, and Harriet clapped. “If Sir Cory and a dozen of his guardsmen hadn’t been there to witness it, I would swear it was fiction,” she said.  
 
    “So would I,” Noura admitted.  
 
    King Ennis’s eyes sparkled with unshed tears, and it made Noura tear up as well. Not only because of the love she had for him, but for never having the chance to love her Uncle Roan, who, Noura now realized, she probably had a lot in common with. 
 
    “Roan would’ve been proud of you,” her mother said. How does she do that? Noura wondered. How does she read my mind? 
 
    But that didn’t matter, because her mother’s words made her smile as several happy tears leaked from her eyes. “And you?” she managed to ask. 
 
    “I probably would’ve killed them all,” Rhea Loren said, smirking. “But your way worked just as well. I’m proud of you, too, my daughter.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother.”


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 4: Bear Blackboots 
 
    Crimea, Rockland- Circa 599 
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    Turning his back on the Fall of All Things had been the hardest thing Bear Blackboots had ever had to do. Even all these long years later, that day haunted him.  
 
    It hadn’t been fear or lack of courage that had turned him away, but something his mother had told him before she died, something that hadn’t made sense at the time, but which he deciphered over months and years of pondering.  
 
    At the penultimate moment, Son, you cannot intervene. For such is not our role to play, and doing so could mean the undoing of all we’ve worked for. Promise me you will turn away. Promise me. 
 
    Back then, he’d been just a boy, as malleable as clay. He would have promised his mother the moons and stars if she’d asked him, and figured out how to capture them later. Fleeing from the battle for the Four Kingdoms had been even harder than that. Every step had brought fat tears rolling down his cheeks, wetting his fur. Eventually the fur was gone, his claws returning to fingernails, his fangs to teeth. Naked, he’d curled up in a ball and wept.  
 
    When he was certain the battle was over, either for good or ill, he’d considered returning to the killing fields. This time, he had acted out of cowardice, for he didn’t want to see what had transpired, and he feared what he might do if the Horde had prevailed.  
 
    So, again, he’d fled. At first he’d traveled further south, using rarely traveled roads known to few. He’d skirted the edge of the Red Cliffs, taking risks with each footfall. Twice he’d stopped and gazed longingly at the waves crashing along the shoreline. If I jump, will I die? Or will my mother’s magic save me from even that? Can I even die? 
 
    In the end, he hadn’t wanted to find out, for it was only the eventual hope for death that drove him.  
 
    And yet death had continued to elude him, the years passing like hours, the decades like days. He’d been on this earth for more than two centuries, even longer than most Orians.  
 
    Why? he’d thought as he’d traveled through Teragon. Why am I still alive? The once barren lands south of the Burning Sea were coming to life once more. Ships were arriving monthly from Phanes, some filled with people—the Terans—returning home, and others heavy laden with goods for trade. They returned to Phanes with the same—people and goods.  
 
    When Bear had seen that first ship, he’d fallen to his knees and thanked every god he knew that he hadn’t cost them the battle against the Horde. As usual, his mother had been right.  
 
    She’s gone, he’d thought. Finally. Completely. Truly.  
 
    And yet I’m still here. 
 
    Then, he hadn’t understood. So he’d gone back to the place that had started it all. The capital of Teragon. The last time he’d been there, it had been inhabited only by the dead and the crows that feasted upon them. Now, however, it was a bustling city, vibrant and full of life. Despite himself, it had given him hope.  
 
    The Temple of Absence had been reconstructed. The endless pit was once more available for the truly worthy—those Terans who had achieved all Seven Virtues—to commune with their god.  
 
    Bear had appealed to the priest there. “I am—” he’d started to say, but the priest had interrupted him. 
 
    “I know who you are,” the woman had said. In the manner of most Teran women, her scalp was bare, save for the long braid that identified her as a priest of Absence. “You are welcome here, as your mother was.” 
 
    “How can you know such things?” Bear had asked.  
 
    “Never mind that. Do what you came to do.” 
 
    So Bear had. He’d descended into that great pit of nothingness. He’d spent hours in the dark, listening, waiting. Others would have gone mad, but the centuries had made him immune to such evils. Eventually, his patience had been rewarded.  
 
    The great evil will return, a voice had said. It came not to his ears, but to his mind. It was Absence, but not only, the voice a combination of depth and familiarity beyond his comprehension. “Mother?” he’d said, his own voice emerging as meek as the squeak of a mouse.  
 
    Yes. We are. 
 
    “We?” 
 
    Yes, child. 
 
    Though he’d been a man grown for many years, Bear hadn’t refuted the label. In the presence of his mother, he’d only ever felt like a child. I don’t understand.  
 
    You will. You have done well. I’m proud of you. 
 
    Then let me be with you. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. 
 
    I know. But be patient for a while longer. Your role is not yet complete.  
 
    He’d remembered the first words the god who was now partly his mother had said to him from the darkness: The great evil will return. 
 
    Is the painmarked one still alive? he’d asked. 
 
    Her laughter was so out of place that he’d flinched. I’m sorry, child. I don’t mean to make light of such things. But no, Kklar-Ggra is dead forever. But he was only the one who led the darkness to the Four Kingdoms. The true evil was his army, those who gnash their teeth in the dark and dream of ravaging flesh and drinking blood. They are the cockroaches that cannot be exterminated by any but you. 
 
    What? No. If the Battle for the Fall of All Things had been won by the human, Orian, nymph, and Garzi alliance, then every barbarian would have been killed. There are none left. The plague has been stamped out forever. Mother? Mother? MOTHER! 
 
    But she, along with Absence, had left him.  
 
    Slowly he’d dragged himself out of the hole and back into the light.  
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    The next few decades had passed in a blur. Bear Blackboots had never stopped moving, traveling from one place to the next, staying out of sight of all living things save the birds and those creatures that lived under the shelter of the trees.  
 
    He’d spent the time observing all that transpired after the great battle. He was there as the Gäric-Sheary brood grew into an army, Annise and Tarin’s children bearing children of their own. Those children bore more children, the cycle of life continuing with each passing generation. 
 
    He was there when Queen Annise finally passed on, her husband’s tears wetting her skin like rain. He’d never seen so many mourners for a single person’s death.  
 
    Bear was there when Gareth Ironclad finally bore a child, an heir to the eastern throne. It was half-nymph and half-human, the mother one of the three sisters who had fought valiantly on that long-ago day.  
 
    He’d been there watching when Whisper Sandes finally opened the trade route into Calyp. Now the famed silks and spices of the desert empire flowed like water into the other realms, much to the delight of their peoples.  
 
    Bear had been there when the Phanecians had finally doused the last rebel flames seeking to return the southern continent to its old days of slavery and superiority. The trio of Falcon Hoza, Shanti Parthena Laude, and Sonika Vaid had given a series of rousing speeches that reunited their people in the common cause of peace.  
 
    And, Bear had been there when Queen Noura Loren-Arris had had her first child, a daughter of her own. The babe’s eyes were as blue as the sky, her hair as golden as the sun. From the moment she came into the world, Gaia Loren-Arris-Rose, was the apple of her grandmother’s eye, destined to be spoiled. And Rhea Loren had done just that, spoiling her granddaughter each and every day.  
 
    Now— 
 
    Now… 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Standing atop the bleak, empty cliff, Bear wondered where the years had gone. The turn of yet another century was upon him. Why have I delayed this task for so long? 
 
    He knew the reason: I didn’t want to die.  
 
    It had taken him a long time, but he’d finally admitted as much to himself. So he’d lived vicariously through the people he’d helped save, watching them, observing them, laughing and crying with them.  
 
    It was a lonely life, but the only one he knew. 
 
    Finally, however, he could deny his destiny no longer.  
 
    Crimea was spread out before him as far as the eye could see, the boulder fields of Rockland looking small in the distance. Recently, colonizers from the Four Kingdoms had arrived on the shores and begun to rebuild the cities that had once been the envy of the rest of the world.  
 
    It was only a matter of time before the smell of blood and flesh became too tantalizing for their hidden enemies living in these very mountains known as the Northern Fangs.  
 
    Though Bear hadn’t been able to find the remnants of the Horde—at least not yet—he could sense their presence in every waking moment he spent climbing and exploring. Sometimes he swore he could hear the rush of breath from their lips, the thud-thud-thud of their savage hearts beating in their pale, hairless chests. But each time he turned his head, he saw nothing but emptiness, his own restless imagination having fooled him once more.  
 
    Though he wanted to believe his mother was wrong, that the great evil the world had faced was not still alive, would not rise again, he wouldn’t allow himself to slip into the comforting arms of denial. It made sense, of course. When Klar-Ggra first led the Horde from their mountain sanctuary, he wouldn’t have brought them all. Those too young or too old to fight would’ve been left behind. Almost seven decades later, they would’ve grown into a formidable force, large enough to destroy cities. 
 
    They are here, he thought. Somewhere.  
 
    He turned his attention back toward the dark peaks rising overhead. The range was enormous, with more nooks and crannies than a fluffy northern roll just pulled from the oven. It would take time—years—to search them all, and even then, the surviving barbarians might manage to hide themselves.  
 
    Best get on with it then, he thought, starting forward, determined to make his way through a tunnel he’d discovered earlier that day. He stopped suddenly, an idea appearing in his mind. He frowned, wondering why he hadn’t thought of it sooner. The barbarians craved manflesh like manna from heaven. And he was a man, at least partly.  
 
    Perhaps all he needed to do was unlock the temptation a bit more.  
 
    Rather than transitioning fully into a bear, he shifted only his hand, which thickened, growing thick tufts of dark fur and long claws. Hesitating for only a moment, he drew his razor-sharp claws across his opposite arm, which was still human. He didn’t wince at the pain, only watched as the tracks he’d dug filled with bright, red blood. 
 
    He raised his arm and let the blood stream down his arm and onto his shoulder, the river splitting into two as it coursed down his back and chest.  
 
    The coppery scent of blood permeating the air around him, he strode forward toward the dark tunnel nestled amongst the rocks.  
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    It hadn’t worked. Bear had walked that tunnel all day and long into the night, taking its various tributaries as he made his way deeper into the heart of the mountain, navigating by touch alone, the darkness complete. He was lost, he knew, but then again, he’d been lost for many years. In some ways, he felt less lost now that he truly was.  
 
    Now, he stopped as the rough wall vanished to one side, the tunnel opening into a cavern. The sound of running water played musically against the backdrop of silence. He made his way toward the sound, his feet finding the water and almost slipping beneath him on a smooth, slick rock. He managed to maintain his balance, dipping his hand into the water and using it to drink deeply, relishing the cold, clean liquid as it ran down the back of his throat. He was careful not to wash away the blood. Though the wound had clotted a while ago, the blood drying on his skin, the smell was still there.  
 
    He finished sating his thirst and felt his way over to a large stone, which he used as a backrest as he plopped down to rest. He had some dried meat in his satchel, but it wouldn’t last forever and he didn’t know when he might emerge from the darkness again, so he let his stomach rumble as he tried to sleep.  
 
    He awoke with a start; it felt like he’d only just drifted off, but he couldn’t be sure.  
 
    He blinked, trying to see, but was met with a wall of flawless darkness. He remembered where he was and chuckled to himself. His stomach complained again and he started to reach for the food in his pouch.  
 
    Wait. He stopped, crinkling his nose and trying to figure out what had awakened him. The only sound was the gurgle and laughter of moving water, and that was as fine a lullaby as any ever sung by a patient mother.  
 
    Then what? 
 
    Though he didn’t mind the dark, a bit of sight would do him some good now, and in bear form his night vision was remarkably keen. His other senses would be heightened as well, he knew, so he gave himself over to the animal inside him and began to change. 
 
    When the shift was complete, the blackness gave way to a gray world tinged with green. He could see several rock formations flanking the small underground river that had quenched his thirst. From the ceiling, stalactites grew, tiny glistening drops dangling from their tips like unshed tears. The small, beady, sightless eyes of several bats peered at him from the ceiling where they hung. 
 
    I must not be that far from an exit, he thought. The bats would need to leave the cavern to hunt, after all. Perhaps he would be able to follow them when they left.  
 
    Something else shimmered, silver coins winking in the dark, peering around the boulders.  
 
    Eyes, larger than those of the bats, and not so few.  
 
    He tried to count them, but found the number was ever increasing as they continued to emerge from the shadows. That’s when he knew: 
 
    His trap had worked. The bait, his own blood, had drawn the barbarians to him like moths to a flame.  
 
    This is it, he thought, shoving his heavy bear frame to his feet, his lips instinctively curling into a snarl that scraped from the back of his throat.  
 
    His foes released guttural sounds of their own—a challenge.  
 
    Though Bear knew this fight would likely go against him, he felt no fear, driven by the years and years of regret at having turned away from the battle for survival all those years ago. This was his redemption. 
 
    They came, driven into a frenzy by the smell of his blood, their pale bodies flashing across his vision as they splashed through the river, bounding up the rocky slope to where he waited.  
 
    Bear batted the first barbarian away with a powerful paw, knocking it into several of the others. The next died under the strength of his powerful jaws as he clamped down on its throat even as it beat at his skull with heavy fists.  
 
    More and more came, but he was a tornado of fur and claws and fangs, ending those who threatened the peace his mother, he, and the fatemarked had worked so hard to achieve. He was not to be defeated, not on this day, not when he had the chance to save them al— 
 
    The claws entered through his back, where one of the barbarians had snuck in behind. He threw his elbow back, dislodging the attacker, only to feel a sharp pain in his side, where another foe had darted in. Two barbarians jumped from a boulder they had scaled, landing on his head and biting at his ears and snout.  
 
    Bear thrashed about, slashing and clawing and biting and kicking. Killing as many as he could, for each he killed now was the equivalent of many more in the generations to come. Each year of peace his actions provided was a blessing.  
 
    He was soaked in blood, both his and his enemies’, and he felt his energy waning. Still he fought on, focused on making every second its own battle. More barbarians fell.  
 
    Still more came, an endless tide built over the last seven decades.  
 
    He roared, throwing his powerful arms out and tossing several barbarians away. He spun, slashing at anything close enough to hit. He bounded to the side to avoid one attack, pouncing on another enemy and ripping out its throat.  
 
    They leapt upon him from all sides, determined to get their pound of flesh.  
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    Many hours later, Bear slumped down on his haunches. Blood spread beneath him, a growing pool that had already streamed into the underground river, tainting its clear waters. 
 
    Nothing moved, save one barbarian. Badly injured, it dragged its way across the rough terrain, unable to resist the temptation of Bear’s blood.  
 
    Watching the creature, Bear pitied it, for it was a slave to its own nature.  
 
    You are the last of your kind, Bear snarled, uncertain whether the barbarian would understand him.  
 
    It stared at him with hungry eyes, but didn’t respond. Another foot closer. Another. Scrape-slide. Scrape-slide.  
 
    Bear could feel the life ebbing out of him, but even one barbarian left was too many for his liking. He mustered the tiny amount of energy he still had, raising a single paw in anticipation.  
 
    When it was finished, he toppled over, spent.  
 
    The pain was so immense he was almost numb to it. He felt the darkness tugging at his eyelids. What if there are more? he wondered. He couldn’t know unless he survived to search another day. I must survive. 
 
    No, a voice said through the darkness.  
 
    “Mother. I don’t understand.” Bear spoke in the common tongue, though he wasn’t certain when he’d shifted back into a man, his body broken and bloody. 
 
    It is your time.  
 
    “I don’t want to die.” 
 
    I know. But it is not us who decide such things. You did well. I am proud of you.  
 
    “But what if—” 
 
    None survived. You have given the world a great gift. Now be at peace, my child, his mother said. For you return to me. 
 
    Bear closed his eyes, truly feeling at peace for the first time since his mother’s death. For he could see her.  
 
    He could see his mother. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 5: Gwendolyn Storm 
 
    The Eastern Kingdom, Ferria- Circa 600 
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    If Gwendolyn Storm had a tail, surely she would be chasing it. Near on seven decades of searching for something that might never be found did that to a person, even an Orian.  
 
    The name was always on her lips, on the tip of her tongue, just waiting to be spoken. Siri…Siri…Siri… Her dreams, more and more, were consumed with dragonfire and adamantine scales, claw and tooth, beating wings and rushing wind.  
 
    I’m going mad, Gwen surmised. Which, somehow, felt appropriate. When one’s soul went mad, wasn’t it right that their mind should go next? 
 
    Gwen laughed quite loudly to herself, which only supported her theory. A trio of young Orian children stared at her, pointing, whispering behind cupped hands. Their legs dangled over the edge of a thick tree branch high above. Thick as thieves, they were. And so young. What are they—ten? Eleven? Gwen couldn’t even guess. She hadn’t seen children in a long time, her travels of late a solitary endeavor. She’d seen the wonders of the earth, from the fire-tipped mountain south of Teragon to the foggy wetlands across the unexplored ocean. She hoped she never ran into Windy Sandes or the scholar would require a full accounting of all she’d seen. Sorry, my lady, I didn’t take samples of all the flora and fauna. Or any of it, actually. No, she’d not been a sightseer. Even after all these years, she was of a singleminded focus: 
 
    Find Siri.  
 
    At first, perhaps, her determination had been spurred by the deathbed vow she’d made to Empress Raven Sandes, her friend. But now… 
 
    I’m obsessed. 
 
    The word felt dirty even in the privacy of her own mind. For what was wrong with searching for one’s own soul? How could such a thing be considered bad? 
 
    It’s not, Gwen thought. I’m coming, Siri. 
 
    Words that had once been full of vim and vigor now felt empty.  
 
    I’m exhausted, she admitted to herself. It was true, she was no longer a young Orian of ninety name days but a refined forest dweller over a century and a half old. Most would be nesting at this age. Hell, most would have children nesting by now.  
 
    But Gwendolyn Storm, the heromarked dragonrider of lore and legend, was completely and utterly alone.  
 
    Or at least she had been for a while.  
 
    Now, however, she couldn’t hold back a very real smile as a too-familiar form approached at a distance. He was crook-backed and balanced precariously on a beautiful cane constructed of Orian ore. It was made to look like a sword, though to Gwen’s practiced eye, it was not. Etched along what would’ve been the broad side, were images of fatemarks. There was the blue-eyed soulmark, and Sir Dietrich’s swordmark, Jai Jiroux’s justicemark, and a split key each side of which were known as the halfmarks. Noura Loren-Arris’s peacemark featured prominently, scattered all around the others. Even Bane’s deathmark had a place on the old man’s cane. Second from the top was her own heromark, the ‘X’ with the squared-off corners, like some modified version of the symbol for ten. And, of course, the final marking engraved in the old king’s walking stick was the three-leafed lifemark. She felt a pang in her chest at the sight of it.  
 
    And, she knew, Gareth Ironclad felt the same shot to the heart each time he looked upon the symbol.  
 
    “Hello, old friend,” Gareth said now, stopping to rest. He looked out of breath, and she knew he was. At eighty-six, he was beyond the years reached by most humans. Though she was older, too, she didn’t feel it the way he did. I still have a good fifty years left, if I’m lucky. Forty if I’m not. Gareth, however, wouldn’t last another five, a thought that made her feel magnificently sad.  
 
    It was the curse of an Orian who had few Orian comrades: To outlive one’s friends and loved ones. 
 
    “Hullo,” she said, speaking the greeting with an exaggerated drawl. Gareth liked such silliness, and she was determined to give him everything he liked and more.  
 
    He grinned, his face twice as wrinkled as the last time she’d seen him, over a decade ago. His hair was still thick, a shock of white atop his head. It reminded her of the snowcapped peaks of the Mournful Mountains. “What? No grand entrance? You’re losing your touch.” 
 
    “Actually, you missed it. I’ve been waiting several hours for you to greet me. You couldn’t have moved any faster?” 
 
    Gareth laughed boisterously at that until a cough interrupted his levity, doubling him over. Gwen went to him, rubbing his back while he spat out several thick-looking wads of phlegm.  
 
    “Are you ill?” she asked, scrunching her forehead in concern. 
 
    “Old,” he said, straightening up as best he could and grinning. “Happens to us lowly humans. You, on the other hand, have not aged a day.” 
 
    Perhaps not in appearance, Gwen thought. The long years were, however, beginning to take a toll on her body. She couldn’t walk as far, or as long, and she required more frequent rest stops. When she pinched her stomach, there was slightly more than skin to pinch. How do humans deal with it? she often wondered.  
 
    “So…” Gareth said, craning his head to scan the sky above the forest. He didn’t ask the question, for which Gwen was glad. She didn’t want to answer.  
 
    She shook her head once, immediately changing the subject. “How is your son?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him. He’s off in search of adventure in Calypso.” 
 
    “Sounds a lot like his father.” 
 
    “Does it? I can’t remember that far back…” 
 
    “What do you have planned for my visit?”  
 
    “Planned? Well, my day usually consists of waking early to drink my herbal tea. Then my nursemaid bathes me—that’s not embarrassing at all. Breakfast is three eggs and a dozen hearty strips of bacon, though I barely eat more than three or four bites. Of course, I need something to wash it down with—northern ale does the trick. Have you heard? They sell us mead in exchange for our armor. Who do you think is getting the better deal? Anyway, by then it’s nearly lunch, which I also don’t eat because it makes me feel ill. My afternoon typically consists of paperwork, which I never finish, and a long nap, which I always finish. I usually wake up just in time for supper, but I’m always falling asleep on my plate after such a long, hard day, so I usually skip dessert and turn in early. Would you care to join me for any or all of it?” 
 
    Though Gareth’s monologue was tinged with his usual dryness of tone and comedic flair, Gwen could sense his frustration. What he’d just described sounded worse than madness or even death, a sentiment she voiced, knowing he would appreciate such dark humor. “If I ever get to that point, put an arrow through my eye.” 
 
    He chuckled, managing not to cough this time. “Which one? Left or right? When you get old, you get a say in such important matters.” 
 
    “Both,” Gwen said without hesitation. “At the same time. I always wondered what that would look like.” 
 
    Gareth lifted his cane and pointed it at her. “Done,” he said. Without his walking stick, he lost his balance and would have fallen if not for Gwen’s help, her hand shooting out like a striking snake to grab his elbow. “You still have the touch,” Gareth said, his eyes focusing on her cheek; her heromark hadn’t flared. She hadn’t required it in a long time. 
 
    “I can’t stay long,” Gwen said. In truth, Ironwood, the place she’d once felt more comfortable than anywhere else, no longer felt like home. The only reason she returned once a decade was to visit Gareth.  
 
    “So only three months this time?” Gareth said, a twinkle in his deep brown eyes.  
 
    “More like three days.” 
 
    “We’d best get started with our naps and baths then,” he said, turning an about-face and heading off in the direction of the castle. “Give me a headstart, will you?” 
 
    “I’ll meet you in the throne room in an hour,” Gwen said.  
 
    “That old chair is hard on my bony arse. I’ll be in bed.” 
 
    “Geez, you don’t waste any time, Your Highness. Already trying to get me in the sack? Just like the old days.” 
 
    “You’re not my type,” Gareth hollered over his shoulder. “Food and wine are on me.” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” Gwen said, watching him go.  
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    Gwen’s home had been consumed by the forest. The change was so significant that she almost missed the gate leading to the path leading to the tree. If not for an errant ray of sunlight slipping through the trees and reflecting off the gate’s smudged surface, she might’ve walked right by.  
 
    Now, she ran her fingers over the surface of the gate, not so much reading the words etched on its face—which she’d memorized eons ago—but absorbing them, making them a part of her again. All the loves in her life—Alastair, Roan, Siri—deserved to be felt each and every day, even when their images were becoming fuzzy in her mind, marred by time and experience.  
 
    With that in mind, she pushed open the gate, channeling the iron-sheathed tangle of branches and weeds away from her. Vines parted like curtains and she saw it. The tree. Her tree. The first time she’d kissed Alastair was here, high in its branches in an iron-mesh hammock. She’d been so smitten with him then that he could’ve bedded her and she wouldn’t have resisted, but he’d taken things slow, seeming to appreciate her much like a connoisseur appreciated a fine wine.  
 
    From then on, they’d rendezvoused as often as they could escape the watchful eyes of her father, who she’d assumed would not approve of their human-Orian relationship. She’d misjudged her father then. Just like she’d misjudged Roan and Gareth and Raven and Siri. Even Whisper Sandes had managed to surprise her over the years. Though the Calypsian empress had passed into the Void several years back, she had ruled well in her final days, opening trade routes with each of her neighbors that had been closed off for decades. 
 
    Why have I always been so stubborn? Gwen wondered, as she began to climb her tree. ‘As stubborn as an Orian,’ the saying went, and she was no exception. Roan had tried to teach her, but she’d resisted. For a while, but not forever. That fact made her smile. Roan was, perhaps, the most patient man she’d ever met. With Alastair she’d been a willing participant in their love affair, while with Roan she’d had to be dragged kicking and screaming. But he’d never given up on her, not for a second. It’s just the way he was.  
 
    He was too good for this world, she thought. Far too good. 
 
    In some ways, Siri was too. Perhaps that was why the dragon had never returned. Maybe she didn’t want to be found. Though such a truth pained Gwen deeply, she couldn’t fault the magnificent beast for escaping this world. She only wished Siri had thought to take her on the journey.  
 
    She was trying to protect you from herself, Gwen thought, settling into her old iron hammock, finding it to still be a perfect fit, like an extension of her own body. Her inner argument was one she’d had half a thousand times over the years, but it never got easier. If she could only talk to her soul… 
 
    My soul… 
 
    Gwen jerked to a sitting position. That voice… “Siri?” she said aloud, not used to communicating with only her mind. There was silence for a few moments, and Gwen was about to curse angrily at herself for being so foolish, thinking Siri could possibly be speaking to— 
 
    I—we—us…this is hard. Confusing. We hurt you. For a long time, we hurt you. Us hurt you? I hurt you? Confusing.  
 
    Gwen’s breath was gone, her heart stopped entirely, such was her focus on that beautiful, ancient, troubled voice in her head. I don’t care about any of that, she replied, falling naturally back into speaking with only her mind. I don’t fault you for any of it. Where are you? Please, tell me. Please. I need to see you. You’re still my soul. Siri? Siri? 
 
    We are scared. They come for us. 
 
    Siri? Who comes for you? Who? SIRI! 
 
    She felt the moment the dragon departed her mind and she desperately tried to rebridge the connection. After several minutes of trying, she slammed the heel of her hand down on the edge of her hammock. Tears burned at her vision. “No,” she breathed, dashing them away with her fingers. She would not be weak when Siri needed her to be strong.  
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    “I’m sorry,” Gwen said to Gareth. “I have to go.” She’d already explained what had happened. He’d listened with his eyes closed the entire time, and now she wondered if he’d fallen asleep.  
 
    She flinched when his eyes snapped open. “I’ll come with you,” he said.  
 
    Though she tried to hide her horror at the suggestion, she failed miserably. Gareth laughed. “A jape, nothing more,” he said. “I can barely make it to the chamber pot half the time, much less go gallivanting across the Four Kingdoms in search of a dragon.” 
 
    “You think she’s somewhere in the Four Kingdoms?” 
 
    Gareth pulled the bedcovers higher up on his bony chest. “I don’t know. Can she speak to you when she’s very far away?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” Gwen felt foolish for not knowing, but she’d only had a few weeks to understand the intricacies of the most complex creature she’d ever come across before they’d been separated. For all she knew, dragons could only communicate with their human counterparts from close distances. For all she knew, Siri could be less than a day’s march away. If only she knew which direction to go… 
 
    “Don’t run off again,” Gareth said.  
 
    “Gareth, you didn’t hear the fear in her. I must—” 
 
    “You must be patient,” Gareth interrupted. She was surprised by the vehemence in his tone. “I may be an old man, but I’ve had a lot of time to think. Many of the mistakes made by our past leaders have been because of swift and unnecessary action, myself included. Wait for her to speak to you again. Gather information. Then go with my blessing.” 
 
    Gwen blew out a breath. He was right, she knew. But it was still hard, especially knowing Siri needed her. She nodded.  
 
    “Good. Now let’s have some sweet wine and carved meat. I’ll trade you my portion of meat for your flagon of wine. Agreed?” 
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    Gareth fell asleep before he’d finished even his own wine. Gwen took the bed tray from his lap and moved it to the table. She polished off what was left of the meat, chasing it with a swig of wine.  
 
    She departed his chambers one normal stride at a time, fighting off the urge to run. Because where would she run to? East into the sea? West toward the Spear? South to Calyp? North to the frozen mountains? Siri could be anywhere. Like Gareth said, she needed to be patient, which was something she was not.  
 
    Taking deep breaths, she made her way through the throne room, ignoring the guards as they nodded in her direction. She exited on the opposite side, where she could look over the great iron forest. The capital city of Ferria was the same as it always was, the iron structures one with the trees, built amongst them almost as if they’d grown like that. In a way, they had, the ore buildings channeled by the Orians many years ago.  
 
    Gwen remembered the first time she’d seen Siri. The thought took hold in her mind like a root burrowing into the dirt. She paused, trying to determine if she was being foolish again, but then thought, Who cares if I am? and hurried down the staircase and into the castle’s inner keep. From there she ran, following the ever-widening spiral of the castle until she reached a side door that exited into the forest.  
 
    The great iron hovel wasn’t far, and she reached it a moment later. The structure was generally used to store food, but had once served another purpose: 
 
    Dragon prison.  
 
    Although theft was rare in Ironwood, the large doors at the hovel’s base were locked and sealed. Gwen backed up a few steps, feeling for the familiar thrum of her heromark on her cheek, which heated in response. Even after all these years, it was as much a part of her as her arms or legs.  
 
    She sprinted forward, her cheek burning now. The wall approached but she didn’t stop, until it was evident she would smash right into it. But then she was airborne, running up the wall with such speed that even gravity’s grip was thwarted. The high window she’d spotted from the ground appeared and she grabbed the ledge with one hand while punching through the glass with the other. In a single motion, she vaulted through, ragged knives of glass breaking off on her armor.  
 
    She landed on the metal landing, which had been channeled when Siri had been captured back in 532. So we could gape at the beast from a safe position, Gwen thought, remembering the day with fondness. They’d all been fools then, thinking they could contain the might of a dragon. Siri had scattered them like chaff in the wind, though Gwen had managed to save more than a few. That was also the moment Siri had seemed to see her as more than just another Two-Legger.  
 
    Gwen had to admit her view of dragons had changed on that day too.  
 
    Now, however, the structure was only filled with food and drink. Shelves lined the sides and middle, filled to stuffing with barrels and burlap sacks. Salted meat hung drying from hooks along one side. Peace has been good for the east, Gwen thought. None shall starve. 
 
    She sat down and closed her eyes, throwing her thoughts back to that day she’d first met Siri, in this place. Siri? she said.  
 
    Silence ruled the day. Be patient, Gwen reminded herself.  
 
    Siri? she said. And then again. And again and again and again, repeating the name of her soul like a prayer, until exhaustion took her and she drifted away into a long, peaceful sleep.  
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    My soul? 
 
    Though the two familiar words were whispered softly into her head, they woke Gwen from her slumber with all the power of a thunderclap.  
 
    Yes! Yes, I’m here! Siri, I’m here! 
 
    I—we—are hiding from the hunters.  
 
    Who are they? Where are you? 
 
    A place across the great sea. Flew here many years ago. A lifetime? Maybe longer. Hid from the world. Hid from you. Too many voices. Two are quiet now. I—we—are left. How many? Not sure.  
 
    This time, Gwen was determined to get information, and fast. Which sea? There are many. Please, tell me. I will come.  
 
    We know this, but cannot ask. Must protect our soul. 
 
    As I must protect you. I will search for you whether you tell me or not. 
 
    There was no response, and Gwen thought her dragon might’ve slipped away once more. But no…she could still feel her mighty presence. Please, Gwen said. Tell me. 
 
    When we fled the battle…  
 
    The Fall of All Things, you mean? When the Horde attacked us? 
 
    Yes. That man…so much pain. His touch, it changed us. 
 
    I know. I know. But he is gone now. Dead. We are not. What happened after you left the battle? 
 
    We flew east, toward the forest of iron. 
 
    Gwen’s breath hitched. Are you here now? she breathed, daring to hope. 
 
    No. We passed the forest. The sea was full of mist. Felt safe there. The land beyond was barren. We flew further. There are lush forests nestled in valleys here. Very beautiful. We can hunt in peace. There is plenty of food. We have lived for many years in this place. 
 
    Who is hunting you? 
 
    They have no name. They are as tall as trees, almost as tall as we are. They don’t hunt for food, but for sport. When they discover our home, they won’t ever give up. Not until they find us and kill us. 
 
    I won’t let that happen, Gwen said, feeling the bite of tears. I’m coming. Fly as far from them as you can and hide. 
 
    Damaged my wing. Can’t fly. They are searching the mountains. Smashing the rocks. We are deep, but they will find us—me—eventually.  
 
    I will find you first. Hide. Don’t give up. 
 
    My soul? 
 
    Yes, my soul. I’m here. 
 
    I miss you. 
 
    “I miss you too,” Gwendolyn said aloud, for Siri was already gone.  
 
    And then she raced from the hovel.  
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    These are not waves, Gwen thought, watching as a mountain of water swept toward her tiny sea vessel. She paddled as hard as she could, her heromark lending her strength and speed as she climbed the watery cliff. It was beginning to curl now, preparing to come crashing down upon her head. 
 
    She growled through her teeth from the effort, shoving the water behind her with the oar as she shot over the wave’s precipice, going airborne for an exuberant moment before crashing down with a jarring slap.  
 
    The wave was past now, sliding smoothly across the night sea, which was sheened in green and red by the dueling moons. The next wave was bigger than the last.  
 
    For hours and hours she toiled, until the power of her heromark began to wane. The moment her cheek cooled, her energy flagged. The next wave was her undoing, flipping the front of her boat even as she continued to fight her way up its face. 
 
    She came crashing down into the water on her back, the boat landing atop her. For several fearful seconds, all she saw was darkness.  
 
    And then the powerful wave knocked the boat past and she cut through the watery cliff, emerging on the opposite side where it was— 
 
    Calm. It was almost eerie after the rough ocean she’d already faced. The water was flat and serene, quiet and empty. The blue-green surface vanished in the distance, where a thick fog had descended.  
 
    What new devilry is this? Gwen thought. She twisted around to look for her boat, but it was gone. And that mist seemed to be getting closer… 
 
    She glanced up at the night sky, thankful it was clear enough to make out the right stars to navigate by. She regained her bearings and looked toward the east. Her path would take her right into the fog. And then what? She could swim in circles for the rest of her life without finding her way out.  
 
    Siri, she thought. It wasn’t an effort to communicate with the dragon, who’d been silent since her last plea for help, but an attempt to rekindle her own strength. It worked to some degree. Though her heromark needed time to rest, adrenaline flared through her and she began to swim.  
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    Her Orian armor, which was remarkably light and buoyant, wasn’t the problem. No, the problem was the oreforsaken fog. It clung to Gwen as she swam. When she breathed it in, her throat and lungs seemed to turn to ice. She was shivering.  
 
    And the more she swam, the thicker the fog seemed to get. She was certain she was no longer moving in a straight line, but there was no way to tell. Even when she waved her own hand in front of her face she couldn’t see her fingers.  
 
    Her own mind began to betray her, conjuring up images of great, fanged sea creatures rising from the depths, homing in on her kicking feet, their jaws opening wide… 
 
    “Siri,” she said through chattering teeth. “Siri, I’m coming.” The mantra was beginning to lose its effect, but not entirely. Not yet. Soon, however, even thoughts of her soul wouldn’t be enough to sustain her.  
 
    After all these years of searching, is this how it will end? she thought. So close, and yet impossibly far, with each of us alone, our enemies circling… 
 
    She bit down on the thought and swam on into the mist.  
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    Sleep coiled chains around her ankles, trying to drag her down into the depths. Weariness. Exhaustion. Hunger. Thirst. These were words she’d thought she knew the meaning of, words she’d, on occasion, used to describe how she felt.  
 
    Gwen had never truly understood them until now. Her lips were parched, her stomach gnawing, her very bones tired from the constant movement required to stay afloat.  
 
    It would be so easy to stop. So simple. Just exist as she sank into the watery depths. She didn’t owe Siri anything, just as the mighty dragon didn’t owe her. Yes, she wanted to help her. Yes, she wanted to see her again. The world doesn’t always give you what you want, does it? she thought. That was a lesson she’d learned a hundred times over.  
 
    Still, she’d learned something else: 
 
    I can give myself what I want. 
 
    “Screw you, world,” she said, kicking harder, thrusting her hands through the water to propel herself forward.  
 
    Her heromark flared once more, having recovered from overuse.  
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    When the sun broke through the mist, Gwen might’ve cried if she wasn’t so utterly spent. Instead, she flipped onto her back and floated for a while, relishing the warmth and the sight of the beautiful blue sky.  
 
    She closed her eyes… 
 
    What felt like a second later she woke up spluttering, her mouth filled with saltwater. She spat it out, coughing, gagging, and then retching what had already slid down her throat. “Uhh,” was the only word she could manage. Is that even a word? she wondered to herself. And if so, does that mean ‘er’, ‘erm’ and ‘argh’ are words too? She laughed at her own foolishness, wishing Gareth were here to discuss the matter with. It was a random conversation she knew he would appreciate.  
 
    The mist was gone, as if it had never been in the first place. And— 
 
    Land! She couldn’t believe she didn’t spot it sooner, but her entire focus had been on that cerulean sunlit sky. She squinted, trying to judge the distance. It was still far away, but she thought she could reach it.  
 
    No, I will reach it. Nothing would deny her now.  
 
    As she swam, taking long, slow strokes, she observed the land. It wasn’t much to look at, rocky and rough, but the thought of walking on it made her want to scream with joy. She didn’t think she’d ever want to swim again.  
 
    The day passed by, and she began to wish for nightfall and the escape from the heat it would bring. As it turned out, she reached land sooner than expected, just before dusk. As soon as it was shallow enough, she tried to wade the rest of the way but ended up half-stumbling, half-crawling, finally flopping onto the rocky beach, water bubbling around her feet.  
 
    She fell asleep instantly, her dreams empty.  
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    My soul? 
 
    This was a beautiful dream. Siri’s voice was a deep rumble. Calming. Soothing.  
 
    We can feel you, Siri said. You are closer.  
 
    Gwen jolted upright, her head swimming. It was no longer gray, but pink, the rising sun splashing colors over the harsh landscape. She groaned, her head pounding, her joints aching. Siri? she managed to reply. 
 
    You are hurt.  
 
    Yes. But I’m all right. And yes, I’m closer. I crossed the sea. 
 
    The hunters are near. We must fight them. 
 
    No! Gwen said. Keep hiding. Go deeper if you must. I’m coming. Wait for me. 
 
    We…we will try. 
 
    Good. That is good. 
 
    If the dragon heard the last thing Gwen said, she gave no reply.  
 
    Gwen gritted her teeth and shoved to her feet. She looked at the water, surprised at how far it had receded while she slept. Low tide. She tried to take a step, but her legs felt like rubber, and she almost fell. Sharp stones pierced her hand as she steadied herself. She blinked, shocked that she’d slept on this bed of knives. If not for her armor, she’d have been sliced to ribbons.  
 
    She rose again, more slowly this time, and took a deep breath. One step at a time. The first was weak and unsteady, but she managed to remain upright. The second was better; the third better still. More confident now, she picked her way across the stony beach and then clambered up an embankment, searching for something to eat or drink.  
 
    Her stomach dropped when she saw what lay beyond: 
 
    A vast plain, cracked and dry and devoid of any foliage save gnarled, thorny plants that grew from the tiniest fissures in the rocks. In the far distance, she could just make out towering cliffs shrouded in shadow. Siri, is that where you are? 
 
    No answer.  
 
    There was nothing for it. Famished and dehydrated, Gwen set out across the plains.  
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    Gwen was learning how to survive in this place. The first time she came within range of one of the tiny watering holes, she almost missed it. They were small, about the size of a fist, but deep, the water cool and clean and refreshing. The liquid was the most delicious thing Gwen had ever tasted. She drank from a cupped hand, splashing the water on her face. Her stomach roiled and she reminded herself to slow down. Little sips were better than big gulps until she grew used to drinking again.  
 
    From then on, spotting the sources of water became easier. Tiny green plants grew around their edges. Filling her stomach with water only seemed to remind her gut of how empty it was. She was so ravenous now that she broke off several leaves from one of the tiny plants, sniffed them, and then shoved them in her mouth, chewing heavily. They were bitter-tasting, and for a moment she worried they would make her sick or worse. But then she noticed several of them were half-bitten, as if an animal had tasted them. If the animals were eating them, perhaps they were all right for her to eat. She ended up eating a dozen of them before the bitterness became too much.  
 
    Afterwards, to her surprise, she felt reenergized. She wished she had her flint to make fire, but it had been lost with most of her other belongings—save her weapons, which were tucked in secret places within her armor—when the sea took her boat. With fire, she could boil the leaves into a tea. Chewing them would have to suffice for now.  
 
    It was in this way that she continued her journey, stopping whenever she located a water pocket, as she had named them, drinking and breaking off a few more leaves to chew as she walked.  
 
    The cliffs grew ever closer, but still so far off she knew she’d be forced to make camp—she chuckled at the word, as her camp would consist of a rock for a pillow and bitter leaves for a blanket—on the open plains.  
 
    Darkness fell and still she soldiered on, unwilling to stop until she’d gained as much distance as possible. For all she knew, Siri might be discovered on this very night.  
 
    Eventually, however, she was forced to halt, else she sleep the next day away. Just a few hours, she promised herself, lying on the unforgiving ground, which had grown quite cold now that the sun had sunk below the horizon.  
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    The next day, she increased her speed, feeling stronger. Several times she tried to communicate with Siri, but the dragon didn’t respond. Please be safe, she thought. Please please please… 
 
    The cliffs loomed closer, a towering wall that, from this distance, seemed impenetrable, without crack nor door.  
 
    As the day wore on, however, she spotted several breaches in the rock fortress, narrow crevices that might offer a way through. Or they might be deadends, she thought. If so, she could waste countless hours attempting each one. Going around could take months, for she could not make out the end of the cliff wall to either side. There was another option, but she feared she hadn’t recovered enough to attempt it.  
 
    I could climb. 
 
    The next several hours gave her time to consider the choice, but when she finally arrived in the shadow of the cliffs she still hadn’t reached a decision, which might be the difference in saving Siri or not.  
 
    The weight of failure pressed down on her shoulders, but she straightened them anyway. I will not be denied, she thought. I shall climb. 
 
    She approached the wall, craning her neck back to look up its face. Had it been a smaller wall, she might’ve called upon her heromark and run right up it. But this cliff was immense, and even her heromark would fail her partway to the top. But not if she took it slow, drawing upon her own strength first, only relying on her heromark when absolutely necessary.  
 
    Before she started the ascent, she drank plenty of water and tucked a plentiful supply of bitter leaves into her armor. She also rolled up several and stuffed them inside her bottom lip. She found she could make them last longer if she slowly leached energy from them in such a way rather than chewing them directly.  
 
    The early parts of the climb were relatively easy, the handholds frequent and deep. As she reached the middle section, however, she suddenly found nothing but a sheet of flat rock. She stopped to catch her breath, spitting out the old leaves from her mouth and replacing them with new ones. The wind was fiercer here, buffeting her sides, trying to rip her from her perch. She glanced left and then right, hoping against hope that she would find a better way to continue her climb.  
 
    Her heart plummeted to the earth below. All along the cliff face was the same. The wind had chiseled away any imperfections, leaving the surface as smooth as glass.  
 
    Stop exaggerating, she thought, for there were divots in the surface, though they were small and a great distance from each other. Impossible to climb.  
 
    For an unmarked human, she thought. But for a heromarked Orian? Maybe not.  
 
    Maybe would have to be good enough.  
 
    She breathed, feeling the dull throb of the marking on her cheek, which had been waiting patiently for its opportunity to help.  
 
    She dug her toes into the crack and flexed each of her hands in turn.  
 
    And then she bent her knees and launched herself skywards.  
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    Too far, she thought, even as she refused to stop moving, flinging herself from impossible handhold to impossible handhold, her fingers aching, her toes bruised from stuffing themselves into the tiniest cracks and crevices. Again and again she pushed higher, but the top of the cliff never seemed to get any closer.  
 
    Her heromark was on fire, and she was almost glad she didn’t have a free hand to check whether it had burned a hole through her cheek.  
 
    She growled as she lunged once more, extending her arm to its breaking point, her fingers finding a miniscule fissure, somehow dragging her body behind her, contorting in such a way that her toes could replace her fingers so she could kick off and launch herself higher yet again.  
 
    Then, suddenly and surprisingly, her progress became apparent. The edge of the cliff came into view. For one fatal moment, Gwen lost her concentration as she fixated on her goal. She missed a handhold, her body slamming into the rock, her feet kicking at the stone as she searched for something to arrest her fall, her fingers clawing as they slid along the surface, her rough, chipped fingernails breaking off completely.  
 
    She stopped, her toes finding purchase. Her bleeding fingers dug into crevices of their own. Gwen didn’t dare to breathe, afraid the force of exhalation would be too much. 
 
    She twisted her head to look down, where the ground was but a distant place blanketed in shadow.  
 
    Help! Siri shouted, and the force of the dragon’s plea made Gwen flinch, her fingers nearly slipping from the crack. She managed to regain her concentration, ignoring Siri’s next two shouts as she fought higher and higher, scrambling over the edge, her toes cramping, her fingers burning and bleeding, and then… 
 
    She sighed. The sight before her might’ve been a dream world if she wasn’t so acutely aware of her own state of consciousness. 
 
    It was just as Siri had described it—a lush, green valley, descending deep between the shoulders of the mountains that flanked it. Birds swooped above the trees, landing on branches and singing. Several thin, narrow waterfalls cascaded from the cliffs, sprinkling the foliage.  
 
    Gwen noticed something else—something that didn’t belong: 
 
    A roiling cloud of black smoke wafting up from the trees, deep within the valley. Someone was burning the beauty to the ground.  
 
    Siri screamed.  
 
    Not in Gwen’s head, not anymore, the sound cutting across the valley and directly into Gwen’s ears.  
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    Gwendolyn Storm ran downslope, recklessly springing over boulders and ducking beneath the tree branches that tried to remove her head from her shoulders. At one point the landscape dropped beneath her feet and she went airborne over a cliff, managing to grab an interwined group of vines that swung away when she hit them. Like a pendulum, they reversed course, gaining speed and ratcheting against the cliffside, her armor clanking. She opened her fingers slightly and slid down the rough rope, dropping to the ground far below.  
 
    She ran on, spurred by another scream from Siri, closer now. 
 
    I’m coming. I’m coming I’m coming I’m com— 
 
    She emerged from the trees onto a battlefield. Dozens of massive forms—giants, just as Siri had said—were scattered about. Their features were blunter than those of humans and Orians. Their hair was long and shaggy and grew from all parts of their body. They appeared to be both male and female, though it was hard to tell. More importantly, their focus was trained in the same direction.  
 
    My soul, Gwen thought. The words were like a streak of lightning in her head, the moment so surreal because it was something she had dreamed about for years, decades, both when waking and asleep, but not like this. Never like this.  
 
    Siri was thrashing about with two dark heads, spewing fire in all directions. Her third head had drooped to the ground, unmoving. A pool of blood was spreading beneath her powerful feet. One of her wings was shredded, the tattered leather flapping in the breeze. The other appeared to be intact, and Siri had wisely tucked it against her back to protect it.  
 
    One of the giants rushed forward, swinging an entire uprooted tree as its weapon. Siri lashed out with her spiked tail, landing a blow on his chest and knocking him back.  
 
    A diversion, Gwen thought, darting forward too late. For the real attack had come from behind, one of the other giants slashing with a massive sword, hacking into one of Siri’s necks. The dragon squealed and Gwen could feel her pain and anger deep in her own soul, the impact almost doubling her over.  
 
    She didn’t stop, her blood pumping, her heromark a ball of fury.  
 
    This wasn’t war—this was survival—just like it had been during the Fall of All Things. For these giants, hunting a dragon might be a recreational activity, but for Gwen this was her world under attack.  
 
    She still had weapons, her quiver and bow strapped to her back throughout the entire journey, even as she slept. Tucked in various spots in her armor were her daggers, both for throwing and hand to hand combat. She started with the bow.  
 
    The technique was one many Orians attempted for fun, but which Gwen had perfected long ago. Three arrows, three targets, one shot. The calculations were done instantaneously in her head, the twang of her bow like a single note in the symphony of battle. The resulting notes were the same thock-thock-thock! and the plumage from three arrows stuck from three separate giant eyeballs, their recipients releasing bellows of rage as they fell, scrabbling at their faces. They succeeded in doing little but snapping the shafts of the arrows in half, the business ends still sunk deep into their skulls.  
 
    Gwen took another shot, her arrows entering behind the first ones, stabbing further, reaching their brains. They collapsed flat, the impact becoming a physical, ground-shaking phenomenon.  
 
    Gwen, however, was already running, keeping her feet by sheer will as the ground quivered.  
 
    The giants were no longer easy targets. They’d seen what had happened to their fellow hunters and were now turning toward her, the desire for revenge twisting their already brutish features.  
 
    Beyond them, Siri shrieked, her center neck twisting around, her jaws clamping down on the long neck that had sustained the slash from the giant’s mighty blade. To Gwen’s horror, Siri began to chew.  
 
    Siri, no! Gwen tried to warn her, but the dragon’s mind was closed off to her now, buried deep in the throes of the madness she had long held at bay.  
 
    Time was running out, Gwen knew, gauging the distance between herself and the closest giant. The wind was but a light breeze wafting through the valley. Gwen fired off several shots in rapid succession, picking off the closest giants, most of her arrows entering their heads via their open mouths or through their eyeballs.  
 
    She ran out of arrows, dropping her bow and extracting two of her knives. A lumbering giant closed in, bellowing a roar. It swung a meaty fist and she leapt high in the air, feeling the whoosh of a near miss beneath her. Dirt, rocks, and grass were kicked up under the force of the blow, and she landed amidst the maelstrom. She rebounded, clambering up the surprised giant’s fist as it raised its clenched knuckles for another swing. It tried to grab her with the opposite hand, but she danced away, running up its arm and shoving one of her daggers deep into its temple. Its body jerked and it fell, its legs rubberized. She rode the creature down, stepping off casually when it flopped to the ground.  
 
    She wasn’t ready for the next attack, a heavy booted kick that connected squarely with her chest, sending her flying. Her flight was arrested when she crashed into a medium-sized tree, which cracked under the force. Her armor was dented in, her breath stolen.  
 
    As she gasped, she searched for Siri, who was still gnawing savagely at her own neck. The dragon took a final bite and the neck and attached head broke free, flopping like a severed rope as it fell to the ground. Oh ore, Gwen thought. Oh, soul. 
 
    Her body ached, her lungs burned for air.  
 
    And she dragged herself to her feet, managing a wheezing breath. Once again, she ran into battle.  
 
    The giants didn’t see her coming. Most likely, they didn’t expect her to get up from the bone-shattering kick and resulting collision. Adrenaline and magic from her heromark coursing through her, she leapt high enough to slash one’s throat, cutting another at the ankle as she landed. Two other giants tried to grab at her, but she dove through one’s legs and they cracked skulls. She took advantage of their momentary confusion to end them both, severing one’s thick spine while piercing the other’s heart.  
 
    Still, there were too many, at least a half-dozen left, and they were getting smarter, surrounding her on all sides, taking turns punching and kicking at her. She dodged and danced, occasionally landing a minor slash to one of their knuckles. After her long journey and climb, her heromark was spent, the familiar pulsing beginning to wane.  
 
    It’s over, she thought. Siri, if you can hear me, run! Run! 
 
    Siri heard her, but she didn’t run, releasing a roar filled with rage and dragonfire, a true dragon’s roar that Gwen hadn’t heard since Raven Sandes was killed almost seven decades ago.  
 
    The fire incinerated two of the giants in less than the blink of an eye. Two more were ended when Siri whipped her tail around, her long spikes cutting through them. Gwen wasn’t idle either, taking advantage of the distraction to hurl one of her throwing knives into the fifth giant’s heart.  
 
    And the last giant? The last giant ran, only managing to take two long strides before Siri’s jaws clamped down upon its head and neck, thrashing back and forth several times.  
 
    Gwen looked away as the headless body fell and Siri spat out the head.  
 
    When she turned back, Siri was staring at her, smoke and flames roiling from her bloody maw. Seeing her soul like this, one neck severed by her own fangs, another broken and drooping, the last strong and fierce and still fighting…  
 
    We are both still fighting, Gwen said. 
 
    We? There is no we. We are dead.  
 
    The pain in Siri’s words was almost too much for Gwen to bear. She knew Siri’s madness would only return. Her three heads would regrow. She would fade away into but a shadow of the beautiful, mighty creature she once was.  
 
    Gwen could make her ending swift, worthy of the most perfect soul she had ever met.  
 
    It wasn’t Gwen’s promise to Raven that stayed her hand. It was something even purer, simpler.  
 
    It was love, unconditional and neverending. Love for the very creature she had once hated with every drop of blood in her body.  
 
    Siri, you are mine and I am yours. I am your soul. I will never leave you. Not ever again.  
 
    The dragon cocked her head to the side, her eyes narrowing. Her lips cracked open, revealing teeth so large and sharp they could shear through Gwen’s Orian armor in an instant.  
 
    She took a step forward, growling, her dead head dragging at her side.  
 
    Gwen said, You can kill me. I won’t fight you. If it will bring you peace, I will die for you. For my soul.  
 
    I—we—the shadows call us. They want us to bring you with us. 
 
    I go willingly. If that’s what you want.  
 
    Gwen closed her eyes, waiting for the end, feeling Siri’s presence approach, the heat of her flames wafting over her like a hot, summer wind.  
 
    Scales brushed against her armor and she opened her eyes.  
 
    My soul? Siri said, one massive, dark eye staring at her from mere inches away. You came. 
 
    Yes, my heart. I came. 
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    The past few months had been special to Gwen as she’d spent the days with Siri basking in the natural beauty of the valley, hunting and fishing and foraging. The first few days and nights had been rough, their injuries still fresh, but they’d handled it together. Gwen had severed Siri’s dead neck, evened out the ragged flesh of the other one, and cauterized both with a heated blade.  
 
    But that was the past and both nubs were healing day by day. One of them was even beginning to regrow. Please don’t grow too fast, she thought. Gwen wanted to relish every moment before the dragon began to slide back into the shadowy madness that beckoned her.  
 
    Once Gwen had sewn the tattered flaps back together, Siri’s injured wing had healed too. Today was finally the day she would get to try it out.  
 
    Gwen held her breath as the dragon launched into the air. Gwen gasped when the wing twisted awkwardly, the mighty beast tumbling end over end from the sky. She was helpless, unable to do anything but watch as Siri twisted, turned, and then… 
 
    Swooped past, buffeting the air as both wings caught, sending her shooting skywards.  
 
    Gwen laughed, having been fooled by her soul’s childish prank.  
 
    The next time Siri glided past, Gwen leapt atop her back, grabbing two spikes and hanging on for dear life as the wind rushed over her, the freedom of the skies sucking her breath from her very lungs.  
 
    She remembered.  
 
    Ore, how she’d missed flying.  
 
    I want to go home, Siri said, pushing higher.  
 
    What?  
 
    To Calypso. 
 
    You remember? 
 
    Of course I remember. Why wouldn’t I? 
 
    Gwen would’ve laughed with joy if the innocence in the question wasn’t so heartbreaking. Are you certain? We could have a good life here.  
 
    I’m certain. I’ve been away for a long time, I think. 
 
    Yes, you have. Too long. I’ve missed you.  
 
    Of course you have! 
 
    Now, Gwen did laugh, the joy of having her soul back beyond anything she’d ever experienced in her long life.  
 
    Let’s go home, she said, glad she’d be making the journey on dragonback this time.  
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    The Calypsians looked like ants, scurrying about the city, pointing at the dragon and her rider as they soared overhead on a hot, sunny day.  
 
    Gwen wondered whether Empress Whisper Sandes, now an old woman, would be pleased to see them. In truth, she didn’t really care one way or the other.  
 
    I have a surprise for you, Siri purred.  
 
    What surprise? Gwen had always hated surprises, and she frowned.  
 
    You’ll see.  
 
    Tell me.  
 
    No. 
 
    And I always thought mules were the most stubborn creatures.  
 
    Nope. Orians win that contest every time.  
 
    Gwen swatted at Siri’s back playfully. She squinted, noticing the dragon had not begun to circle, which would’ve been the sign that she was descending toward the palace.  
 
    Because we’re not going to the palace, Siri said, reading her thoughts. Not yet anyway.  
 
    Then where? Siri didn’t need to answer her question because there was only one thing in the direction they were heading: The pyramids. 
 
    Yes, Siri agreed. My home. 
 
    Gwen felt a twinge of nostalgia looking upon the place she’d given her soul to the dragon. It was the same as she remembered it, the towering stone structure piercing the sky. The breach in its side hadn’t been repaired, even after all these years. Gwen wondered if Whisper used it as a reminder of all that had transpired during those tumultuous times.  
 
    Siri flew toward that very break in the stone, slipping inside the welcoming darkness. Gwen blinked to adjust her vision. They were nestled on a ledge near the top of the inner structure, where sticks and dried reeds coated the rocky surface. Strange, Gwendolyn thought. Perhaps a bird had made its nest here.  
 
    A creaky female voice rang out from below. “Gwendolyn Storm! Is it really you?” 
 
    Gwen could scarcely believe Whisper Sandes was here. It was almost as if she’d been waiting for them, though Gwen knew that was impossible, the timing of their arrival unplanned.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I’m with Siri.” 
 
    “I’m old, not blind,” Whisper said. “Kind of hard to miss the last dragon on earth when she flies through the window.” 
 
    Gwen chuckled, glad to find that the years had been kind to the empress. “Siri wanted to come home.” 
 
    “That’s good. I’m coming up.” 
 
    “What?” Maybe the woman had gone mad in her old age. She could picture the aging woman tumbling from the cliffside, breaking every bone in her body when she landed. “I don’t think that’s such a good—” 
 
    “We built steps after we discovered the nest,” Whisper said, her voice sounding out of breath as she climbed.  
 
    Gwen slid from Siri’s back, the dragon having gone quiet. She peeked over the side to find Whisper clambering up a set of switchback steps carved into the stone. She marveled at the engineering. It would’ve taken many workers and years to construct them. “Let me help you,” Gwen offered, stepping onto the first landing.  
 
    “If you touch me, I’ll carve out your eyeballs and feed them to your dragon,” Whisper said, still climbing. “I climb these steps every day to look at the nest. Keeps me young. Sometimes my daughters come, too, and my granddaughters. Not as often lately though. No one really expects the eggs will hatch anymore.” 
 
    Gwen frowned. It was the second time she’d mentioned a nest. And… “Eggs?” 
 
    “Gods,” Whisper said, “you’d think you were the old one. Open those pretty golden eyes of yours, Orian. Why do you think Siri wanted to come back to this place? I’ll tell you why: Maternal instinct.” 
 
    What? Gwen finally turned to look at the dragon, who had curled up into a ball of sorts, her tail forming a circle around the tangle of branches and twigs. Siri was purring, the sound so loud Gwen could feel it humming through her. Siri, what is she talking about? 
 
    My children, the dragon said, and Gwen finally did see what her unbelieving eyes had glossed over since the moment they entered the pyramid. 
 
    Eggs. They weren’t white or brown like those of a chicken, but red, and she remembered something Raven had once told her while they flew on Siri’s back, many years ago. “Did you know a dragon’s eggs are the same color as her skin?” Gwen had rolled her eyes and answered, “No. And I do believe you are having a laugh at my expense.” 
 
    She was telling the truth, Siri said. I was once this very color, before… 
 
    Gwen was careful not to impale herself on Siri’s spiked tail as she peered at the contents of the nest, each of which was so large she wouldn’t be able to get her hands around any of them. She counted.  
 
    Six! Six eggs. Dragon’s eggs! How is this possible? 
 
    “She laid them many years ago,” Whisper said, the woman’s voice close now. Gwen half-turned to find the empress standing on the stone ledge, leaning slightly on a cane, as if out of breath. “Most females don’t procreate at such a young age, but Siri was always special, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gwen breathed.  
 
    “We found them shortly after…she left, when we were considering repairing the hole. Fresh air and sunlight is good for dragon younglings, so we didn’t fix it. That’s when we started building the steps. I thought it was important for my people to see their future. This is a holy place now.” 
 
    That is why the sticks and twigs are fresh. They must change them from time to time. “When will they hatch?” 
 
    Whisper smiled. “They’ve been waiting patiently.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For their mother. Look!” 
 
    Gwen did, watching as, one by one, the eggs began to wobble from side to side. Tiny cracks formed in their shells. Siri purred gently, as if coaxing the hidden creatures to come out.  
 
    A claw poked through one shell. Then another. A tiny head popped out, its skin as red as fire.  
 
    I will call you Raven, Siri said.  
 
    Gwendolyn wept with joy.  
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    A personal note from David… 
 
      
 
    Want a FREE, signed copy of Fatemarked? For everyone that leaves a review of any of the books in the series on Amazon, I do a monthly raffle for a signed copy of the first book! Just CLICK HERE to leave a review, then send an e-mail to davidestesbooks@gmail.com with a link to your review. I announce the winner via my mailing list on a monthly basis. Thanks for your support and reviews! 
 
      
 
    Ready for another epic fantasy series? I’m hard at work on it and hope to release the first few books in The Swords of Areon in 2018! While you wait, I think you might enjoy a few books from my backlist, particularly, The Slip Trilogy, a SciFi dystopian series with complex, well-developed characters set in a world of fear and population control. Keep reading for a sample from Slip! 
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    [image: ] (d) Lifemarked- Roan Loren (the Peacemaker)  
 
    [image: ] Deathmarked- Bane Gäric (the Kings’ Bane) 
 
    [image: ] Halfmarked- Shae Arris 
 
    [image: ] Halfmarked- Erric Clawborn (the Pirate King) 
 
    [image: swordmark 2] Swordmarked- Sir Dietrich 
 
    [image: ] (d) Icemarked- the Ice Lord 
 
    [image: ] (d) Ironmarked- Beorn Stonesledge 
 
    [image: ] Heromarked- Gwendolyn Storm 
 
    [image: ] (d) Firemarked- Fire Sandes 
 
    [image: ] (d) Plaguemarked- the Beggar 
 
    [image: ] (d) Slavemarked- Vin Hoza 
 
    [image: justicemark 2](d) Justicemarked- Jai Jiroux 
 
    [image: C:\Users\Owner\Desktop\Fatemarked Images\Fatemarks\soulmark.jpg] Soulmarked- Lisbeth Lorne 
 
    [image: ] (d) Painmarked- Helmuth Gäric 
 
    ?         Peacemarked- Noura Loren-Arris 
 
   
  
 



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